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AI Use Statement 

Innovation has always been about learning to use new tools wisely. This book was created in 

that spirit. 

Generative artificial intelligence was used throughout the project as a creative and editorial 

assistant. It supported brainstorming, language polishing, proofreading, and the creation of 

many of the illustrations, diagrams and visual layouts included in these pages. 

The intellectual contribution, however, including the concepts, methodology, structure, 

examples, interpretations and conclusions, is entirely my own. Every idea was selected, 

developed, challenged and validated by me, and I take full responsibility for the content of this 

book. 

I believe AI is most valuable not when it replaces human thinking, but when it amplifies it. This 

book is the product of that collaboration. 
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Feedback 
Your feedback is always welcome. Positive Impact Innovation is intended to evolve through 

practice, discussion, and real-world experience. If you have suggestions, ideas, or examples that 

could improve future editions, I would be delighted to hear from you. Please visit the Contact 

page on my website, www.christian-chevalier.com. While you're there, you can also download 

all of the book's illustrations, canvases, and templates from the Resources page to use in your 

own projects and workshops. 
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Introduction 

Why Does Sustainability Feel Like a Burden? 
You don't need another reason to feel guilty. Running a business today is like tightrope-walking 

through a hurricane. If you lead a small or medium-sized company, your to-do list probably 

reads: make payroll, find customers, survive the quarter, don't run out of cash. And now 

someone wants you to measure your Scope 3 carbon emissions. 

The truth is that the green transition has a branding problem. For most SMEs it arrives wrapped 

in jargon, acronyms, and what looks suspiciously like unpaid homework. CSRD? ESRS? LCA? 

A blizzard of acronyms, served right when you're already choking on rising costs, shifting 

markets, and a tired team. Worse, it tends to show up as a punishment, something bolted on 

after your "real job" is done. You build a product, serve your customers, keep fourteen people 

employed. Then a forty-page reporting template lands on your desk, marked urgent. If that feels 

unfair, you're not crazy, you're just paying attention. Most of this machinery was designed for 

multinationals with dedicated ESG departments. It was never designed for the local 

manufacturer with thirty-eight employees, two old vans, and a founder who hasn't taken a real 

vacation since 2019. 

I've seen this up close. A French industrial subcontractor, let's call him Luc, was told to "start a 

sustainability program" because a major client demanded it. He downloaded a few PDFs, 

attended a regional workshop, and spent two weekends trying to decode what a "materiality 

assessment" actually meant. After several hours wrestling with Excel and wondering whether his 

energy bill counted as a KPI, he sighed, closed the laptop, and went back to a more pressing 

question: how to keep his best technician from being poached by a competitor. Luc isn't lazy, 

and he isn't against the environment. He's trying to survive, like you. And that is the elephant in 

the (boiler) room. Most SME leaders genuinely want to do the right thing. What they can't afford 

is to waste time doing the wrong thing. 

 

So, let's make a deal. This book won't guilt-trip you into becoming a climate hero overnight. It 

won't ask you to hire a Director of Purpose, and it won't drown you in indicators just because 

Brussels or DC said so. Instead, it will show you something radically simple. That pile of 

obligations, that maze of standards, hides a set of powerful design constraints. Handled with the 

right mindset and the right tools, those constraints unlock real invention. The question is not 

"How do I become compliant?" The question is "How do I build products and services that 

people love, that last longer, that cost less to run, and that happen to be future proof?" That 
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shift is what the next section is about. Because the constraint you're cursing today may be the 

best design brief you'll ever receive. 

 

The Flip: From Compliance Headache to Design Brief 
Consider the irony. Some of the most exciting, cost-saving, category-defining breakthroughs of 

the past decade were born not despite environmental constraints, but because of them. The 

companies that made refillable packaging cool, or turned their product into a subscription 

service, rarely started with a stroke of genius. They started with a problem: waste, pollution, a 

fragile supply chain, customer fatigue. They were boxed in. And like any good inventor, they 

made something remarkable out of the box. That is the quiet superpower of constraints. Scarce 

materials, stricter laws, rising energy prices: each one tells you what you can't do. Which is often 

the only way to discover what you truly should do. A Dutch startup building modular electric 

bikes hit a wall when its frame supplier couldn't meet its environmental requirements. It pivoted 

to a local partnership and came out with shorter lead times, a smaller footprint, and a story its 

riders loved. A French cosmetics SME under pressure to cut plastic co-designed a returnable 

glass-jar system with its own customers. Refills earned a ten percent discount, repeat purchases 

soared, and packaging costs fell year after year. What began as a restriction became a business 

model. 

 

So here is the shift this book asks you to make. Treated as a reporting task, the green agenda is 

a burden. Treated as a creative constraint, it becomes an engine. And this is no longer a theory 

reserved for pioneers. It is already the daily reality of firms whose big clients demand ESG 

visibility, whose margins are squeezed by volatile energy and raw materials, who need to attract 

younger customers and employees, or who must stand out in saturated markets with smarter, 

more durable offers. 

 

There is even peer-reviewed backup for keeping things simple. A 2024 review of 170 assessment 

methods found that the ones people actually use share four traits: simple, social, qualitative, and 

modular. They fit on a whiteboard, not in a 400-page report. The researchers call it "front-end" 

evaluation: testing ideas early, in workshops, with diverse voices and quick signals rather than 

impossible precision. For a small business, that isn't a compromise., it's survival logic. So, if 

anyone ever accuses you of oversimplifying, you can politely disagree and cite the literature. 

Doing what works is now peer-reviewed. You don't need a perfect ESG score. You need a 
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product people love, a team proud to work with you, and a company that can take the next 

storm. What you need, in short, is a method. That is exactly what comes next. 

 

So, What Exactly Is Positive Impact Innovation? 
PII stands for Positive Impact Innovation, and each word is doing a job. Positive, because the ambition 

goes beyond "less bad": we aim at ideas that add something to the world, not merely subtract a 

little harm. Impact, because good intentions don't count until they produce a measurable 

difference for your business, for people, for living systems. Innovation, because none of this 

happens through reporting, it happens through building. Together: a practical way to create new 

value now that ecological reality is no longer optional and business-as-usual has stopped 

working. 

 

The method wasn't invented in a vacuum. I started from what already works, and from where 

each approach falls short. Agile brought fast loops and team alignment but stays obsessed with 

software and speed. Design thinking brought user empathy and prototyping but often skips 

long-term consequences. Circular-economy models brought repair, reuse and product-as-a-

service, but can feel impossible without a supply-chain doctorate. Ecodesign brought rigorous 

logic but tends to drown in technical detail. And the new EU reporting standards brought 

transparency, along with terrifying spreadsheets. I took the essence of all of it and asked one 

question: how do we make this usable by real people, building real products, under real pressure? 

The answer is a seven-step journey. One chapter per step, one tool per chapter. 

 

1. Reframe. Stop solving the wrong problems. Shift from growth-at-any-cost to value that lasts. 

2. Empathize. Look beyond your customer. Think in systems. Feel the consequences. 

3. Generate. Produce regenerative ideas using smart constraints. 

4. Evaluate. Test fast with a Minimum Viable Positive Impact. Don't just prototype, sense. 

5. Navigate. Adjust to what the world tells you. Pivot with purpose, not panic. 

6. Operate. Build systems that loop, learn, and last. 

7. Narrate. Tell the story of your impact in a way that moves people. 

 

Every chapter follows the same rhythm: a story from a business like yours, a shift in perspective, 

a workshop-ready tool you can use tomorrow, and a smile or two, because the world has enough 

dry manuals. And I am proud of one thing in particular: the method works even if you're not 

"into" the environmental cause. It was built to solve business problems. It just happens to do so 
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in a way that cuts waste, strengthens resilience, and improves your effect on people and planet. 

Like sneaking vegetables into your favorite meal: you still enjoy it, you just feel better afterward. 

 

Is it scientific? It rests on established frameworks, academic research, field-tested tools, and 

dozens of practitioner conversations. But it isn't written like a research paper. It's written like 

something you'd want to read. Which brings us to how to read it. 

 

How to Use This Book 
Let's be honest about what usually happens to business books. Underlined, highlighted, 

abandoned halfway when life intervenes. So, this one was designed less as a lecture than as a 

toolbox you can open anywhere. Read it front to back like a story or jump straight to the chapter 

that matches your current headache (it comes at the price of repeating myself a few times, but I 

will do my best to keep you engaged). Got a promising idea and no clue whether it's any good? 

Head to Evaluate. Not even sure who you're affecting? Empathize. Stuck writing a message that 

doesn't sound hostage-written? Narrate. 

You won't need a doctorate in systems thinking, a certification in agile rituals, or a six-month 

budget. You will need a pen, some sticky notes, a brain (ideally your own, but I am flexible), and 

a willingness to rethink how value gets created. Every tool is designed for group use, workshop-

style, whether you run a three-person atelier or a hundred-person exporter. And you don't have 

to be "green" to begin. You just have to be curious. This is not a perfection-or-nothing game. 

It's an iterative, forgiving process for people trying to do things better. 

 

One warning about what this book is not. It is not a CSR brochure in disguise, a masterclass in 

climate guilt, a €6,000 consultant trapped in print, or a greenwashing survival manual. I am not 

here to preach. And I am definitely not here to waste your time, because time is the one resource 

you don't have. As for the acronyms (CSRD, ESRS, VSME and friends), a plain-language guide 

waits in the appendix. When a rule matters, I'll tell you what to track, why, and how to do it 

without losing your weekend. 

 

Who is it for? SME leaders in the arena, carrying the whole machine on their backs. 

Intrapreneurs, product owners and designers who keep asking "why are we doing it this way?" 

Consultants and facilitators guiding teams that aren't naturally inventive. And curious rebels: 

freelancers, founders, corporate escapees who want to build something meaningful without 
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breaking the bank or their brains. If none of that is you, you probably know someone it describes. 

Pass it along. 

 

Why I Wrote It 
Because I was sick of the double talk. On one side, the slogans: "sustainability drives innovation," 

"it's good for business," "it's a competitive advantage." On the other, regulations piling up like 

bricks. CSRD, ESRS 1 to 12, CS3D, followed by a half-hearted attempt at "simplification" once 

overwhelmed businesses pushed back. Let's be blunt. Who honestly believed that hundreds of 

indicators, many vague or nearly impossible to measure, would inspire anyone? They didn't 

inspire. They confused, they paralyzed, and they made something urgent feel absurd. Caught in 

the middle were the very companies that create value in the real economy, left alone between 

guilt and gridlock. 

 

I watched smart, committed entrepreneurs lose faith. Not in the mission, but in the method. 

They care about people and about tomorrow. What they don't care for is bureaucracy dressed 

up as purpose. This book is our refusal to accept that status quo: inspiring rhetoric paired with 

punishing, fragmented, unusable tools. My promise is short. I'll cut through the noise. I'll speak 

like humans. And I'll hand you a practical method, step by step and tool by tool, that respects 

your reality and helps you build offers that are not only cleaner but more useful, more loved, 

and more resilient. 

One last thought before we start. For centuries, progress ran on a myth: that humans stood 

outside nature, tinkering from a safe distance. That story has expired. Nature was never the 

backdrop. It was always the main character. The challenge ahead isn't to save the planet, which 

will adapt with or without us. The challenge is to reinvent our place within it, where ingenuity 

means conversation rather than conquest, and regeneration replaces extraction as the measure 

of success. Big words? Maybe. So, let's bring them down to earth, starting where every real 

change starts: with the problem you're actually solving. Which, as Chapter 1 will show, may not 

be the problem worth solving at all. 
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Chapter 1: Reframe: Stop Solving the Wrong Problems 

1.1 The Trap of Business-as-Usual Thinking 

If you lead or manage a small or medium business, you are probably not twiddling your thumbs 

wondering how to save the planet. More likely you're racing to make payroll, juggling supply 

delays, dodging a few angry emails, and praying next quarter doesn't hit harder than the last. And 

in the middle of that chaos, someone shows up asking whether you've considered "rethinking 

your business model to align with planetary boundaries and stakeholder expectations." It's a 

miracle you're still reading. 

 

Efficiency ≠ Relevance 
 

But there is a trap here. In the scramble to survive, we get stuck solving the wrong problems. 

We launch products faster. We optimize production. We hunt for cheaper suppliers. It all feels 

like progress, and often it's just running harder inside the same hamster wheel. Efficiency is not 

the same thing as relevance. A company can release a new version of an existing product without 

asking whether anyone still needs it. It can add features because competitors did, "go digital" 

without questioning what digital means for its customers, or trim costs in ways that quietly 

increase long-term harm. The result? You move faster, toward a cliff. 

This isn't a character flaw. It's training. Your company was built to solve problems that used to 

matter more than they do now. Let's give the pattern a name: Legacy Optimization Syndrome. 

Polishing a model that may no longer be fit for purpose, environmentally, socially, or even 

economically. Consider what that looks like in practice. A mid-sized European packaging firm 

developed three "eco" product lines: bioplastics, refill pouches, compostable films. The R&D 

was solid, the technology worked, marketing was thrilled. One problem. Nobody had asked the 

downstream logistics partners or the municipal waste facilities how these products would actually 

be treated. The compostables ended up incinerated. The pouches couldn't be recycled. The 

bioplastics contaminated the conventional plastic stream. Thousands of euros, a proud roadmap, 

and no measurable benefit. The company wasn't lazy, and it wasn't greenwashing. It simply 

solved the wrong problem, beautifully. 

 

Why does this keep happening? Because most business decision-making still leans on two aging 

assumptions. If it grows, it's good, so we rarely ask what, exactly, something is scaling toward. 
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And if it sells, it works, so who cares about the side effects? In a world of finite resources, fragile 

social systems and fast-moving regulation, both assumptions are being torn apart. 

 

What you need instead is not another brainstorm about "what customers want." You need a 

different framing of the problem itself. The questions that matter now sound like this. Is our 

offer future-proof, environmentally and socially? Does it fit where rules, culture and risk 

perception are heading? Will it still make sense to sell, or to use, five years from now? Could we 

survive a shock in raw materials, energy prices, or public trust? This chapter exists to help you 

surface not the next product, and not the next pivot, but the real problem worth solving. To 

find it, we first need to climb high enough to see the whole board. 

 

1.2 Zooming Out: What Business Really Needs Now 

Picture a drone view of your company. Not the website or the quarterly targets, but the entire 

system your business lives in. Climb high enough and it comes into focus. Supply chains 

spanning continents. Energy flows hostage to geopolitics and weather. Customers who are no 

longer just buyers but voters, activists, citizens. Rules arriving not only from your government 

but from the EU, your bank, your clients, your clients' clients. And behind all of it, the planet 

itself: melting glaciers, depleted soils, warming oceans, a whole world system reacting to what 

we've built. This is not a guilt trip. It's a strategic reality check. If your company still treats 

environmental questions as a nice-to-have, it's missing the big picture. And the big opportunity 

hiding inside it. 

 

Notice that the pressure comes from both sides of the balance sheet at once. On the economic 

side: volatile prices, fragile logistics, energy instability, shifting talent expectations, new financial 

disclosure rules. On the ecological and social side: ecosystem collapse, resource scarcity, climate 

migration, eroding trust in institutions and brands. These used to be separate conversations. 

They aren't anymore. That entanglement is precisely where the opening lies. So, try a new lens. 

Instead of asking "how do we keep doing what we do, a little greener?", ask "what unmet needs 

and future conditions are emerging in our space, and how could we serve them differently, better, 

more durably?" That is the heart of reframing. Regulators have a name for a version of this 

exercise: double materiality. Strip away the jargon and it's simply two questions held up to the 

light. Looking outside-in: which social or environmental forces could hit my business? Climate 

shocks, water stress, carbon pricing, changing expectations. Looking inside-out: what does my 
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business send into the world? Emissions, waste, supply-chain ethics, digital obsolescence. Where 

the two overlap sits the sweet spot for meaningful, future-ready invention. Not charity. 

Opportunity. 

 

The proof is already out there. A European textile firm pivoted to zero-dye fabrics to get ahead 

of water regulation, and discovered the look matched a minimalist trend its clients loved. An 

Italian SME built local sourcing loops not for the story but because fuel costs were destroying 

its margins. The shorter lead times became the story anyway. In the right hands, an 

environmental constraint is not a barrier. It's a design brief and what looks like pressure is often 

leverage.  

 

What you need at this stage isn't a motivational speech. It's a map. A way to see what matters 

most to your business and to the world it belongs to, where those priorities align or collide, and 

what must change first. Before we draw that map, though, I should be honest about why this 

whole field feels like paperwork, and how to read the paperwork as weather. 

 

1.3 Why Most Green Efforts Feel Like Bureaucracy 

If the transition is such good business, why does it feel like a root canal? Ask any SME leader 

and you'll hear the same sigh: "We know it matters. But we're drowning in standards we don't 

understand, with no time, no budget, and no idea where to start." For many small firms, the 

annual disclosure isn't even a top ten worry. Until the day a key account says: "No carbon data, 

no contract." 

 

It didn't have to be this way. Corporate reporting began with a genuinely good idea: make 

companies aware of their footprint and help them improve. Somewhere along the road, the 

system grew into a monster. Too many competing standards (GRI, SASB, TCFD, now ESRS: 

pick your acronym). Too many indicators. Too much translation from jargon to daily reality. 

And far too little support for the small firms that make so much of the world businesses. We 

told companies the transition was about values and creativity, then handed them a 300-page 

spreadsheet. No wonder so many leaders feel trapped in a double bind: "They say it's good for 

growth, but it feels like paying for a punishment." 
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Now for the reframe. Most companies look inward when they try to invent. Look outward 

instead, at the policies, norms, funding streams and cultural currents shaping your field. These 

are not just rules to obey. They are signals. Think of them as weather for your business model. 

Ignore it and you get soaked. Read it well and you sail faster than anyone. Scan for climate goals 

and waste rules, public grants and green loans, cooperatives, incubators and circular platforms, 

youth values and media shifts, carbon pricing and due-diligence laws. Once you can see the 

forces already reshaping your market, you can anticipate instead of reacting late. You can spot 

allies moving in your direction. And you can avoid dead ends, like launching something that will 

be illegal in three years. Even the dreaded CSRD looks different through this lens. Yes, it's 

massive, even after the Omnibus exercise. It also forces every business to think in terms of 

consequences rather than output alone. It rewards long-term thinking (finally). It pushes supply 

chains to cooperate. And it creates a brand-new market for anyone who can help others comply. 

I am not asking you to cheer every regulation. I am saying: don't curse the weather. Learn to use 

the wind. While your competitors complain about red tape, you could be building the thing that 

untangles it. That outward awareness now needs to become an internal map; one your whole 

team can see and argue with. Enter materiality, minus the Excel nightmare. 

 

1.4 Materiality and Opportunity: Two Sides of the Same Coin 

If you had to state, in one sentence, what matters most to your business right now, could you? 

Cash flow, customer retention, supplier reliability, hiring, surviving the next audit? Now add a 

twist: "...and what matters most to the planet and to society?" This is where many companies 

freeze. Not from indifference, but because they lack a map. Urgent business needs run on one 

track, environmental noise on the other, with a vague hope that the tracks will someday merge. 

Let's fix that. 

Materiality is a fancy word for a simple question: what really matters here? It's the instrument 

reporting frameworks use to decide which topics deserve attention. Not because a regulator says 

so, but because they affect your business, or your business affects them. Think of it as a radar 

for your limited time and energy. And no, it doesn't have to be a sixty-cell spreadsheet. You've 

already met its two lenses previously. Outside-in: could this issue hit our results? Extreme 

weather on the supply chain, burnout draining retention, energy prices crushing margins, one 

bad supplier story wrecking our reputation. Inside-out: do we create risks or benefits for others? 

Emissions from product use, unrecoverable waste, labor conditions three tiers down, water 

drawn from a drought-prone region. Finance people call the first financial materiality. 
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Practitioners call the second impact materiality. The trick is what happens where they overlap. 

A topic that matters deeply to society and is about to hit your business is not a threat. It's a 

golden zone for invention. 

 

Topic Outside-in risk Inside-out effect Opportunity 

Packaging Rising costs & bans Plastic pollution Invent modular, 

reusable formats 

Water Scarcity & 

regulation 

Overconsumption Design low-water 

products and 

processes 

Employee wellbeing Burnout & turnover Stress culture Build regenerative 

HR models 

Energy Price volatility Carbon emissions Flexible demand + 

renewables 

 

Reframing, at its core, is this mindset shift. Regulation isn't the enemy but a preview of 

tomorrow's market rules. One more layer before we pick up the marker. If the IPCC measures 

what the planet is doing, the IPBC (the International Panel on Behavior Change) studies what 

we humans keep doing, or refusing to do. Its 2025 report reframes the ecological crisis as a 

behavioral one. Not a shortage of technology but a surplus of habit. The real barrier isn't 

ignorance. It's the way emotions, fears and desires hijack logic long before any spreadsheet 

opens. We are not rational beings occasionally distracted by feelings. We are emotional beings 

occasionally capable of reason. PII is built on exactly that premise. Change succeeds when it 

speaks the emotional language of curiosity, pride and hope rather than the bureaucratic grammar 

of compliance. Which is why your first tool is not a matrix. It's a wall. 

 

1.5 The "What Really Matters (Now)" Wall 

You don't need a "sustainability roadmap." You need a conversation that doesn't suck. One that 

helps your team agree on what to stop ignoring and what to start acting on.  

 

That's what the "What Really Matters (Now)" Wall is for. Not a report, not a dashboard: a wall. 

A space, physical or digital, where you pin down what counts for your business today, tomorrow, 
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and five years out, before someone else defines it for you. Because if you don't decide what 

matters, a regulation, an activist, a client or a competitor will. And they won't ask for your input. 

 

Why a wall? Because walls are visible, they force prioritization, and they don't lie. What's on the 

wall is real. What isn't is invisible. That's especially useful in small companies where strategy lives 

in people's heads, priorities change by the hour, and the whole green agenda feels too abstract 

to grab. So instead of a thirty-slide deck, you get a giant sticky-note map. You can build it in 

sixty to ninety minutes with your leadership team, or solo, with a coffee and a whiteboard. You'll 

need a large surface, sticky notes in three colors (we'll use red, yellow, green), and the courage 

to face a few uncomfortable truths. 

 

Step 1: External forces (red). Ask: what is happening outside our company that could affect 

us in the next one to five years? Think climate risks, new rules and reporting duties, cultural 

shifts like the rejection of fast fashion, supply-chain fragilities, energy volatility. One item per 

red sticky. This is your "what might hit us whether we like it or not" map. 

 

Step 2: Internal effects (yellow). Ask: what is our business doing that touches others, for better 

or worse? Energy use, wasted water or materials, jobs and working conditions, product 

obsolescence or reuse, harm or help to biodiversity, even the emotional effect of your service. 

One per yellow sticky. This is your "what we send into the world" map. 

 

Step 3: Business priorities (green). Ask: what matters most to our survival and growth right 

now? Revenue drivers, key customers, cost risks, talent retention, brand trust, pressure to renew 

the offer. Green stickies, right-hand side. Now the value reality is on the wall. 

 

Step 4: Hunt the overlaps. Where red, yellow and green intersect, you've found your 

opportunity zones. A societal pressure meeting a real business lever. A negative effect that could 

flip into a differentiator. An ignored trend that could trigger a product rethink.  

 

Example. External force: rising energy prices (red). Internal effect: energy-hungry production 

(yellow). Priority: protecting margins (green). Opportunity: an efficiency redesign your 

customers get to hear about. These overlaps are your minimum viable reframes. 
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When the wall is full, photograph it, summarize the themes, and convert each hotspot into a 

question. Which product lines are most exposed to climate risk? Which process could become 

circular? Where can we cut waste and cost at the same time? Could regulatory pain become a 

service we sell? This isn't the end of your strategy. It's the beginning of the right questions. 

 

One pro tip: don't over-engineer it. You're not building a materiality matrix for auditors. You're 

building a shared reality check. If your team starts arguing over the exact placement of a sticky 

note, you're doing it wrong. It's not about precision, it's about perspective. And to see what that 

perspective can unlock, let's watch one company use it. 

 

1.6 Case Study: Reframing in Action 

Meet TessilGreen, a 42-person textile-dyeing company in northern Italy. TessilGreen is a 

composite case, built from situations commonly encountered in European textile SMEs. The 

company, people and sequence are fictional, but the pressures, operational tensions and strategic 

choices reflect documented realities in the sector. 

 

For more than twenty years, TessilGreen had built its reputation on one promise: deliver 

consistent colour, on time, at an acceptable price. Its identity could be summed up in one 

sentence: “We are a reliable dye house. Our job is to colour fabric on time and on specification.” 

That model had worked well. Then several pressures arrived at once. Regional authorities 

tightened restrictions on water use and wastewater discharge. Fashion brands began requesting 

more detailed information about chemicals, traceability and environmental performance. Gas 

and electricity prices increased. At the same time, lower-cost competitors in Asia continued to 

put pressure on margins. 

 

Management initially treated these as separate problems. Water was a production issue. Chemical 

compliance belonged to quality control. Energy prices were a finance problem. Client requests 

were a commercial inconvenience. Offshore competition was simply the market. 

 

The company was responding to each problem independently, without seeing the system they 

formed together. So, the managing director asked four people to spend ninety minutes building 

a What Really Matters Now Wall: the chief operating officer; the production manager; the 

commercial director; a recently hired junior marketing assistant. The presence of the junior 
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employee was almost accidental. It turned out to matter. The first version of the Wall looked 

like:  

 

 

 

At first, the discussion followed familiar lines. The production manager focused on operational 

continuity. Any change to dye recipes could create colour inconsistencies, longer cycle times and 

customer complaints. The commercial director focused on price. Clients talked about 

environmental performance, but most purchasing departments still negotiated aggressively. The 

chief operating officer saw water and energy mainly as costs to reduce. Then the junior marketing 

assistant asked a simple question: 

“If our clients are under pressure to prove how their fabrics are made, why are we treating our 

own process data as an internal problem rather than something they might value?” That question 

changed the conversation. The team began drawing links between the three areas of the Wall. 

And three intersections were found.  

 

First, reducing water use was no longer framed only as compliance or cost control. It could also 

make TessilGreen less vulnerable to drought restrictions, reduce treatment costs and provide 

customers with evidence they increasingly needed. 
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Second, the company had previously regarded cleaner dyes as a possible technical constraint. 

The Wall helped the team see them as a route into higher-value markets. 
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The third intersection was less obvious. TessilGreen could not become the cheapest dye house 

in the world, but it could become one of the easiest, safest and most transparent partners for 

European brands working under increasing regulatory and reputational pressure. 

 

The old strategic question had been: “How can we continue dyeing fabric competitively despite 

rising constraints?” The new question became: “How can water efficiency, safer chemistry, 

proximity and traceability become reasons for customers to choose us?”  
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Notice what the Wall had not yet done. It had not selected new equipment, not validated a dye 

formulation, not created a new service and not proved that customers would pay. Those 

decisions would require the later stages of the PII method: generating options, building a 

Minimum Viable Positive Impact experiment, testing customer interest, adapting the operating 

model and communicating the results. 

 

The Wall had done something more fundamental. It had changed the problem. Over the 

following months, TessilGreen began with a limited pilot rather than a full transformation. The 

company installed water meters on one production line, tested a restricted range of safer dye 

formulations and invited two existing clients to review the resulting process data. 

 

The first trials were not perfect. Some shades required longer processing times. Several colour-

fastness results were disappointing. Production staff worried that the new line would create 

additional work without sufficient customer demand. Instead of hiding those difficulties, the 

team narrowed the pilot to twelve colours and one customer segment. It also redesigned 

production scheduling to avoid disrupting the core business. 

 

The pilot eventually produced three useful signals. First, water use on the selected line fell 

significantly. Second, one client valued the traceability data enough to involve TessilGreen earlier 

in product development. Third, designers showed interest in small-batch colour co-creation, 

something low-cost offshore suppliers struggled to provide quickly. These results encouraged 

the company to develop a low-water, traceable colour service. Later iterations also explored safer 

inputs, client workshops and short-run collections. 

 

The lesson is not that one workshop transformed the company overnight. The lesson is that the 

Wall allowed the team to stop treating regulation, cost, customer pressure and environmental 

performance as separate burdens. 

 

Once placed side by side, they revealed a different strategic possibility. TessilGreen did not need 

to become a cheaper version of its competitors. It needed to become a more useful partner for 

the market that was emerging. That is what reframing does. It does not give you the final answer. 

It helps you ask the question that makes a better answer possible. 
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1.7 Pitfalls to Avoid 

So, you've started to reframe. You've built the wall, spotted some hot zones, maybe felt a jolt of 

energy that's been missing for a while. Excellent. Now for the early-warning system, because 

every SME that attempts this runs into at least one of five classic traps. 

 
Perfection paralysis. "We can't launch until it's 100% clean." "Let's wait for full life-cycle data." 

"We should commission a six-month audit first." All well-intentioned. All frequent endings to 

the same story: no test, no pilot, no change. Progress beats perfection, every time. TessilGreen 

didn't wait for a flawless process. It started with water meters and honest conversations, and that 

is what built trust. 

 
The branding-first trap. The big green launch campaign, while behind the scenes nothing has 

changed. Same materials, no supplier engagement, no evidence behind the claims. The outcome 

is either greenhushing (out of fear) or greenwashing (out of pressure). Both are toxic. Substance 

first. If it's worth telling, it will become a story. The best ones usually grow from small but real 

shifts made visible to customers. 

 
The lone-wolf syndrome. You've reframed everything, in your own head. Your team keeps 

running the old model while you dream about the new one. Bring people in. Your staff know 

where the waste and the frustrations hide. Your partners may already be adapting. Your clients 

often crave change but don't know how to ask. This is a shared redesign, not a solo sprint. 

 
Mistaking trend for relevance. Circularity, regenerative design, B Corps, Scope 3. All 

fashionable, not all yours. Filter every trend through your wall. Does it truly intersect our reality? 

Will it help us adapt, protect, differentiate, or just look good for a month? Follow relevance, not 

hashtags. 

 
Reframing without reinforcement. The workshop went great, everyone nodded, and Monday 

returned as usual. Reframing is not an event. It's a foundation. It has to shape your next product 

brief, your next hire, your next supplier conversation, your next pitch. Otherwise, it becomes 

theatre, and your team will smell it. 
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The antidotes are simple. Start small but start. Make the invisible visible. Share early wins, even 

messy ones. Revisit the wall quarterly until it becomes a ritual. And let clients, partners, even 

regulators see what you're attempting. The support that unlocks will surprise you. Reframing is 

not a silver bullet. It's a door-opener that changes the question from "how do we survive?" to 

"what would it take to thrive in a world changing this fast?" You now have the mindset and the 

map. Let's close the chapter with what you're taking with you. 

 

1.8 Tool Recap: The "What Really Matters (Now)" Wall 

Too many business books promise tools and deliver vague frameworks destined for a folder 

called "Strategy, someday." Not here. The Wall is your first hands-on instrument, and it's meant 

to live in your space, not in your head. Simple enough to start tomorrow. Sharp enough to shift 

your lens. Flexible enough to redo again and again as the world keeps moving. And it will. 

 
What it does. It reveals the intersection of business priorities, external pressures and internal 

effects. It exposes blind spots, aligns your team, and lays the foundation for invention that isn't 

a gimmick. It is a strategic compass, not a compliance exercise. 

 
What you need. One large surface (wall, whiteboard, flipchart or Miro board), sticky notes in 

three colours, sixty to ninety minutes of focused time with two to six people, a marker, a brain, 

a little courage. 

 
How to build it, in brief. Red zone, top left, for external forces: "what's happening out there 

that could affect us?" Yellow zone, bottom left, for internal effects: "what are we sending into 

the world?" Green zone, right, for priorities: "what matters most to our survival and growth 

right now?" Then the magic step. Wherever red, yellow and green touch, circle it. Those are your 

innovation hotspots. Act on them first. 

 
Tips. Update quarterly, and after any new rule, client shift, or internal shake-up. Involve 

different voices, because diversity makes better radar. Aim for insight, not precision. Use it in 

strategy offsites. It beats SWOT fatigue. Photograph it for your next team meeting or investor 

deck. If you want to go further, layer on a policy-and-ecosystem radar, a time axis (now vs. two 

years out), or a threat/lever tag per sticky. But keep it light. Clarity is the goal, not artwork. 
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This wall won't print money or polish your ESG score overnight. What it will do is make you 

and your team see differently. And once you see differently, you design differently. That's where 

invention begins. Not in the lab, but on the wall that asks, "what really matters now?" 
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Chapter 2: Empathize as an Innovation Driver 

2.1 Why "Knowing Your Customer" Isn't Enough Anymore 

For years, business books and startup playbooks have hammered the same gospel: know your 

customer. It's been printed on post-its, repeated in strategy workshops, and tattooed on the 

minds of marketers from Berlin to Bangalore. Build personas. Map the journey. Identify pain 

points, solve them better than anyone else, and you win. It's seductive. It makes sense. And for 

a long time, it worked. But today that lens is too narrow. Narrow enough to send your business 

in the wrong direction entirely. 

 

Because while you're fine-tuning conversion rates and polishing onboarding flows, your product 

may be quietly hurting people you've never met. Not your user. Not your buyer. Someone far 

beyond the edges of your map, invisible yet affected all the same. Imagine you create a sleek 

single-serve coffee capsule. It's a hit. Clean, convenient, no mess. Your customer loves it, and 

you pat yourself on the back. Then reality taps you on the shoulder. The capsule can't be 

recycled. The farmer who grew the beans got pennies. The waste is burned near someone's 

home, and microplastics leach into the soil. And nobody knows, not even your happy customer, 

because nobody thought to ask. 

This isn't really about coffee. It's about a blind spot we've collectively built into business logic: 

the belief that if we delight the person paying the bill, our job is done. That belief no longer 

holds. Empathy is nothing new in commerce, but it has often been weaponized. Designers use 

it to hook attention, brands to manufacture "authenticity," tech platforms to stretch screen time. 

Meanwhile ecosystems buckle, people burn out, and entire communities absorb the ripple effects 

of products that were never meant for them but reach them anyway. The problem is not that we 

care too much about customers. We've simply mistaken the customer for the only stakeholder 

worth caring about. In a connected, transparent, resource-constrained world, that assumption is 

no longer just ethically shaky. It's strategically dangerous. 

 

So, let's shift the frame. What if, instead of asking "how do we make this perfect for our user?", 

we asked "who else is affected by what we create, and how?" What if we stopped treating our 

product as a neat transaction and started seeing it as a thread in a much larger tapestry, one that 

connects people, places, policies and living systems? None of this requires becoming a moral 

hero. It requires becoming a smarter, tougher, more future-proof company. Fail to see the wider 

web and you risk more than your conscience. You risk the trust of customers who discover you 
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didn't walk your talk. The motivation of a team that realizes your values stop at the marketing 

department. The shock of being blindsided by a regulation, a protest, or your own supply chain. 

And the missed opportunity you never saw because you never looked past the edge of your 

current map. 

 

The companies that thrive in the coming years won't merely have the best interface or the fastest 

delivery. They'll be the ones able to say, with credibility: "We know who we affect, and we design 

with that in mind." Not because it's nice. Because it's necessary. That is the shift this chapter 

makes. We'll push past the buyer persona to the humans, communities and ecosystems your 

business touches, on purpose or by accident. The people who never bought your product but 

live near the factory that makes it. The supplier two tiers down whom you've never met. The kid 

born in 2040 who inherits the downstream effects of what you sell today. And we'll ask what it 

means to design for them, too. But before we map anyone, it's worth understanding what 

empathy actually is. It starts earlier than you think. 

 

2.2 What Empathy Really Is 

Before we understand someone, we feel them. That's not poetry, it's neuroscience. As the 

International Panel on Behaviour Change reminds us, every decision starts with emotion. The 

cortex only joins the conversation after the heart has voted. Empathy, then, is not a method of 

thinking but a form of sensing: the ability to tune into what moves others, often before they can 

put it into words themselves. When we design for the long term, this matters more than ever, 

because resistance to change, whether from employees, partners or customers, is rarely logical. 

It's emotional. Fear of loss, fatigue, pride, identity: these are the real design constraints of any 

project. The companies that thrive learn to work with those emotions rather than against them, 

turning anxiety into curiosity, guilt into care, and pressure into shared purpose. Which raises the 

obvious question. If empathy is a form of sensing, what exactly are we sensing, and how do we 

get better at it? 

 

Most people confuse empathy with sympathy or pity. It isn't about feeling sorry for someone or 

trying to fix them. As Mimi Nicklin describes in her book Empathy at Work, empathy is the 

capacity to step into another person's world, to see and sense their perspective, and to connect 

with what drives them, without judgment. It is a skill, not a sentiment. Like any skill it can be 

cultivated, practiced and sharpened. In business, that sharpness translates into better products, 



 29 

stronger teams and fewer blind spots. Mimi calls it the antidote to the "empathy deficit" plaguing 

organizations today. Preventive, because it reveals risks before they blow up in your face. 

Creative, because it uncovers insights no spreadsheet contains. Strategic, because it positions 

you ahead of regulators, consumers and competitors. Empathy isn't a soft skill. It's a survival 

skill. 

What makes it unique is that it operates at every scale. Between two people, within a team, across 

a supply chain, even toward generations not yet born. In Mimi's terms, empathy is the discipline 

of seeing beyond the transaction, noticing who else is affected, and designing with them in mind. 

That's why it will appear throughout this book not as a passing reference but as a thread running 

across the whole journey. 

 

Once we accept empathy as more than sentiment, the question becomes: how do we put it to 

work? In practice it starts with listening. Not the kind that waits impatiently for its turn to speak, 

but the kind that notices what is said, what is unsaid, and what hides between the lines. It 

continues with small, deliberate rituals. Opening a meeting by asking how people are arriving 

that day. Leaving room for dissenting voices. Modelling vulnerability as a leader so others feel 

safe doing the same. From there it becomes part of organizational design: how effort is 

acknowledged and not just outcomes, how we connect across cultures with curiosity instead of 

assumption, how human check-ins get embedded in the machinery of work. It can be trained 

and even measured like any competence. And leaders who cultivate it discover something 

counterintuitive. Empathy isn't the opposite of accountability but its strongest ally. The trick is 

balancing care with clarity: understanding someone's perspective without lowering the bar of 

what's expected. 

 

Over time it ripples. A single act of being seen travels through a team, shifts how people 

collaborate, and becomes contagious. Companies that normalize empathy in daily decisions and 

reviews tend to outlast those that treat it as a poster slogan. They track not only the balance 

sheet but the signals that people feel respected, included, considered. In doing so they build 

stories of loyalty that competitors find nearly impossible to copy. 

 

If empathy sharpens our vision, the logical next move is to ask what, exactly, I am looking at. 

Who is present in our story, and who has been conveniently left out? Mapping your stakeholders 

is the first practical act of empathy, because it drags the unseen into the light. 
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2.3 Mapping the Real Stakeholders You Affect 

Your business isn't an island, and it isn't a castle behind a moat. It's a living knot in a web, 

touching, nudging, sometimes tugging hard on people and ecosystems you may never meet. And 

yet most SMEs still operate as if their world ends at the customer. We talk about "knowing the 

user" and "closing the loop," but the loop we close is usually far too small. The biggest 

consequences of what we create, good or bad, often fall outside the spotlight. If we never map 

those ripples, we miss the most important design decisions of all. 

 

Start with the trouble in our mental map. When you picture the people your business "touches," 

you probably see your team, your suppliers, your customers, maybe the accountant you email 

once a quarter. The visible players, the ones with contracts and inboxes. But business doesn't 

stop there. What about the gig worker delivering your product on a sweltering afternoon, 

dodging traffic without social protection? The workers two tiers down your chain, stitching 

labels or refining metals? The neighbours of your warehouse, hearing trucks rumble past at 4 

a.m.? The forest where your packaging ends up, the river absorbing your runoff, the species 

displaced by your operations? Or the child, born in 2030, who will one day inherit the stuff 

you're making now? None of them are "users." None appear in your sales funnel. But you affect 

them. Sometimes slightly, sometimes profoundly. 

 

Enter the Stakeholder Web. Unlike a stakeholder matrix full of abstract categories ("low interest, 

high influence" and so on), the web is about relationships. One question drives it: who is affected 

by what we create, directly or indirectly, and how? Place your product or service at the center 

and radiate outward, naming the real people and systems that intersect with it. Closest in, the 

obvious: employees, core suppliers, direct customers. Further out, the groups you rarely think 

about: part-time workers, distributors, end users you never meet, people living next to your 

operations. And at the outer edge, the truly overlooked: communities you never engage, 

subcontractors buried three layers deep, ecosystems bearing the brunt of extraction or disposal, 

policymakers drafting laws in response to companies like yours. It gets messy, and that's the 

point. Reality is messy. Naming the connections shifts your gaze from tunnel vision to systems 

vision. 

 

You might be thinking: nice idea, but what does this have to do with my next product? 

Everything. Seeing your full web, you start noticing hidden risks, like the cheap supplier whose 
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labour practices could wreck your reputation. You spot unmet needs: a reuse option, a better 

way to include users with disabilities. You discover collaboration opportunities with local 

partners, mission-aligned NGOs, even competitors. And above all, you begin to build with 

intention, not just speed. This isn't sainthood. It's future proofing. In a world watching more 

closely than ever, invisible stakeholders can become very loud, very fast. 

 

Consider the story of a European scooter startup (a composite drawn from real cases). Their 

mission was clean urban mobility. Their user experience was seamless, their marketing slick and 

green. Then a watchdog report changed everything. The lithium in their batteries came from 

mines with documented child labour. Most scooters were junked within eighteen months. Their 

charging fleet ran on coal-heavy power. They had optimized for the user and forgotten everyone 

else. Instead of fighting the report, they built a stakeholder web, tracing everyone their product 

touched from mine to sidewalk to scrapyard. Then they changed course: new battery sourcing, 

a repair program, collection hubs built with cities, data opened to urban planners. They didn't 

just clean up. They got ahead. 

 

Empathy doesn't oblige you to fix everything. It obliges you to see the system you're part of and 

act where you can, with integrity and imagination. Because when the next crisis hits, the question 

won't be "did your customers like your product?" It will be "who else did it affect, and what did 

you do about it?" Which is why the next section makes a claim some will find provocative. Caring 

early is not charity. It's competitive strategy. 

 

2.4 Empathy as a Business Strategy, Not a Charity 

Let's clear up a misconception before going further. Empathy is not a luxury, a warm-and-fuzzy 

add-on for after you've hit your quarterly targets. Real empathy, the kind that makes you pause 

and ask, "who else is impacted by what we're doing?", is a business strategy. Not a PR stunt, not 

a fig leaf for CSR reports, but a lever that builds better products, avoids bigger risks, and unlocks 

value others miss. Why do so many companies still treat it as optional? Perhaps because it doesn't 

appear on the balance sheet. Perhaps because it takes time, and we've spent thirty years idolizing 

disruption and speed. But ask yourself which is more expensive: taking the time to understand 

the ecosystem you operate in, or repairing the damage you didn't see coming? 
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A story makes the point. A small clothing brand in Portugal had loyal customers, solid online 

sales, a good eye for trends. On the surface, all was well. Then, during what was supposed to be 

a routine feedback session with warehouse staff, they heard something that stopped them cold. 

The packaging system, sleek, minimal, designed to "delight," was a nightmare to prepare. Every 

item had to be individually folded, stickered, wrapped in three layers of tissue and slid into a 

rigid box. It ate time and caused stress. Worst of all, it felt pointless to the people doing the 

work. The brand had optimized for the unboxing moment (Apple has made us all dream of it) 

while creating daily friction for its own team. So, they simplified the packaging. Operations sped 

up, material use dropped, morale climbed. Far from losing customers, they gained them, carried 

by a small, authentic story of improvement. Empathy here wasn't a hug. It was a mirror. 

 

Look closely at genuinely inventive companies and you'll find they didn't get there by thinking 

faster. They got there by feeling wider. The furniture maker who realized some customers 

weren't just buying a couch. They were rebuilding after a divorce. The solar startup that 

understood its rural clients weren't merely off grid. They were proud of their self-sufficiency. 

These aren't fluffy insights. They're design catalysts. When you grasp what's at stake for people, 

their fears, constraints and values, you can build things that respect them. And people respond 

with loyalty, with advocacy, sometimes with ideas better than your own. 

 

Empathy grows even more powerful when you move from individuals to systems. What happens 

when your product enters a family, a neighbourhood, a forest, a school, a supply chain? What 

does it amplify, replace, make easier or less visible? That's where true insight lives. Not in 

demographics but in entanglements. By entanglements I don't mean vague complexity. I mean 

the lived knots of relationship that tie your business to real people, places and consequences. An 

entanglement is what happens when an insight becomes inseparable from responsibility. Once 

you understand how your design affects someone's daily life, you are tied to it. These ties can be 

sources of risk, yes. They are also sources of resilience and invention. They're the invisible 

threads linking your customer's convenience to a supplier's working conditions, or a price point 

to a community's air quality. Empathy lets us see the threads instead of pretending they don't 

exist. And once you think in relational flows rather than isolated users, different questions open 

up. How might our product enable dignity, not just convenience? Could we cut harm by 

changing one material? What if our delivery model reinforced local networks? These aren't soft 

questions. They're hard strategic bets on relevance, for a market tired of shallow fixes. 
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Better still for you, most companies are still running the old playbook, optimizing metrics, 

automating for scale, designing for efficiency. That gives you an edge. Practice empathy as a 

discipline and you'll see what competitors can't, hear signals they ignore, form partnerships they 

never imagined, and earn trust they can't buy. Empathy doesn't make you soft. It makes you 

sharp. And in the long run, more resilient, because systems designed to care don't collapse at the 

first shock. They adapt. Next, we aim that same care at a surprisingly underrated driver of 

durability: the simple fact that people hold onto the things they love. 

 

2.5 Emotional Attachment and Durable Design 

Emotional durability is empathy made tangible. It begins by paying attention not just to how 

people use a product, but to how they value it, care for it, and weave it into their story. Through 

that lens, the cracked mug is not junk but memory. The worn jacket is not obsolete but identity. 

Design with that in mind and you don't merely create objects. You create companions. This is 

one of the most overlooked routes to lasting change: extending a product's life not through 

regulation or repair incentives, but through the plain fact that people love it too much to let it 

go. 

 

Why do things last, and why don't they? Most products today are designed to die. Fast fashion, 

disposable tech, plastic everything. Planned obsolescence isn't a bug. It's a business model, one 

that is now outlawed in some places, France among them, and it fills landfills faster than it fills 

hearts. Consumers aren't stupid. They're overwhelmed, bombarded with options, upgrades and 

discount codes for things they never wanted. Yet occasionally something sticks. A tool. A table. 

A notebook. A service. Not the cheapest or flashiest, but the one that feels like it belongs, that 

becomes part of your story. That's the secret. Durability doesn't start with materials. It starts 

with meaning. 

 

The commercial case is straightforward. When people truly connect with what you've made, they 

keep it longer, repair it rather than replace it, and tell others about it. Not as a "product" but as 

an experience. They build rituals around it and bring it back to you for servicing, upgrades, and 

life extensions you can monetize. This isn't limited to physical goods. A local gym that knows 

your name, a subscription box with a handwritten note, a digital platform that feels built by 

humans rather than by an algorithm in search of addiction: all of it creates emotional stickiness, 

extending value over time for the user, the business, and the environment alike. 
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Emotionally durable offers don't happen by accident. They're built around a few powerful 

questions. Does this thing help someone express who they are, or want to be? Does it age with 

grace, getting more interesting rather than just more worn? Is there a story built into its design, 

a material or texture that carries meaning? Can people personalize it, adapt it, make it theirs? Is 

there a relationship to build around it, through care, repair, evolution? When did a product last 

invite you to look after it, not as maintenance, but as partnership? Imagine your company being 

known for that. Not flashy. Unforgettable. 

 

A case in point. A small French atelier (a composite, again, of workshops I've encountered) 

specialized in restoring old leather bags. It began as a niche repair service: worn handles, broken 

buckles. The surprise came when they noticed customers weren't bringing in expensive items so 

much as memories. A faded briefcase from a grandfather. A handbag from a first job. A 

backpack that had crossed three continents. The studio began documenting each object's story. 

Clients received a repair certificate and a printed "biography" of the piece. The fix-it shop 

became a storytelling brand. Eventually they produced their own line of bags designed to be 

repaired, never replaced, each carrying a small tag: "You don't own this. You're just part of its 

story." Sales grew, word spread, and emotional durability became a business model. 

Attachment, though, rests on something even more basic: trust. People can't love what they 

don't feel safe with. Which brings us to a dimension of design that is no longer negotiable. 

 

2.6 Safe-by-Design: Toxic-Free Isn't Optional Anymore 

Safety is, at its core, an act of empathy. It is the recognition that our products enter people's 

homes, touch their skin, sometimes their children's bodies. To design safety-first is to extend 

care into the most intimate spaces of human life, and to honour that trust with respect, not 

shortcuts. 

Picture something simple. You're buying a baby bottle, a lipstick, a toy. You pick it up trusting 

that if it's on the shelf, it must be safe. Right? But what if that assumption, "sold = safe," is 

starting to break down? And what if your product sits on the same shelf as the ones under 

scrutiny? In the past, companies could design first and ask safety questions later. The burden of 

proof fell on the regulator, the activist, or the unlucky customer who discovered the problem 

too late. That era is ending, and good riddance. In a world where trust is everything, safety is no 
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longer a technical detail. It's a frontline feature. For a small business it can be a differentiator, or 

a disaster. 

 

Consider the hidden risks of "normal." Most everyday products contain hundreds of untested 

chemicals. Additives in plastics, manufacturing residues, "forever chemicals" like PFAS that 

resist everything else. They're invisible, odourless, and for a long time, perfectly legal. But 

permission is not prevention, and the public is waking up to the difference. From cosmetics to 

food packaging to children's toys, people are asking: what exactly am I bringing into my home? 

When the answers aren't clear, or when companies brush the question off, trust collapses. Entire 

brands have lost their credibility overnight after being caught with endocrine disruptors, 

allergens, or toxic dyes. Not because they meant harm, but because they didn't ask the right 

questions early enough. 

 

Designing for safety is designing for respect. It goes beyond compliance to the question of what 

you're willing to take responsibility for. When you create something that is worn, breathed, eaten 

or touched, you are entering an intimate space, and the stakes rise accordingly. What if we treated 

that design moment with the care we give the people we love? Would we still use the cheapest 

ink, the fragrance hiding twenty undisclosed compounds, the paint that only causes problems 

"in rare cases"? Probably not. And if we wouldn't give it to our kids or our partners, why give it 

to a customer? Many firms cover this base with words like "compliant" or "non-toxic," terms so 

vague they're often meaningless. "Non-toxic" usually means no immediate effects showed up in 

short-term testing. It doesn't mean the thing is good for you or for the planet. The next frontier 

is genuinely toxic-free. No known endocrine disruptors, no carcinogens, no substances that 

accumulate in living tissue, no bio-persistent synthetics. And, ideally, full transparency about 

ingredients and processes. Harder? Yes. Worth it? Also, yes. Customers, especially younger ones, 

reward brands that commit to health and transparency, and governments are increasingly 

backing them up. 

 

Remember TessilGreen from Chapter 1? Their traditional dyes, used for generations, contained 

heavy metals that fixed colour beautifully, with questionable health effects. There was no legal 

requirement (yet) to remove them. Doing so would cost more and risk changing the look of 

their fabrics. They hesitated. Then one of their largest clients, a Swedish clothing brand, 

announced new sourcing standards: certified toxic-free dyes only. Suddenly waiting was the risky 

option. Rather than treating the demand as a burden, they made it a strategic pivot, partnering 
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with a biotech firm to develop plant-based dyes and marketing the shift with a bold line: "Color 

that doesn't cost your health." They kept the Swedish client, won new ones, and found doors 

opening to premium segments and public procurement contracts requiring health-conscious 

sourcing. They didn't just avoid harm. They found a better way to grow. 

 

If the business case still feels abstract when margins are tight, look at what safe-by-design actually 

buys you. Fewer recalls, legal issues and reputational crashes. Access to the rising tide of green 

procurement and health standards. Loyalty among families, schools and health-conscious buyers. 

A team proud of where it works. And an innovation upside, because safer often means simpler, 

cleaner, more elegant. In many ways, safety is the gateway to everything else in this book. Once 

you start asking "what's in this?", it becomes natural to ask where it comes from, where it goes, 

and who it touches along the way. You move from reacting to anticipating. To make it part of 

your design language, ask early. Could this material harm someone, now or later? Do we fully 

understand what's in this component? Are we relying on blind spots in regulation instead of 

informed choices? Would we feel good giving this to someone we care about? If any answer 

makes you uncomfortable, that's not a flaw. That's your design brief. 

 

And now let's push the logic one step further, into a question most businesses don't dare ask 

out loud. 

 

2.8 What If Your Product Had to Survive a Climate Lawsuit? 

Imagining your product on trial is not merely a legal thought exercise. It's a radical act of empathy 

for future generations. It asks us to step into the shoes of those who will live with the 

consequences of what we design today, and to take responsibility as if they were already in the 

room. 

 

It's the year 2030. You're still running your business. Same logo, same mission, same great team. 

Only now a letter arrives from a climate litigation firm. Not spam, not a prank. It reads 

something like: "Your product or service has contributed, directly or indirectly, to significant 

environmental harm. We are launching proceedings under Article 25 of the Future Generations 

Protection Act." (The law is invented. For now.) Your first instinct: panic, confusion, then the 

urge to shout, "But we're a small company! We never polluted a river, never felled a rainforest!" 

Maybe all true. But the world has shifted. Everything has become traceable: supply chains, 
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emissions, labour practices, material flows. Climate responsibility is no longer only a 

government's problem. It's yours. Unrealistic? Not really. 

This is the age of accountability, and the first waves are already here. Climate lawsuits are 

multiplying, not only against oil giants but against banks, retailers, food companies and tech 

platforms. Cities are suing fossil-fuel firms. NGOs are suing governments. Activist investors are 

suing boards. In some countries, young people are suing their elders for inaction and winning. 

This is a cultural trend as much as a legal one. People want answers. More than that, they want 

consequences. Increasingly they want to know not just what you sell, but what it causes. Which 

leads to an uncomfortable truth. You don't have to do something evil to end up on the wrong 

side of history. Sometimes business-as-usual is enough. 

 

Notice, too, that empathy doesn't stop at the factory gate. Sometimes it scales up into civic 

vigilance, what economists call public-participative regulation. It's the collective version of 

caring. Society itself starts to care out loud. Consumers, activists and citizens become a 

distributed sensor network, exposing negligence long before inspectors arrive. For a small firm 

this can feel mercilessly fast. A hashtag spreads quicker than a decree. Yet when companies listen 

early and engage openly, that same energy becomes collaboration. The line between moral 

pressure and market signal blurs. In that sense, empathy doesn't just make you a better innovator. 

It makes you a better neighbour. And sometimes that's what preserves your license to operate. 

Strip the drama away and the scenario becomes a pressure test. If your offer had to stand trial 

for its environmental and social consequences, what would your defence be? Could you 

demonstrate responsible sourcing, show reduced emissions or waste, explain your choices? Not 

just what you made, but why you made it that way? Would your employees back you up? Your 

customers? Your suppliers? Or would the room go quiet? The point isn't fear. It's designing with 

conscience and clarity. Not merely to dodge risk, but to build trust. 

Because reputation is the new compliance. For decades, responsibility meant following the rules: 

stay legal, stay safe. That's no longer enough, because public expectation moves faster than the 

law, and reputation now travels at the speed of a screenshot. You can be fully compliant and still 

be accused of greenwashing. You can meet every standard and still be dropped by a buyer who 

finds your values shallow. You can ship millions of units and still lose your own employees' 

loyalty. Reputation isn't built on what you avoid. It's built on what you're willing to stand for 

when nobody's watching. 
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Ultimately this is about legacy, not litigation. Every product is a bet on the future. Your materials, 

processes, logistics and packaging echo far beyond the next sales report. The most visionary 

businesses now ask how their product will be judged in ten years, what their grandchildren will 

say about how they did business, whether they're creating value or merely postponing damage. 

These aren't philosophical musings. They're design constraints that help you think long-term in 

a short-term world. And there's a twist. Thinking this way doesn't slow you down. It sharpens 

your edge. Design for survivability, in society and not just in the market, and you become resilient 

by default. Smarter choices earlier, mission-aligned partners, anticipated regulation, reduced 

liability, and loyalty no PR campaign can fake. You walk the talk, and people notice. 

Understanding the web is good. Drawing it is better. So, let's put a pen in your hand. 

 

2.9 The Tool: The "Who's Affected by My Brilliant Idea?" Sketchpad 

No matter how committed your team is, it's hard to keep everyone aligned on consequences 

when they live only in your head. Words like "stakeholder" and "ecosystem" sound great in a 

meeting. Under deadline pressure they get swept aside by speed and good old tunnel vision. 

That's why I created this sketchpad, the hands-on version of the Stakeholder Web from section 

2.3. This is no report, and no framework with fourteen quadrants and a color-coded legend. It's 

a visual thinking tool. A way to stop, breathe, and map the human and planetary footprint of 

your idea while it's still taking shape. Because if you can't sketch it, you probably haven't seen 

the full picture. 

 

The premise is simple: impact is relational. The moment you create something, a product, a 

service, a process, you set a web of relationships in motion. Some are obvious, some indirect, 

some unintended. All real. Excel might capture a few of them. It won't show you the flows, 

tensions, dependencies and stories embedded in what you do. The sketchpad draws them out, 

literally. With a pen and twenty minutes, you'll surface insights you didn't know you were missing. 

It works like this. Start with a blank page and draw your product or service in the centre. Doodle 

it, name it, describe it, whatever works. Then radiate outward in four concentric rings. 

 
Ring 1: Direct effects. Anyone your offer directly touches: the user, the buyer (if different), 

your team, core suppliers and partners. Ask: who uses this? Who makes it? Who profits from it? 

Who operates or services it? 
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Ring 2: Indirect effects. People or systems touched by the operation and distribution of your 

offer: gig workers delivering it, communities near your facilities, the people who recycle or 

discard it, secondary users. Ask: who interacts with this without choosing to? Who supports the 

system that makes it work? Who gets the side effects? 

 
Ring 3: Planetary and future effects. The long-term and environmental consequences: 

ecosystems affected by extraction or disposal, air, water and soil, future generations, animals and 

biodiversity. Ask: what materials and energy does this depend on? What happens after use? What 

could this touch in five, ten, fifty years? 

 
Ring 4: Regulatory and cultural forces. The broader systems influencing, or reacting to, your 

offer: governments and laws, social movements, competitors, media and public opinion. Ask: 

what norms am I reinforcing or challenging? Who might support or resist this? Am I riding a 

wave, or ignoring a storm? 

 

To make the sketchpad truly powerful, layer empathy onto every ring. For the inner ring, ask 

not only who uses or makes the product but how they feel while doing so. For the middle ring, 

consider the emotional ripple: the stress of a delivery rider in traffic, the relief of a neighbour 

when the noise stops. For the outer ring, stretch empathy forward in time. If future generations 

could speak, what would they say about the materials you're choosing today? And for the 

contextual ring, step into the shoes of regulators, activists and cultural critics. Whose perspective 

are we ignoring or underestimating? These questions turn the sketchpad from a map of 

stakeholders into a mirror of responsibilities. That shift is where real invention begins. 

 

Once your rings are full, connect the dots. Draw arrows. Who influences whom? Where are the 

tensions, the blind spots? Where could one decision produce the biggest ripple, positive or 

negative? Don't aim for perfection. This is a sketch, not a policy brief. It's meant to reveal 

patterns, prompt conversations, and occasionally make you uncomfortable. That discomfort is 

a gift. It tells you where the work is. 

 

Use it when you're prototyping a new offer, reviewing an existing one, exploring a pivot or 

partnership, preparing a strategy or a VSME disclosure, or trying to make sense of unintended 

consequences. It shines in cross-functional teams. Designers, engineers, marketers and 

operations each see something different in the web, and that diversity is where the insight lives. 
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To be clear about limits: this isn't a certification. It doesn't replace life-cycle assessments or 

supply-chain audits, and it won't give you a score. It gives you clarity. Sometimes that's all you 

need to make braver choices. 

 

2.9 VoltRide: The Bicycle Designed for the Wrong World 

VoltRide was a 55-person electric-bicycle manufacturer based in southern Germany (composite 

case, built from situations encountered in the real world). The company had been founded by 

two engineers who believed urban mobility was ready for a cleaner, quieter and more elegant 

alternative to the car. Over eight years, VoltRide had built a solid reputation among specialist 

retailers. Its bicycles were technically reliable, carefully assembled and considerably more 

attractive than the heavy, awkward e-bikes that had first appeared on European streets. Its 

newest model was meant to become the company’s breakthrough product. 

The VoltRide One was designed for urban commuters. It had a lightweight aluminium frame, a 

powerful mid-drive motor, a long-range battery and an integrated digital display. The battery 

could deliver up to ninety kilometres under normal conditions. The hydraulic brakes were 

precise. The cables disappeared neatly inside the frame. The styling was minimal, modern and 

deliberately premium. Inside the company, the product was considered the best bicycle VoltRide 

had ever made. The engineering team was proud of the weight reduction. Marketing loved the 

clean frame and concealed battery. Sales believed the ninety-kilometre range would outperform 

competitors. The CEO described the bike as: “The electric bicycle that finally makes commuting 

desirable.” 

The launch campaign focused on four promises: longer range; lower weight; faster acceleration; 

cleaner design. The product photographs showed confident young professionals gliding through 

empty city streets in perfect weather. One rider. One bicycle. No traffic, rain, children, stairs, 

theft, repairs or conflicting human needs. The first reviews were positive. Test riders praised the 

motor response and the elegant appearance. Specialist magazines described the VoltRide One 

as refined, efficient and enjoyable to ride. 

Yet six months after launch, sales were well below forecast. The commercial team blamed a 

crowded market. Retailers blamed the price. Marketing argued that the brand needed more 

visibility. Engineering proposed an even lighter frame and a larger battery for the next version. 

Nobody questioned the basic design brief. 
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The rider wanted a better bicycle. VoltRide had built one. What else was there to understand? 

The first uncomfortable signals arrived through comments that did not fit neatly into the 

company’s product dashboard. 

 

A customer loved the bicycle but returned it after three weeks because she could not carry it up 

the stairs to her apartment. 

Another stopped commuting after the battery was stolen from the frame outside a railway 

station. 

A father asked whether a child seat could be fitted safely. The retailer could not give a clear 

answer. 

A local repair shop waited nearly six weeks for a proprietary electronic component and eventually 

advised the customer to contact VoltRide directly. 

An employer interested in subsidising bicycles for staff abandoned the idea because it could not 

manage maintenance, insurance or theft risk across a fleet. 

A city transport officer complained that increasingly powerful electric bicycles were creating 

tension between riders and pedestrians on shared paths. 

A recycling partner warned that the battery casing was difficult to open without damaging several 

components. 

 

Individually, none of these observations looked decisive. Together, they described a product 

designed brilliantly for riding and poorly for living. VoltRide had optimised the bicycle for the 

few hours when someone sat on it. It had paid far less attention to everything that happened 

before, after and around the ride: storing it; carrying it; charging it; repairing it; insuring it; sharing 

the street with it; recovering it after theft; replacing its components; managing it as part of an 

employee fleet; dismantling it at the end of its life. 

The company still framed the problem in familiar terms: “How can we build a lighter, faster and 

more attractive electric bicycle?” But the disappointing launch suggested that this might not be 

the right question. Before changing the product, VoltRide needed to understand the world 

around it. And that meant looking beyond the rider. 
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The disappointing launch convinced VoltRide that improving the bicycle itself was no longer 

enough. The company needed to better understand the world in which the bicycle lived. Instead 

of launching another customer survey, the management team organised a two-hour workshop 

using the Stakeholder Sketchpad. 

Around the table sat the CEO, the Head of Engineering, the Sales Director, the Customer 

Service Manager and a facilitator familiar with the PII method. The facilitator walked to the 

whiteboard and drew a small circle in the centre. Inside it, he wrote: VoltRide One He then 

turned to the team. "Let's start with the obvious. Who is this bicycle designed for?" "The rider," 

everyone answered almost simultaneously. The facilitator smiled. "Good. That's your first 

stakeholder. Now let's build the first ring." One by one, the team added the people and 

organisations that interacted directly with the bicycle every day. There was little debate. The 

rider. The retailer. The repair shop. The component suppliers. The workshop progressed 

quickly. Everyone agreed. Then the facilitator picked up another marker. "Now let's move to 

the second ring." He asked a different question. "Who influences whether this bicycle succeeds, 

even if they never buy one?" The room became noticeably quieter. After a few moments, new 

names began to appear. Employers. Municipalities. Insurance companies. Battery recyclers. 

Charging infrastructure providers. The Sales Director frowned. "But they aren't our customers." 



 43 

"No," replied the facilitator. "But they shape your customers' experience." The bicycle was no 

longer seen as an isolated product. It was becoming part of a much larger mobility system. 

 

The facilitator looked at the board for a few seconds before asking another question. "Who else 

is affected by your bicycle, even if they never touch it?" And this led to this enriched version. 
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The workshop was over. No new ideas had been generated yet. No prototype had been built. 

No design had changed. Yet something fundamental had happened. The team no longer saw 

the VoltRide One as a product designed for a single rider. They saw it as part of a living 

ecosystem of people, organisations and natural systems, each with their own goals, frustrations 

and emotions. 

The bicycle had not changed. Their understanding had. That new perspective would become the 

starting point for the next stage of the PII journey: generating solutions that create value for the 

entire ecosystem, not just the end user. 

 

 

 

The Stakeholder Sketchpad had already transformed the conversation. By revealing previously 

unseen goals, frustrations and emotions, it naturally inspired a first wave of valuable ideas. Many 

of these would probably never have emerged from a purely product-focused discussion. 

However, the team quickly noticed another limitation. Like many innovation workshops, their 

brainstorming remained largely organised around functional silos. Engineers proposed technical 

improvements. Marketing suggested new customer features. Service teams focused on 

maintenance. Each department contributed useful ideas, but mostly from its own perspective. 

This is a common pattern. Traditional brainstorming often brings people together physically 

while leaving their thinking functionally separated. Ideas improve the existing product, but rarely 
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connect human needs, environmental opportunities and business capabilities into a coherent 

whole. 

 

 

 

The Sparkboard we are going to discover in the next chapter was designed to break those silos. 

Instead of asking each function to contribute ideas from its own expertise, it deliberately 

combines Stakeholder Insights, Regenerative Levers and Business Capabilities. These 

collisions encourage teams to move beyond isolated improvements and discover opportunities 

that create value across the entire ecosystem. 

The objective is therefore not simply to generate more ideas. It is to generate ideas that no single 

department, discipline or stakeholder perspective would have been likely to produce on its own. 

 

2.9 Pitfalls to Avoid 

1. Confusing stakeholders with customers 

Many teams stop after identifying customers, suppliers and distributors. While these 

stakeholders are important, they represent only a fraction of the system. Innovation often 

emerges when we understand people who never buy our product but strongly influence its 

success, such as employers, municipalities, repairers or regulators. 
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2. Ignoring emotions 

Stakeholders are not spreadsheets. They experience frustration, fear, pride, hope and anxiety. 

These emotions often reveal opportunities that technical specifications cannot. If your 

Stakeholder Sketchpad contains only facts and no emotions, you are probably missing valuable 

insights. 

 

3. Treating every stakeholder as equally important 

Empathy does not mean trying to satisfy everyone equally. Some stakeholders have greater 

influence, others experience stronger impacts, and some represent critical ethical responsibilities. 

The objective is not to eliminate trade-offs, but to understand them before making conscious 

design decisions. 

 

4. Forgetting the silent stakeholders 

Nature, future generations and sometimes even local communities have little or no voice during 

product development. Because they rarely attend workshops or complete surveys, they are easily 

forgotten. Deliberately adding them to the outer ring helps counter this bias and broadens the 

team's perspective. 

 

5. Stopping at the map 

A beautiful Stakeholder Sketchpad creates no value by itself. Its purpose is to reveal unmet 

needs, hidden tensions and conflicting expectations that will fuel the next stage of innovation. 

The map is not the destination—it is the starting point. 

 

6. Falling in love with your current solution 

Perhaps the greatest danger is assuming your product is already the right answer. The 

Stakeholder Sketchpad invites teams to question that assumption. Sometimes the biggest 

opportunity is not improving the existing product but redefining what problem the product is 

really meant to solve. 
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Chapter 3: Generate for Regeneration 

3.1 From Good Intentions to Good Ideas 

Sustainability workshops are full of good intentions. You've probably been in the room. Walls 

covered in sticky notes, a facilitator clapping their hands, someone sketching a leaf, someone 

else writing "less plastic?" in a hopeful corner. Ideas bounce between vague ambitions and 

enthusiastic slogans. Everyone nods. Someone photographs the whiteboard. And then... nothing 

happens. Back at your desk, the energy fades. Production deadlines, supplier contracts and 

customer demands reclaim the day, and the workshop's output sits untouched in a shared folder. 

It's not that people didn't care. It's that good intentions don't automatically become good ideas. 

Especially not the kind that survive tight margins, operational reality, and actual planetary limits. 

Most of these efforts fail quietly, not for lack of imagination, but because the starting brief was 

broken. The goal was noble but vague: "let's make our product greener," "let's do something for 

the planet." What does that mean, exactly? Carbon-neutral? Plastic-free? Fair trade? All of them, 

in which order, at what cost? Faced with that ambiguity, teams retreat to what feels familiar and 

safe. Swap plastic for bamboo. Add solar panels. Donate a percentage to plant trees. Not bad 

ideas, just surface-level ones. They treat symptoms, not systems, and often they don't regenerate 

anything. They reduce harm slightly. If you're lucky. 

 

The way out requires a shift not just in method but in mindset. Sustainability can't be glitter 

sprinkled on a product after the real work is done. It has to be baked into how ideas are generated 

in the first place. This is where regeneration enters. Where the mainstream approach asks how 

to do less harm, regeneration asks a bolder question. What would it look like if your product or 

service created more good than harm, for people and for the planet? Not ten percent less 

wasteful, but capable of repairing ecosystems, strengthening communities, increasing 

biodiversity, wellbeing or resilience. Regenerative thinking shifts your horizon. You're no longer 

fixing what's broken. You're designing systems that heal. A radical idea, and a deeply pragmatic 

one, because the world has stopped asking for "less bad." It is asking for business models that 

keep us within planetary boundaries and, where possible, reverse some of the damage. 

 

Why does standard ideation rarely get there? Most sessions rest on two familiar pillars: what 

users want and what's technically feasible. The sweet spot of classic design thinking. But the 

system surrounding your product goes unexamined: materials, energy, labour, emissions, waste, 

even cultural norms. The solution solves a user problem while quietly reinforcing a planetary 
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one. Clever answers to the wrong questions. So, I propose a third axis: regenerative viability. 

Not just whether the idea will sell or function, but whether it belongs in a world trying to stay 

habitable for the next century. 

 

In the PII method, idea generation becomes a design challenge with three constraints. 

Desirability: does it meet a real human need? Viability: is it financially sound? Regenerativity: 

does it actively contribute to ecological and social health? That third dimension changes 

everything. Yes, it forces trade-offs and kills some ideas early. It also opens new creative territory. 

You're no longer hunting only for market fit. You're hunting for earth fit. Could this product 

run on abundance rather than scarcity? Could it strengthen local economies instead of 

outsourcing risk? Could it be designed for stewardship rather than extraction? These aren't 

constraints that block creativity. They're lenses that sharpen it. 

 

The rest of this chapter walks that path. How to think regeneratively without losing your grip 

on business logic. How ecological limits can fuel imagination. Where to steal the best ideas 

(legally). And how to structure the collision of needs, levers and capabilities with a tool called 

the Sparkboard. You'll also learn to spot the seductive trap of eco-gadgets and green noise: 

ideas that feel good but change little. Because this chapter isn't about filling a whiteboard. It's 

about planting seeds that could still matter in fifty years. Let's start with the word itself. 

 

3.2 Unleashing Regenerative Thinking 

Step back and ask a deceptively simple question. What makes an idea regenerative? The word is 

no buzzword, no "new green," no marketing upgrade. Regeneration means something specific. 

Instead of merely reducing harm, an idea restores, replenishes, or strengthens the ecosystems 

and communities it touches. It gives more than it takes. If that sounds ambitious for a small 

business, let's be honest: it is. It's also the future of your trade. In a world where systems are 

breaking down (climate, soil, trust, democracy), companies that only aim to "do less bad" are 

merely slowing the crash. Regenerative businesses are building runways to a different future. 

 

The harm-reduction movement achieved real progress, and it still matters. But it had limits. We 

watched brands announce ten percent less plastic, five percent fewer emissions, packaging made 

from exotic biopolymers that still won't break down for a thousand years. Progress, but 

incremental, relative, hard to verify. Regeneration flips the script by asking what it would look 
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like if this product, this service, this business model actually made life better. Not only for the 

user, but for the living world around it. That doesn't require reinventing physics or planting a 

permaculture farm on your office roof. It requires grounding your creativity in a new logic: life-

centred design. 

Regenerative thinking is systems thinking with a pulse. You move beyond isolated problems and 

ask how things connect: materials, people, flows, incentives, power. You stop asking only, "what 

does this solve?" and start asking "what does this participate in?" In nature, everything is nested. 

Waste becomes food, strength comes from relationships, and nothing is optimized in isolation. 

Regenerative ideas mimic that logic. How does this fit into a cycle? What role does it play in the 

ecosystem? Who else benefits, or suffers, when it scales? Think like this for a while and your 

ideas get strange, in the best possible way. 

 

Some examples from the world of small business make it concrete. In construction, a Portuguese 

brickmaker combines marine algae with local clay to produce bricks that absorb CO₂ over their 

lifetime. Not neutral. Net-negative. In textiles, an Indian startup makes clothing from banana-

fibre waste with rural cooperatives: jobs, compostable garments, and no need for virgin cotton 

or synthetic dyes. In food, a Belgian grocery cooperative sources directly from regenerative 

farmers. Not because it's trendy, but because their long-term cost models show healthy soil is 

cheaper than subsidies. In mobility, a Colombian bike-subscription service bundles repair, 

recycling and street-level training for unemployed youth, so every bike rented builds both 

transport and skills. None of these solutions is perfect, and that's not the point. They work 

because they're embedded in a larger system, social, ecological, local. They treat the business not 

as a machine but as a living participant in a shared world. 

 

What does adopting this lens change? First, your ideation gets bolder. You stop tweaking and 

start reimagining. You begin to see waste as value, constraints as catalysts, and nature as a mentor 

rather than a resource. Your team asks different questions in meetings. You stop trying to beat 

competitors on price and start beating them on resilience, beauty, relevance, trust. And, perhaps 

most importantly, you get excited again. You're not just shipping a product. You're building 

something that matters, and that energy is contagious. People want to work on projects that 

heal. Customers want to buy from brands that mean it. Investors want to back ventures that will 

still be viable, and proud of themselves, in ten years. Put the lens on and a product becomes a 

potential habitat, a factory a community anchor, a logistics network a resilience system, a website 
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a trust signal. It starts small. One idea, one sketch, one choice to generate value that outlives 

your business. 

 

A word on fuel. Empathy is the ignition switch of this kind of creativity. It's the leap that lets us 

borrow perspectives we don't own, imagine needs we can't yet see, and design ideas that resonate 

beyond ourselves. The more diverse the voices we listen to, the wider the palette of possible 

solutions. Which is why empathy isn't a moral stance here. It's raw material. 

Next comes the strangest superpower in the inventor's kit: limits. Because if everything were 

possible, you wouldn't invent much. It's when some things become impossible that new doors 

open. 

 

3.3 Constraints That Liberate Creativity 

We need to talk about limits. Not the kind you curse when a supplier misses a delivery, a 

prototype melts in testing, or your budget line says, "you're dreaming." The other kind. The kind 

that makes you better. 

Innovation culture has sold us a myth: that creativity thrives on total freedom. No rules, no 

boundaries, no friction. Real inventors know otherwise. It's the right constraints, clearly defined 

and non-negotiable, that unlock the most useful, radical, beautiful ideas. Constraints force you 

to abandon lazy assumptions. You can't copy what's been done. You have to rethink it, stretch, 

reframe, explore side doors. You stop solving problems the usual way and start asking better 

questions. 

 

Now bring this to the real world, where climate change, biodiversity loss and resource depletion 

aren't theoretical. They're structural limits. We live on a planet with finite resources and 

biophysical tipping points. Ignoring them isn't brave; it's bad math. But here's the good news. 

Accept those limits, write them into the brief, and they stop being walls. They become shaping 

forces: the frame around the canvas, the gravity that finally lets a rocket launch. You start asking, 

what can we create with what we already have? How do we build systems that feed life instead 

of extracting from it? If carbon, water or rare-earth metals were strictly capped, what would we 

build differently? Those aren't limiting questions. They're inviting ones. 

 

History backs this up. The Apollo missions had to function in the vacuum of space with no 

room for error, and they produced tools so elegant that systems engineers still study them. The 
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original iPhone team faced brutal hardware limitations and answered with one of the most fluid 

interfaces ever built. And across the Global South, millions of entrepreneurs invent workarounds 

daily: solar-powered fridges, gravity-fed irrigation, modular transport. Precisely because the 

system provides no backup plan. Limits aren't barriers to invention. They're its birthplace. 

 

One last heresy. The phrase "think outside the box" has done more damage than we admit. 

Sometimes the box is there for a reason. If the box says no toxic materials, no single-use plastic, 

no unpaid labour, that's not limiting creativity. That's protecting the world you're designing for. 

Don't waste energy escaping the box. Design something beautiful inside it. And when you need 

inspiration for what that might look like, you don't have to start from zero. The world's greatest 

designer has been publishing solutions for 3.8 billion years. 

 

3.4 Stealing Like a Green Artist 

There's a dangerous myth in innovation culture: the great idea arriving in a flash, fully formed, 

to a lone genius with a whiteboard and too much coffee. Reality? Most good ideas are stolen. 

Or, to put it politely, borrowed with flair. Not from your competitors, that's boring (though it 

worked out fine for Microsoft, and Steve Jobs had a few pointed conversations with Bill Gates 

on the subject, both having borrowed liberally from Xerox first). We mean stealing from nature, 

from tradition, and from the collective ingenuity of humanity. The world is already full of 

solutions. You just have to know where to look. 

 

Start with your first design mentor: nature. As I said, it has been prototyping for over 3.8 billion 

years. A lot of R&D, and not a single PowerPoint. It has built materials stronger than steel, 

processes more efficient than any factory, and systems that heal themselves while keeping their 

balance. Want strong and light? Ask a spider. Packaging that decomposes gracefully? Study fruit 

skins. Zero-waste manufacturing? Look at coral reefs. The approach has a name, biomimicry, 

and it's criminally underused in business. It asks: what would nature do here? Not just to inspire 

shapes and materials, but to rethink whole systems. Nature has no landfills, no overproduction, 

no planned obsolescence. Everything belongs to a loop, a cycle, a relationship. Your product 

can too. 

 

But come back down to earth for a second. Maybe your team lacks the time, budget or skills to 

emulate the flight mechanics of a dragonfly. You don't need to. Some of the most regenerative 
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solutions are low-tech: elegant, accessible, adaptable. A stove that burns clean on twigs. A 

modular bike trailer built from salvaged aluminium. A mobile handwashing station made from 

repurposed bottles. Nothing flashy. Just real problems solved within the very constraints we 

discussed a few pages ago. Low-tech doesn't mean outdated. It means appropriately scaled, 

durable, repairable, rooted in context. The art of making something just enough, and nothing 

more. 

 

And here is a hard truth. Most of the clever, practical, regenerative design doesn't come from 

Silicon Valley. It comes from the Global South and from Indigenous communities, places where 

scarcity has always forced creativity. Clay-pot refrigeration. Community compost toilets. Phone-

sharing models. Zero-energy air conditioning built from terracotta and water. These ideas were 

born of necessity and care, yet they're routinely dismissed as "too simple" or "not scalable." Flip 

the narrative. They are already resilient, frugal, and often far more compatible with planetary 

limits than our hyper-engineered alternatives. You needn't imitate them blindly. Learn their logic 

and translate it to your context. 

 

One more common is bursting with ready-to-remix material: the open-source movement. From 

hardware to software to design specs, thousands of people are already working on regenerative 

solutions and sharing them freely. And not just for coders. Open plans exist for composting 

toilets, wind turbines, local supply-chain maps, circular packaging prototypes. The non-profit 

Team for the Planet funds open-source climate ventures worldwide (see team-planet.com). Best 

of all, building with open tools usually earns you open feedback: faster iteration, fewer blind 

spots, and a community that wants you to succeed. You don't have to start alone, and you 

certainly don't have to start from scratch. You just have to start from somewhere better than 

zero. 

 

Which brings us to the one rule of what we call the regenerative remix. If you borrow an idea, 

make it better for the people and the planet around you. Steal what works. Translate it, twist it, 

localize it, scale it sideways, make it yours. Then give credit and share the improvement. That's 

the opposite of greenwashing, because it honours the root logic of the solution. In a world where 

too many companies hoard IP while claiming to save the world, this kind of openness isn't just 

ethical. It's strategic. 
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3.5 The Sparkboard: Making Ideas Collide 

You've absorbed the principles and explored the examples. Your brain is starting to buzz. But 

one question lingers. "Okay... how do I actually generate regenerative ideas that fit my business?" 

Enter the Sparkboard. This is not a canvas for daydreamers, nor a bloated matrix full of jargon 

nobody uses outside an MBA classroom. It's a visual ideation tool designed to spark collisions 

between real needs, practical constraints, and regenerative potential. A space where human 

desires, ecological boundaries and business logic bump into each other and, if you're lucky, light 

a fire. 

Why build it at all? Because most ideation tools still live in the old world. They ask: what's the 

market opportunity, what's the tech solution, who's the customer? Useful starting points, but 

blind on their own. They never ask what the planet and humanity need from us, what this idea 

looks like in a resource-constrained world, or what long-term consequences it creates. Skip those 

questions and you don't get regenerative ideas. You get faster horses, greener wrappers, or a 

clever new way to sell more of what shouldn't be sold in the first place. The Sparkboard breaks 

those habits gently, inviting you to think in patterns rather than silos. 

How it works, no art skills required. Picture a whiteboard divided into three intersecting zones. 

 
Zone 1: human needs. List real, grounded needs. Not market trends, not personas. Needs. 

Access to healthy food. Mobility without fossil fuels. Clean indoor air. Affordable warmth. 

Dignity in aging. Rest in an overstimulated world. Go deep: ask around, interview users, observe 

frustrations. You're not hunting convenience tweaks. You're hunting problems worth solving. 

Those need will come from the Stakeholder Insights you got from the Empathy phase. 

 
Zone 2: regenerative levers. Identify pathways that restore ecosystems or strengthen 

communities. Circular design, biodegradability, modular construction, rewilding urban space, 

soil regeneration, repair culture, energy independence, local sourcing. Each lever is a lens. Look 

at a problem through it and different solutions appear. Layer several, and unexpected 

opportunities pop into view. 

 
Zone 3: business capabilities. Finally, ground yourself in reality. What assets, skills or access 

do you already have? A reliable distribution network, a design-savvy team, strong supplier 

relationships, waste streams from a partner company, a loyal customer base, a well-placed facility. 
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Constraints, yes. Also ingredients. You're not starting from zero. You're starting from your edge: 

the place where your business already touches the world, for better or worse. 

 

Now connect the dots. This is where it gets fun. Take one need from Zone1, a lever from Zone2, 

a capability from Zone3, and ask: what could we create at this intersection? You might find a 

new product line, a service, a B2B partnership, a process improvement, a customer-engagement 

strategy. You won't get it right on the first try. That's the point. You sketch, share, refine. The 

collisions are what matter. That's where the sparks live. 

 

A worked example. In rural Kenya, smallholder farmers need better food preservation (Zone 1). 

The regenerative levers: passive solar energy, local materials, cooperative models (Zone 2). The 

SME at the table is a logistics company with storage depots and transport routes (Zone 3). The 

Sparkboard produces this: build modular solar dryers with local craftsmen, offer them as a shared 

service, and use existing routes to bring dried goods to market. Result: less food waste, more 

income for farmers, new revenue for the company, and a deeply local, scalable, regenerative 

system. Nobody would have seen it until those three dots were connected. 

 

To be clear about what the Sparkboard is not: a silver bullet. It won't hand you a market-ready 

idea in an hour. What it will do is shift how your team frames invention, align people on impact 

and possibility, expose blind assumptions, and start conversations you didn't know you needed. 

It's messy, it's visual, it works best in groups. And it always shows you something unexpected. 

Draw it on paper, on a window, on a napkin, or use the template in the Toolbox. Reach for it 

when you're exploring new offers, when you're stuck in incremental thinking, when you need to 

align business, design and sustainability people, or when you're ready to build something that 

might actually matter. Ideas in hand, the next question is where to sail them. Because even a 

brilliant idea drowns in the wrong waters. 

 

3.6 VoltRide Sparkboard 

In a conventional brainstorming workshop, discussions usually begin with the existing product. 

Participants naturally ask how they can improve it, add new features or solve known technical 

problems. The conversation often revolves around questions such as: How can we increase battery 

range? How can we reduce weight? What feature should we add next? While this approach frequently 
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generates useful improvements, it also tends to keep innovation within the boundaries of the 

current solution. For VoltRide, this led to the ‘silo” ideas shown at the end of chapter 2. 

The Sparkboard deliberately breaks that pattern. Rather than starting with the product, every 

idea begins with a Stakeholder Insight uncovered during the empathy phase. These insights 

are much richer than simple customer requirements because they capture real goals, frustrations, 

emotions and unmet needs experienced throughout the ecosystem. The team then combines 

each insight with a Regenerative Lever, encouraging participants to explore how the solution 

could create positive environmental or social value instead of merely reducing negative impacts. 

Finally, a Business Capability is introduced to ensure that the concept remains grounded in 

what the company can realistically deliver, either through its own strengths or through 

partnerships. In the case of VoltRide, this could give the following results: 

 

 

 

It is this deliberate collision between stakeholder insights, regenerative thinking and business 

capabilities that produces ideas which would rarely emerge from a conventional workshop. 

When the need for family peace of mind was combined with AI capabilities and a focus on 

health and well-being, the result was not simply a safer bicycle, but SafeRide Guardia, a service 

capable of detecting accidents, reassuring families and creating value simultaneously for riders, 

employers and insurers. Likewise, combining the frustrations of repair shops with circularity 
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principles and digital capabilities did not lead to a slightly better maintenance manual. It inspired 

the concept of a Lifetime Service Passport, enabling every bicycle to carry its complete repair 

history, simplify servicing and increase its residual value throughout its life. 

 

This illustrates the true purpose of the Sparkboard. It is not designed to generate a greater 

quantity of ideas, but a different quality of ideas. By forcing the collision of perspectives that 

rarely meet during traditional product development, it encourages teams to imagine new services, 

new business models, new partnerships and entirely new sources of value. The product may still 

evolve, but the innovation is no longer limited to the product itself. 

 

Traditional brainstorming often asks, "How can we build a better product?" The Sparkboard asks a 

different question: "How can we create greater value by connecting stakeholder insights, regenerative thinking 

and business capabilities?" This subtle change in perspective transforms innovation from a search 

for better features into a search for better systems. 

 

3.7 Blue and Green Oceans 

You've got ideas now. Maybe a few that spark joy, one or two that could change your business, 

and, why not, one that might change more than that. But before you go full throttle, make sure 

you're not sailing into waters that have already been fished dry. If you want your ideas to thrive, 

and to survive competition, they need space. Not elbow room. Blue-ocean room. 

 

The Blue Ocean Strategy, introduced by W. Chan Kim and Renée Mauborgne in 2005, argued 

that companies shouldn't fight over slices of saturated markets ("red oceans") but seek untapped 

value spaces where competition is irrelevant, because nobody else is playing yet. Two decades 

on, we need more than blue. We need green oceans too. 

 

The phrase "green ocean" has floated around business literature with several meanings. A 

sustainability-flavoured extension of the red/blue paradigm. An ESG niche play. A general nod 

to environmental responsibility. In this book it takes a more specific, operational sense. Within 

the PII method, the green ocean is the strategic horizon where Minimum Viable Positive Impact 

is proven, scaled and nurtured. The point at which an idea moves beyond market differentiation 

to create regenerative value for business, society and ecosystems simultaneously. In plain terms: 

you're not just looking for market whitespace. You're looking for whitespace aligned with 
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ecological and social resilience. Not just unmet needs but needs met in a way that doesn't make 

tomorrow worse. A blue ocean might lead you to invent a streaming platform for pets (yes, that 

exists). A green ocean asks: is this creating value that lasts, for everyone it touches? A subtle shift 

that changes everything. 

Why is the combination a power move? Blue-ocean thinking pushes you to differentiate. Green-

ocean logic pushes you to integrate with living systems. Together they hand you a dual lens: 

radical relevance in the market, deep alignment with planetary needs. You're no longer 

competing on features but on fitness. Ecological, emotional, social. You build things that not 

only sell but stick, because they're meaningful, needed, trusted. And hard to replicate without 

copying your values. 

 

A case in point: the restorative mattress. Imagine you're a small furniture maker. Your 

competitors are racing to produce the cheapest mattress possible. Foam-filled, rolled in plastic, 

shipped worldwide. The red ocean is overcrowded, and you can't win on price. But what if you 

designed a mattress that's locally sourced, easily disassembled, free of toxins, built by people 

facing barriers to employment, and compostable at end-of-life? You've entered a green ocean. 

Healthy sleep meets healthy ecosystems meets healthy employment. Push further. Make it 

subscription-based, add a pick-up-and-remanufacture service, open-source the design. Now you 

have a business that's regenerative, distinctive, and nearly impossible for big players to copy 

without rebuilding their entire supply chain. 

 

How do you spot a green ocean? Look for pain points that intersect with planetary priorities. 

They're rarely loud. Often, they're neglected, even boring, and rich with potential. Listen where 

nobody else is listening. Who is underserved, or overexploited, by the current system? What 

ecological damage has your industry normalized? Where are rules about to change the game? 

Which product categories are ripe for reinvention from first principles? Those are your currents 

and your wind. Don't chase trends. Chase needs. Real, structural, unsolved. 

 

One warning: not everything that looks green is good. Beware what we call green traps. Ideas 

that sound planet-friendly and fall apart under scrutiny. "Compostable" plastics that require 

industrial facilities and never actually degrade. Biodegradable packaging wrapped in non-

biodegradable packaging. Offset schemes funding monoculture tree farms with zero 

biodiversity. Tech that's "green" but energy-hungry, rare-earth-dependent and impossible to 
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repair. Don't confuse green aesthetics with green integrity. Your customers will smell the 

difference, and so will regulators. 

If you've already run a Sparkboard session, add a green-ocean overlay. For each idea, ask: what 

systems does this rely on, and are they resilient? What happens if it scales? Does it still help? 

Could it become part of a regenerative economy, not just a niche product line? The answers 

won't always be clear, but the questions will sharpen your course. You're not just inventing 

anymore. You're navigating. And before you set sail, one final quality check remains. The 

uncomfortable one. 

Let’s go back to our illustration case. The Sparkboard helped VoltRide generate bold new 

concepts by combining stakeholder insights, regenerative levers and business capabilities. The 

Green Ocean lens then challenged the team to go one step further: not only to differentiate from 

competitors, but to identify opportunities capable of creating lasting value for the business, 

society and the living world simultaneously. 

 

 

 

Once done this analysis, we can proceed further with the final selection. 
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3.8 Avoiding Eco-Bullshit 

So, you've got your spark. An idea that feels fresh, green, maybe even beautiful. You've mapped 

the needs, played with constraints, peeked into blue oceans and paddled through green ones. 

And now here it is, your shiny, purpose-driven concept. Before you send it to the printer, stick 

a leaf on the logo and write "inspired by nature" on the packaging, take a breath. Because this is 

the moment eco-bullshit sneaks in. 

 

What is it, exactly? Not the evil twin of invention. More like the overenthusiastic cousin. Eco-

bullshit is what happens when good intentions meet lazy execution, or when storytelling runs 

faster than reality. It shows up in press releases promising "carbon neutral by 2070" without a 

plan. In products labelled "eco" because the box is beige. In apps that use the word "sustainable" 

fourteen times before you've even logged in. In pitches that sound like they were written by a 

chatbot after one TED Talk. You know it when you see it. So do your customers. 

Why do we fall for it? Because it's easy. Because the pressure to "be green" is enormous. Because 

we're wired to love a good story, especially one that lets us feel we're saving the world and 

boosting sales at the same time. And, in fairness, sometimes you genuinely don't know whether 

your idea is regenerative or merely less bad. The boundaries blur, the data is fuzzy, the supplier 



 60 

says one thing, the NGO another, and your gut is too tired to referee. So, you settle for the right 

vibes. But vibes are not strategy. 

Nor are they cheap. Greenwashing scandals destroy customer trust, trigger regulatory action, 

alienate employees, spook investors, and can turn a promising idea into a case study in what not 

to do. Worst of all, they poison the well. Every exaggerated claim makes it harder for real 

progress to stand out. So, let's build a radar: five honest, slightly uncomfortable gut-checks to 

run before you fall in love with your idea. 

 

One: if it didn't say "eco," would it still be green? Would the actual performance hold up 

with the marketing gloss removed? Would a sceptical customer still see the value? 

 
Two: can you explain the benefit without buzzwords? If your team can't describe it in plain 

language, with real numbers, evidence or logic, you may be dressing up a weak concept. 

 
Three: what happens if this scales? An idea that's virtuous at boutique volume can turn 

destructive at mass production. Does your solution still work for people and planet at ten times 

the volume? 

 
Four: does it shift a system, or just polish it? Are you addressing root causes? Or repainting 

symptoms and repackaging dependence in recycled plastic? 

 
Five: would you build it if no one ever knew? This one hurts, and it's the most powerful. No 

press release, no photo op, no award. Would you still believe it mattered? If yes, go build it. If 

no, back to the drawing board. 

 

Let’s apply this to our VoltRide case. Even promising concepts deserve to be challenged. Many 

ideas sound sustainable at first glance yet fail to deliver meaningful impact when examined more 

closely. They optimise appearances rather than systems, replace one problem with another, or 

simply repackage conventional solutions in greener language. That is why every Green Ocean 

opportunity should pass one final filter: No Eco-Bullshit filter.  
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The objective is not to eliminate ambitious ideas, but to strengthen them. The concepts that 

survive this final challenge are not only innovative; they are credible, resilient and genuinely 

regenerative. 
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Chapter 4: Evaluate with Minimum Viable Positive Impact 

There's a moment in every project when everyone smiles. The post-its look great, the prototype 

is taking shape, and someone says, "Let's just build it. We'll figure out the rest later." That 

moment is the beginning of a beautiful delusion. Because if you skip evaluation, or push it too 

far down the road, you're not innovating. You're gambling. And in most SMEs the stakes are 

high: time, cash, credibility, and often the mental health of the team. You can't afford six months 

building something that feels virtuous but flops in the real world. Or worse, something that 

looks green on the surface but improves nothing for the user, the planet, or your bottom line. 

Evaluation isn't a luxury. It's a survival skill. 

I am not talking about a fifty-page feasibility report or a full Life Cycle Assessment with graphs 

in six colours. I am talking about something lighter and faster. Quick experiments, honest 

feedback, and the willingness to test assumptions before they become expenses. Let’s talk about 

the MVPI: the Minimum Viable Positive Impact. 

 

4.1 The Minimum Viable Positive Impact 

You've heard of MVPs. Minimum Viable Products, the lean-startup gospel: build the smallest 

version that delivers value, put it in users' hands, learn fast. I am stealing that logic and giving it 

a twist. An MVPI is the smallest version of your idea that lets you deliver some real value to real 

people, observe measurable or meaningful feedback, and test whether the concept is not just 

viable and desirable, but aligned with the positive contribution you promised. It's not about 

proving perfection. The point is to reveal flaws early, while they're still cheap to fix. You're not 

building the full green spaceship. You're checking whether the tiny prototype of the oxygen 

system holds pressure, or leaks. 

 

Why must small firms evaluate sooner rather than later? In a large corporation, a failed launch 

is a spreadsheet headache. In an SME it can be an existential crisis. You don't have endless 

funding rounds or a department dedicated to impact measurement. You have tight margins, real 

stress, and a team already doing too much. But you also have an advantage. You can move faster 

and closer to reality than any corporation. You don't need six months. You can test an MVPI in 

six days. What's required is a mindset shift. Stop treating evaluation as a final exam and start 

treating it as a flashlight, something that lets you explore the terrain before you break an ankle. 

A tale of two prototypes makes the case. Company A designs a compostable phone case. Six 

months perfecting the design, proud bioplastic, paper-pulp packaging, a big launch about 
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"closing the loop." Two months later the reviews are mixed. The case cracks. The compostability 

only works in industrial facilities (of which the country has five). And the supply chain turns out 

to be more carbon-intensive than the silicone cases it was meant to replace. Result: four 

thousand units in a warehouse, a confused customer base, a very silent marketing team. 

Company B builds a rough version in a week. No branding, no colour, just a material sample 

and a usability test with ten users. They learn quickly that most customers don't compost 

anything, and that the "waste-free" perception was aesthetic, not behavioural. So, they pivot to 

a return-and-reuse loop instead of a compost fantasy. Not perfect. But it works, and it grows. 

That's what early evaluation buys you: truth while it's still cheap. 

 

Testing regenerative ideas adds a layer, but not a burden. You're not only asking "will people 

buy this?" or "does it function?" You're asking whether it genuinely reduces harm or merely 

shifts it, whether the outcomes are net-positive, whether the effect is meaningful rather than 

marginal. That may sound heavy. It needn't be. You don't need lab equipment. You need clarity. 

The rule is simple: test the real claims of your idea, not just its features. If you say it saves water, 

prove it. If you say it empowers local communities, ask them. If you say it's circular, trace the 

circle. No green fluff, no assumptions. Just curiosity and honesty in the service of progress. 

Which raises the obvious next question. If not just sales and smiles, what exactly should you be 

measuring? Remember that we want to scale evidence, not beliefs. 

 

4.2 What to Measure (Not Just the ROI) 

So, you have a prototype, a pilot, or at least a napkin with a compelling doodle, and you've 

accepted that evaluation belongs at the start of the project, not the end. Now: what exactly are 

we measuring? If your first instinct is "ROI," we get it. Return on investment is the sacred metric, 

and yes, it matters more than ever. Your accountant won't be thrilled if you replace the KPIs 

with vibes and optimism. But ROI alone is no longer enough. When you build regeneratively, 

your return isn't only financial. It's ecological, emotional, social, reputational. And for a small 

company, every one of those is a form of value that keeps the lights on. 

 

Beware the trap of one-dimensional success. We're conditioned to optimize what's easy to count: 

clicks, conversions, cost per unit. And when you measure only the countable, you start ignoring 

what counts. A product can sell well while depleting resources faster than you can spell "ESG," 

frustrating users because it can't be repaired, and torching trust the day customers discover it 



 65 

isn't as green as promised. None of that shows up in the spreadsheet until it's too late. So, shift 

the question. What would success look like if we were completely honest about our goals? 

Impact indicators answer it. 

Start with your hypothesis. Every MVPI begins with a simple sentence: if we offer X, it will 

produce Y positive outcome for Z audience. Your job is to define Y, and how you'll know it's 

happening. Designing a modular lamp? "Positive outcome" might mean less electronic waste, or 

jobs in the repair network, or emotional attachment to a long-lasting design. All three are valid. 

Each demands a different measurement. 

 

Relief is at hand: you don't need a hundred indicators. Pick two to four that genuinely matter 

and make sure they don't all live in the same column. Think in four families. Environmental: 
energy or water saved, emissions avoided (Scope 1, 2, or 3 if you dare), materials reused or 

diverted from landfill, biodiversity preserved, local-sourcing share or transport distances cut.  

 

Social and community: jobs created, especially in underserved places, accessibility gains, skills 

transferred, equity and inclusion in access or design, worker wellbeing and co-creation.  

 

Emotional and experiential: satisfaction and retention, willingness to repair rather than 

replace, pride or connection expressed by users, reduction of anxiety, noise, waste, frustration.  

 

Business resilience: customer loyalty, cost avoidance (waste, complaints, returns), revenue 

from circular services, strategic partnerships unlocked. You needn't cover all four families. But 

hit at least two, because regeneration is multidimensional. If your idea improves one thing and 

breaks three others, it isn't regenerative. 

 

Keep it light, but honest. You're running a business, not a research lab. You don't have time to 

compute the exact biodiversity offset of your packaging prototype. Fine. Use proxies and 

estimates. Ask users how they feel. Partner with a student team or an NGO. Be transparent 

about what's rough and what's reliable. What matters is that you name what you care about, 

make it visible to the team, and track enough to learn something real. If you're designing a service 

to cut single-use plastics, even a simple count of average use per customer against a baseline tells 

you something. 
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One word on the regulatory frameworks you may be eyeing nervously. Yes, CSRD, VSME and 

ESRS offer thousands of indicators, many of them overwhelming or untraceable for a small 

firm. Don't worry. Later in the book I'll show you how to align what you measure here with the 

few numbers that matter to customers, partners and regulators. For now, hold onto this. The 

goal is not to impress auditors. The goal is to learn fast and improve on purpose. 

 

And let empathy sharpen the measuring. Metrics alone don't capture meaning. A product can 

score high on efficiency and fail on dignity, trust or connection. To evaluate with empathy is to 

ask how a choice will feel to the people it touches. Numbers tell you whether something works. 

Empathy tells you whether it matters. With the "what" in hand, let's get practical about the 

"how." 

 

4.3 How to Build Your MVPI 

You've done the soul-searching and mapped your indicators. Now make it real. Not in full, but 

just enough to learn something meaningful. This is the art of building a Minimum Viable Positive 

Impact: the lightest, fastest, cheapest version of your idea that can validate both its business 

viability and its regenerative promise.  

Everything starts with a clear, testable hypothesis. This is where projects usually go sideways, 

building before knowing what they're trying to learn. Before you touch a tool, write this sentence 

on a big sheet of paper: "We believe that [doing this] will lead to [this positive outcome] for [this 

user or community]." Can't fill the blanks? You're not ready to prototype. Can? Congratulations. 

You've built your compass. Say you're a fashion startup working on a locally sourced, modular 

backpack. Your hypothesis might read: "We believe that a customizable, repairable backpack 

made from regional hemp will extend product life and cut textile waste among urban students." 

Now test that belief, without spending three months and €30,000. 

Design the lightest version that can prove you right or wrong. Traditional business logic will 

whisper: make it polished, make it pretty, make it market ready. Ignore that voice. Your MVPI 

is not a product. It's a test vehicle. Maybe you hand a rough but functional prototype to five 

students for a week. Maybe you build a landing page describing the offer and count sign-ups. 

Maybe you test one feature, the modular clip-on pouch, and watch how people actually use it. 

The goal is to expose the idea to reality, then listen, watch, adjust. You're not trying to look 

smart. You're trying to learn fast. 

 



 67 

Don't forget the impact side. It's easy to get so absorbed in functionality that the regenerative 

promise goes unverified. This is the moment to check. Does this version move the needle, even 

slightly, on what we care about? If the promise was less packaging waste, count what's avoided. 

If it was local economic value, talk to your partner suppliers. If it was accessibility, interview 

users from that group. The data will be rough. The insight will be rich. 

 

Finally, make the learning visible. Not a thirty-slide deck. A simple journal: what worked better 

than expected, what confused people, what behaviour surprised you, which effects seem real 

and which still feel like wishful thinking. That record is gold. For your next iteration, and for 

convincing partners, funders and future customers that you're serious not only about profit but 

about doing things right. There is, however, one dimension a journal of metrics won't capture. 

It may decide whether your product survives at all. 

 

4.4 Emotions Matter Too: Testing for Meaning 

Play a little game. Think of an object you've kept longer than you were "supposed to." A sweater, 

a toolbox, a notebook, a mug, a lamp. Why? Probably not because it was the cheapest, or the 

most high-tech, or the greenest. You kept it because it meant something. It belonged to someone 

important. It felt right in your hand. You fixed it once and that created a bond. Or it simply 

stayed useful, honest and present. That is emotional durability, one of the most underrated, and 

under-tested, dimensions of responsible design. Because no matter how "eco" your product is, 

if it gets thrown out in six months, it isn't helping anyone. 

 

I laid the design principles for this in Chapter 2. The question now is how to test for it. First, 

understand why it multiplies impact. Designing for longevity used to be mechanical: stronger, 

tougher, more repairable. Today we must also design for attachment, because people don't keep 

things they don't care about. Regeneration isn't only about soil, carbon and materials. It's about 

relationships: between people and objects, people and services, people and the ideas they let into 

their lives. If your idea doesn't create that connection, pride, delight, meaning, it's just another 

item awaiting replacement. 

 

Beware, too, the problem with "neutral." Many eco-startups reach for a minimalist aesthetic. 

Muted colours, generic packaging, vaguely "clean" branding. It can feel sophisticated. It can also 

feel forgettable. In your rush to seem responsible, don't forget to be relatable. Emotionally flat 
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products drift into invisibility and, from there, into the bin. We're aiming for things people show 

off, repair, gift, talk about. Things that make someone say, "I love this," not merely "I support 

what this stands for." 

 

So, how do you test for that? Unlike water use or electricity, connection can't be measured in 

kilograms or kilowatt-hours. But it can absolutely be tested. Start with direct feedback. Give your 

MVPI to a small group and ask: Would you feel sad if you lost this? Would you recommend it 

to a friend? Do you trust it? What story would you tell someone about it? You're not fishing for 

five-star reviews. You're listening for narratives. Do people describe it in practical terms ("it 

works") or emotional ones ("it feels like it was made for me")? Watch body language. Do they 

smile when describing it, hold it carefully, complain and then immediately suggest an 

improvement? That's your signal. You're not testing utility. You're testing resonance. 

 

A fictional example. A Dutch social enterprise designed a radio meant to be opened, repaired 

and customized, and piloted it in local schools. Instead of asking kids how well it played music, 

they asked: "What do you want to name your radio? How would you decorate it?" They weren't 

evaluating sound quality. They were measuring bonding potential. The kids didn't just use the 

radio. They bragged about it, showed it off like a companion. That's regenerative design meeting 

emotional design, and it's what makes products stick. 

 

The same applies to services and experiences. If your idea is a platform, a service, a circular 

model, feelings still decide. Do users feel empowered or overwhelmed, included or judged? Do 

they trust you? Would they tell their mother about it? Feelings drive retention. Retention drives 

impact. Because regeneration takes time, and if people drop out after one use, your effect never 

compounds. 

And a bonus. Emotional feedback isn't a warm fuzzy. It's a competitive edge. Attached 

customers are more loyal, tolerate imperfections, advocate without being paid, stay longer, pay 

more, complain less. For small firms in particular, emotion is the superpower. You lack a 

multinational's scale, but you have proximity, flexibility, humanity. Use them. And take seriously 

the hardest sentence you'll hear in testing: "I like the idea, but it just didn't click with me." A 

technically brilliant, ecologically sound, socially fair product that feels cold will struggle. Your 

job isn't to check boxes. It's to light something up in people. Only things that move us ever 

move markets. 
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All this testing, of course, assumes one thing: that you can measure your footprint at all on an 

SME budget. Let's tackle that elephant next. 

 

4.5 Eco-Testing on a Budget 

There's an elephant in the room. You're a small or medium business. You have no sustainability 

department, no data analyst who dreams in carbon coefficients, no budget line for "impact 

modelling." So, when someone says, "you should do a Life Cycle Assessment," your reaction 

sits somewhere between a sigh and a sarcastic eyeroll. You're not alone. LCAs are powerful. 

They are also often expensive, slow, and out of reach for the businesses that need them most. 

But that doesn't mean you can't test your ecological footprint. You can, you must, and you can 

do it without breaking the bank. 

 

Start with the obvious, which is usually ignored. Most products have five usual suspects for 

environmental damage and scanning them covers most of the problems.  

 

Raw materials: what is it made of? Virgin plastic or recycled steel, bamboo or fossil-based 

foam?  

 

Manufacturing: how much energy does it take, is it polluting, is it outsourced somewhere 

opaque?  

 

Transport: where do things come from, how far, by what mode?  

 

Use phase: how much energy or water does it consume in service, what waste or emissions 

does it create?  

 

End of life: recyclable, compostable, reusable, or landfill-bound? You don't need perfect data. 

Just map the hotspots. Even a simple spreadsheet reveals surprises. A Dutch startup making 

"eco" candles discovered its imported soy wax carried a bigger footprint than locally sourced 

beeswax, the moment it put transport and land use side by side. No consultants. Just logic and 

a map. 
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Then lean on existing tools. Most are free. EcoInvent (ecoinvent.org) offers life-cycle data for 

thousands of materials and processes. A bit nerdy, but powerful. OpenLCA (openlca.org) is 

open-source software for a simple LCA when you're ready to go deeper. The ECOSD tools 

(ecosd.fr, click the English flag) are French eco-design aids tailored to small businesses, including 

simplified carbon assessments. ADEME's public simulators estimate energy use, waste and 

emissions. The Circularity Check by Ecopreneur (ecopreneur.eu) is a quick self-assessment for 

circular design. And if even that feels heavy, ask your favourite generative-AI engine to "compare 

the footprint of material A and B in carbon and water terms." You'll get an approximate, 

explainable answer in seconds. Good enough to start iterating. 

 

Next, an overlooked gem: partner with students. Master's programs in eco-design, engineering 

and business schools need real-world projects. You need help. It's a match made in regenerative 

heaven. You bring the product idea. They bring fresh eyes, academic frameworks and time. You 

may walk away with a simplified LCA, a material-impact matrix, a new set of indicators, a 

repairable-design prototype, or a whole circular service model. Cost to you: usually a brief and a 

lunch. Return on learning: huge. When in doubt, benchmark against yourself. If LCA tools feel 

like overkill, compare your MVPI to your current product. Is it lighter? Does it last longer? Less 

packaging? Fewer shipping steps? A shorter supply chain? Fewer toxins? Even a back-of-the-

envelope comparison shows whether you're moving in the right direction. And there's real power 

in being able to say: "This version uses 40% fewer components and halves the packaging of the 

old one." Not a lab result. But real, and clear. 

 

One final lie to retire: "we'll look at impact once we grow." If it isn't in the prototype, it won't 

be there later. You'll scale the wrong thing, fix problems when they're expensive, and lose the 

chance to use ecological limits as the creative constraint they are. Test early, on a budget, with 

humility. You'll learn faster, pivot sooner, and design something that doesn't just work, but 

matters. Assuming, of course, that anyone answers your questions. Which brings us to a very 

common, very human problem. 

 

4.6 When No One Answers Your Survey 

You've built your MVPI and you're ready to test. You've crafted thoughtful questions, maybe 

printed a feedback form or built a neat little survey. And then... nothing. Emails ignored. 

LinkedIn messages read, unanswered. The client who said, "sounds interesting!" last week is 
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suddenly unreachable. The café owner is "too slammed right now." Your brave early testers say 

yes and then vanish. That silence is the real world of validation. People do care. They're simply 

overwhelmed. And if your target users are other SMEs, you're competing with salespeople, HR 

fires, supply-chain chaos and the sheer exhaustion of keeping a business alive. 

 

First: don't take it personally. Your prototype isn't being ghosted because it's bad. It's being 

ghosted because you landed in someone's inbox mid-crisis, and by Tuesday you were buried 

under seven newer fires. This is normal and human, and it doesn't mean your idea is doomed. It 

means you need to get more creative, and more generous, about how you ask. 

 
Rule one: make it easy. Then easier. One-question surveys beat ten-question ones. Ask 

"would you use this?" or "what's missing?" and follow up only if they reply. Voice notes and 

casual calls beat formal emails. People would rather talk than type. Paper sometimes beats digital. 

Leave a printed version in a café with a pen and a sign: "Help improve this idea? Two questions, 

two minutes." And show, don't tell. If you're demoing something physical, put it in their hands. 

Close every ask with: "Even thirty seconds of your honest opinion would really help." You'd be 

surprised how many people respond to being asked gently, briefly, and with respect. 

 
Rule two: give first, ask second. Everyone is tired of being asked for things. Almost no one 

tires of being offered something useful. Flip the script. Offer a sample, a template, a mini-guide. 

Offer insight ("we tested this with twenty users like you, want to see what we found?"). Offer 

visibility ("help us test this and we'll feature your brand in the pilot story"). Even a thank-you 

coffee signals that you value their time. That you're not extracting a checkbox. 

 
Rule three: embed feedback in existing behaviour. Asking people to go out of their way 

invites resistance. Embedding your loop in what they already do works like magic. Building a 

better invoicing tool? Have them test it on a real invoice, not a fake one. Prototyping a service? 

Replace their current one for a day and ask how it went. Don't ask people to imagine using your 

thing. Make it part of their reality, even for a moment. The feedback will be richer, faster and 

more honest. 

 
Rule four: talk to the helpers. If decision-makers are unreachable, talk to the people around 

them. Office managers, technicians, assistants, frontline staff. They often have more time, see 

the real pain points, and give blunt, unfiltered feedback. The best insights frequently come from 
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whoever uses the system daily, not whoever signs the budget once a year. Never underestimate 

the quiet voices in an organization. 

 
Rule five: limit the ask, keep the loop open. You don't need a hundred testers. You need five 

honest humans who will tell you the truth. Start small, reach out personally, be specific. And 

once they've helped, thank them, update them, involve them. Turn them into co-designers, not 

validators. That loop of trust often produces your first ambassadors. 

 
Rule six: show what's in it for them. People don't give feedback because you asked nicely. 

They give it because they see a reason. It doesn't have to be cash, but it has to feel like value. 

Before asking anyone to "test your MVPI," pause. What do they get? A sneak peek at something 

that could ease their job. Influence over the final product. Recognition ("early contributor," 

"beta tester"). A learning opportunity ("we'll share what we discover across users, with you 

first"). A concrete perk: priority access, a discount, bragging rights. Shifting from "please give 

me your opinion" to "here's what you'll gain" can transform silence into engagement. People are 

busy. They're also generous, when generosity is mutual. 
 

Behind every "customer insight," remember, is a tired person with a phone full of notifications 

and a to-do list longer than your business plan. Meet them where they are. Lower the friction. 

Raise the gratitude. Listen well, and people usually want to help. Sometimes they'll even surprise 

you. And sometimes, what they tell you will sting. That's next. 

 

4.7 When the Feedback Hurts (But Helps) 

Not every idea you test will shine. Some will crash. Others will confuse people. A few will spark 

laughter, and not the good kind. That's normal, human, and necessary. Because if all you ever 

hear is "great idea!" and "looks good!", you're probably not hearing the truth. You're hearing 

politeness. Or worse, indifference. Truth lives in discomfort. In the pause before someone 

answers. In the awkward moment when your proud prototype meets a confused look and a 

hesitant "...hmm." And that is often exactly where the breakthrough begins. 

 

Start with the hardest lesson: your idea isn't you. When you pour energy into designing 

something that took courage and intention, it's tempting to see it as an extension of yourself. 

Then criticism of it feels like criticism of you. It isn't. The critics are helping the idea grow up, 
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maybe even grow beyond you. You can't build for the world if you only listen to what your ego 

wants to hear. Try this mantra. Feedback is not a verdict. It's a mirror. Sometimes the mirror is 

cracked, sometimes held by someone who doesn't see the full picture. Even then it reflects 

something useful. Your job is to look closely without flinching. 

 

There are red flags you shouldn't ignore. Your MVPI is in people's hands and what comes back 

is: "I love the idea, but I don't see myself using it." "Clever, but a bit too much effort." "I thought 

it would feel more natural." "I'm not sure it really changes anything." None of these is 

catastrophic. Each is a signal of misalignment. Sometimes functional (the thing doesn't quite do 

what it promises). Sometimes emotional (the user doesn't feel connected, or safe, or proud). 

Sometimes systemic (it fixes one part of the problem while worsening another). Don't dismiss 

such comments. Decode them. Which part of the experience missed the expectation? Where did 

the promise overreach or underwhelm? Which assumption turned out to be false? These aren't 

marks of failure. They're invitations to evolve. 

 

And evolving, pivoting, deserves rehabilitation. In tech circles, pivoting is celebrated as bold. In 

the world of responsible business, we often resist it, as if changing course meant we didn't care 

enough the first time. But pivoting isn't betrayal. It's adaptation, the very heart of regeneration. 

A regenerative idea listens, responds, grows new roots when the old ones hit stone. Your 

biodegradable packaging only degrades in industrial conditions? Pivot. Local sourcing isn't 

economically viable yet, but the repairability angle is strong? Refocus. Customers love the 

product but not the message? Reframe. The only thing worse than being wrong is refusing to 

learn. 

 

4.8 Why Stubbornness Isn't Strategy 

Part of the problem is the myth of the genius with a vision. Startup lore adores the lone hero. 

The Steve Jobs, the Akio Morita, the "they-said-it-wouldn't-work" types. We romanticize 

perseverance and idolize the founder who knew and stayed the course. Vision matters. Purpose 

matters. But the truth behind most successful ventures is messier, humbler and a lot wigglier 

than the TED Talk version. Great outcomes are rarely born of unwavering certainty. They're 

born of adaptive persistence: staying true to your purpose while staying flexible about the path. 

Recognizing when your brilliant idea needs to bend, shrink, grow, or mutate into something else 

entirely. 
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Nature makes the same point. The species that thrive aren't the strongest. They're the fastest to 

adapt. Trees twist toward sunlight. Birds reroute migrations as climates shift. Corals exchange 

their symbiotic algae as water conditions change. Regeneration is not rigidity. It's responsiveness. 

So, if you claim to be building a regenerative business while clinging to your initial plan like a 

sacred tablet, you've missed the point. Regenerative strategy means staying in conversation with 

the world as it is, not as you wish it were. 

 

That said, there are things worth being stubborn about. Hold on tightly to the change you want 

to make, the values that guide your decisions, the pain points you're solving, and the stakeholders 

you're protecting. But the how? All of it is open for business. Revenue model, materials, 

messaging, pricing. Those are design variables, not identity statements. And a brutal honesty 

check: the market doesn't care about your attachment. Your users and clients don't care how 

many sleepless nights went into the logo or how elegant your circular supply-chain diagram 

looks. They care whether your offer works, helps, makes sense, feels right, and fits their world. 

If it doesn't, they shrug and move on. That's not a failure of vision. It's a prompt to realign. 

You're not here to be understood. You're here to be useful. 

 

Reframed this way, a pivot isn't a white flag. It's strategic maturity. It says: we listened, we 

learned, and we're adjusting. Not because we're weak, but because we're serious. In SME life, 

agility is your greatest asset. Big corporations have resources, but they also have bureaucracy, 

inertia, and fear. You can turn on a dime, as long as your ego isn't holding the steering wheel. 

 

Leave the hero complex at the door. You're not building a monument. You're building a system, 

a loop, a dialogue with the world. Listen harder than you defend, and remember that feedback 

is fuel, not judgment.  

 

4.9 Decide What Moves Forward: The Qualitative Way 

You've tested, listened, had your hopes raised and your illusions challenged. Now comes the 

moment most teams try to avoid: deciding what actually moves forward. The seductive chaos of 

the idea phase is over. The protective excuse of "we're just testing" won't work anymore. 

Something gets time, money and attention, and something goes back to the sketchpad, or the 

recycling bin. This isn't about ranking the prettiest prototypes. The task is to align your ambition 

with your capacity, your insight, and your values. 
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Start with a disarmingly simple filter: "Why this, now?" If you can't answer in a single confident 

sentence, you're not ready to move forward. The world doesn't need more nice ideas that almost 

make sense. It needs ideas that land, that stick, that solve something real in a way no one else 

quite does. If your answer sounds like "because we already spent money on it," "because the 

CEO likes it," or "because we don't know what else to do," you're not evaluating. You're clinging. 

Let go or reshape the idea until the "why" becomes obvious and shared. 

 

For the ideas that survive, look through four interlocking lenses. Not to score them, but to spark 

a clear-headed conversation.  

 

Viability: can this realistically survive in the market? Can we make it, sell it, deliver and support 

it with the resources we have or can find?  

 

Desirability: do people actually want it? Not merely accept it or agree with it, but choose it 

when offered?  

 

Positive-impact potential: does it truly move the needle socially, ecologically, emotionally? Are 

we seeing signs of regeneration, or only reduced harm?  

 

Team energy: are we excited to build this? Is there momentum, or are we dragging it like a 

soggy bag of noble intentions? That last lens matters more than most teams admit. Even a 

"great" idea fails if the people building it feel dead working on it. Regeneration starts inside your 

project culture before it reaches the world. 

 

A quick reality test: say the idea out loud to someone outside your bubble. "We're building a 

subscription service that delivers reusable containers to office canteens, with a local washing-

and-return loop run by social cooperatives." If your listener leans in, asks a curious question, or 

smiles, you're onto something. If they frown, squint, or offer a flat "...cool," that's your cue to 

refine the pitch, or the idea. A five-minute conversation with a sceptical but caring outsider can 

save five months in the wrong direction. 

 

Then comes the discipline most SME teams stumble on. You can't, and shouldn't, do everything. 

Moving forward with every idea that got a little traction is how you dilute your power and burn 

out your people. Pick one idea, maybe two, and commit to making them excellent. The others 
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aren't lost. They're compost, future seeds. But now is the time to focus, because every hour and 

euro spent on option C is an hour and euro not spent making option A succeed. If the team is 

stuck between finalists, talk them through, sleep on it, then meet and vote. Not for favourites, 

but for the best balance of impact, feasibility and energy. Then cut the rest. Yes, it will hurt. Yes, 

you'll second-guess yourself. But decision is a creative act. It gives one idea the chance to grow 

with full attention. 

 

Once you've chosen, craft the shared narrative. "We're building this because we saw this pain 

point, tested this solution, and confirmed this positive effect. Now we're committing to scale it, 

with clarity and integrity." That sentence becomes your internal compass, and the story you'll 

tell funders, partners, customers, and your future self when things get bumpy. They will. But 

you've chosen your path. Not from hope or hype, but from evidence, alignment and purpose. 

That's the qualitative route.  

 

4.10 The MVPI Canvas tool and the Evidence Board 

The MVPI Canvas transforms a promising idea into a practical experiment. While the previous 

tools help you understand, generate and select opportunities, the MVPI Canvas helps you 

structure the learning process. Rather than asking whether an idea is good or bad, it asks a 

much more useful question: 

 
What do we need to learn before deciding whether this idea deserves further investment? 

The canvas deliberately keeps the experiment simple. Each section builds on the previous one, 

forcing the team to move from an abstract idea to a concrete learning objective. The process 

begins with the idea itself. This creates continuity with the previous chapter, as the selected 

concept normally comes directly from the Sparkboard after passing through the Green Ocean 

and the No Eco-Bullshit filters. The team starts from an opportunity that has already 

demonstrated strategic relevance. The purpose is no longer to generate alternatives, but to 

challenge the remaining uncertainties. 

 

The second section focuses on the positive impact hypothesis. Every innovation implicitly 

promises to create value. Making this promise explicit forces the team to agree on what success 

actually means. Is the primary objective to improve customers' lives? Reduce environmental 
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impacts? Strengthen the business model? Or achieve several of these simultaneously? A shared 

hypothesis provides a common direction for the experiment. 

 

The next section identifies the biggest unknown. Every innovation contains dozens of 

assumptions, but they are rarely equally important. The canvas encourages the team to identify 

the single uncertainty that is most likely to determine success or failure. By concentrating on one 

critical assumption at a time, experiments remain focused and inexpensive. Once the key 

uncertainty has been identified, the team designs the smallest useful experiment. The 

objective is not to build the final solution, but to expose the critical assumption to reality as 

quickly as possible. Depending on the context, this may involve a prototype, a pilot project, 

customer interviews, a limited field trial or a simple operational simulation. 

 

The experiment must then define what evidence will be collected. Instead of trying to measure 

every possible outcome, the team selects only a small number of indicators capable of answering 

the original question. These indicators should remain directly connected to the hypothesis 

established earlier in the canvas. Their role is not to produce comprehensive impact reporting, 

but to support a managerial decision. 

 

Finally, the canvas requires the team to define what success looks like before the experiment 
begins. Agreeing in advance on the evidence required to continue helps avoid one of the most 

common innovation traps: interpreting results differently once they are known. The experiment 

finishes with a simple decision, Scale, Pivot or Stop, based on evidence rather than enthusiasm. 

 

Taken together, these six sections form a logical sequence. Each answer naturally leads to the 

next, progressively transforming an opportunity into a structured learning process. The strength 

of the MVPI Canvas lies precisely in what it does not attempt to do. It does not rank ideas. It 

does not calculate an impact score. It does not replace detailed business cases or life-cycle 

assessments. Instead, it creates a disciplined framework that allows multidisciplinary teams to 

agree on what they need to learn next, and how they will obtain that knowledge with the 

minimum amount of time, money and resources. 

 

Like every tool introduced in this book, the MVPI Canvas is designed to work as part of a larger 

system rather than in isolation. The Stakeholder Sketchpad broadens the team's understanding 

of the ecosystem. The Sparkboard transforms this understanding into innovative concepts. The 
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Green Ocean and the No Eco-Bullshit Test help identify the opportunities most worthy of 

exploration. The MVPI Canvas takes the selected opportunity and converts it into a concrete 

experiment ready to be tested in the real world. Here is how it looks like. 

 

 

 

The output of the MVPI Canvas is therefore not a decision. It is a learning plan. The decision 

comes afterwards, when the experiment has been completed and the evidence has been reviewed 

using the Evidence Board. 

 

The Evidence Board is completed after the experiment. If the MVPI Canvas defines what the 
team wants to learn, the Evidence Board captures what reality taught them. Together, the 

two tools form a complete learning cycle: one plans the experiment, the other reviews its 

outcomes. The purpose of the Evidence Board is to transform observations into decisions. 

The first sections encourage the team to step back and reflect on the experiment itself. What 

happened? What surprised us? What evidence did we collect? The board then invites the team 

to assess its confidence, not its optimism. Rather than asking whether the idea feels promising, 
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it asks whether the experiment has generated enough credible evidence to better understand the 

problem, validate the proposed solution and justify further investment.  

The final section translates learning into action. Every experiment should end with a decision: 

Scale, Pivot or Stop. Sometimes the most valuable outcome is discovering, quickly and at low 

cost, that an idea should not be pursued further. 

Like the MVPI Canvas, the Evidence Board is intentionally simple. It does not attempt to 

measure every aspect of performance or calculate a comprehensive impact score. Its role is to 

ensure that each experiment produces actionable learning, allowing the next decision to be based 

on evidence rather than assumptions. 

Together, the MVPI Canvas and the Evidence Board create the learning engine of Positive 

Impact Innovation. One transforms an opportunity into a structured experiment. The other 

transforms the results of that experiment into knowledge, confidence and informed decisions. 

Before moving to implementation, the team has not only tested an idea; it has learned whether 

that idea deserves to move forward. 
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4.10 Applying the MVPI Canvas: The VoltRide Case 

Throughout the previous chapters, we followed the innovation journey of VoltRide, an SME 

specialising in electric bicycles. Using the Stakeholder Sketchpad, the management team 

discovered that many of the most important challenges were not related to the bicycle itself, but 

to the wider mobility ecosystem. Families worried about safety, employers wanted reliable 

mobility solutions for their employees, municipalities sought safer streets, and repair partners 

needed better maintenance information. 

These insights were then transformed into new opportunities using the Sparkboard. Rather 

than generating incremental product improvements, VoltRide explored entirely new services 

built around safety, circularity and shared value creation. 

Finally, the Green Ocean and the No Eco-Bullshit Test helped the team challenge these ideas. 

Several concepts appeared promising, but one clearly stood out: SafeRide Guardia, a connected 

safety service designed to improve rider protection while creating value for families, employers 

and insurers. At this stage, however, the team still faces a familiar challenge. A promising idea is 

not yet a validated innovation. 

 

Like most SMEs, VoltRide cannot afford to develop every attractive concept. Building a 

complete digital platform would require significant investment, technical development and 

organisational change. Before committing these resources, the management team wants to 

answer a much simpler question: Is there enough evidence to justify taking the next step? This 

is precisely the purpose of the MVPI Canvas. 

 

Rather than attempting to prove that SafeRide Guardia will become a commercial success, the 

team will design the smallest possible experiment capable of testing its most critical assumptions. 

The objective is not to eliminate uncertainty completely, that is impossible in innovation, but to 

replace opinions with evidence before making larger investments. 

 

Once the experiment has been completed, the results will be reviewed using the Evidence 
Board. Together, these two tools will help VoltRide decide whether to Scale, Pivot or Stop. 

 

Let's see how the process unfolds. After lots of preparation and work, the team came up with 

this MVPI canvas and the Evidence Board that synthesize the learnings. 
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What Did VoltRide Learn? 
At first sight, the experiment appears only partially successful. The original hypothesis was that 

cyclists would adopt SafeRide Guardia primarily because of its accident detection capabilities. 
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Although participants appreciated this feature, the experiment revealed a more nuanced reality. 

Crash detection alone was not the strongest driver of adoption. Instead, the pilot uncovered 

several unexpected opportunities. Riders consistently highlighted theft notifications and 

preventive maintenance as features they would use regularly. Employers immediately recognised 

the value of fleet monitoring and maintenance planning, while insurance companies expressed 

interest in the data generated by the service. These insights had not been at the centre of the 

original concept, yet they emerged naturally once the idea was tested in real-life conditions. 

 

This is precisely why experimentation is so valuable. The objective is not simply to confirm an 

initial hypothesis, but to expose it to reality and discover how it can be improved. Had VoltRide 

invested directly in developing a sophisticated accident detection platform, it might have spent 

months building a solution that only partially addressed customer expectations. By running a 

small, inexpensive experiment first, the company was able to redirect its efforts before 

committing significant time and resources. 

 

The exercise therefore produced much more than a simple validation. It gave VoltRide a clearer 

understanding of where the greatest value really lies. Rather than positioning SafeRide Guardia 

as a standalone safety application, the company can now envision a broader connected mobility 

service combining safety, theft protection, predictive maintenance and fleet management. The 

initial idea did not disappear; it evolved into a stronger and more compelling proposition. 

 

The Evidence Board naturally leads to the next decision. The project should neither be 

abandoned nor immediately scaled. Instead, the evidence supports a pivot. The next iteration 

will build on what users and partners valued most, while preserving the original ambition of 

improving cyclist safety. 

 

More broadly, this example illustrates one of the central principles of Positive Impact Innovation. 

Innovation is rarely a linear process in which an idea moves directly from conception to 

implementation. It is a learning journey in which every experiment reduces uncertainty, 

challenges assumptions and reveals new opportunities. The purpose of the MVPI Canvas and 

the Evidence Board is not to eliminate uncertainty altogether but to ensure that each investment 

is supported by stronger evidence than the one before. 
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In just six weeks, using a pilot involving fifty volunteer riders, VoltRide gained insights that 

would have been difficult to obtain through meetings, brainstorming sessions or market studies 

alone. The company is now better equipped to make its next investment with confidence, not 

because uncertainty has disappeared, but because it has been transformed into knowledge. 

 

The story, however, does not end here. A validated concept must still navigate changing 

regulations, evolving technologies, new competitors and shifting customer expectations before 

it becomes a successful innovation. Understanding how to adapt to this constantly changing 

environment is the focus of the next chapter: Navigate. 
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Chapter 5: Navigate Through Compliance and Crisis 

The MVPI Canvas and the Evidence Board have helped your team move beyond intuition. You 

have tested an idea, challenged your assumptions and gathered enough evidence to decide where 

to invest next. This is an important milestone, but it is not the end of the innovation process. In 

many ways, it is the point where the real journey begins. 

As an innovation moves beyond experimentation, the environment around it continues to 

evolve. New regulations emerge, technologies mature, competitors react, customer expectations 

shift and unexpected partnerships become possible. The assumptions that guided yesterday's 

decisions may no longer be valid tomorrow. The challenge is therefore no longer to validate the 

idea itself, but to keep it aligned with its purpose while continuously adapting to a changing 

context. 

This is where many organisations struggle. Traditional project plans assume that the path ahead 

is largely predictable and that success comes from following it with discipline. Innovation rarely 

behaves that way. Every experiment generates new information, every market signal creates new 

opportunities, and every unexpected event may require a change of direction. The objective is 

not to avoid these changes, but to respond to them without losing sight of what really matters. 

The Adaptive Navigation Board was designed for exactly this purpose. Rather than producing 

a fixed roadmap, it helps the team distinguish between what should remain stable and what 

should remain flexible. The North Star provides a constant sense of direction, while priorities, 

partnerships and course corrections evolve as new evidence emerges. The board becomes a 

shared reference point, enabling the team to review progress, interpret new signals and decide 

together how the innovation should move forward. 

The transition from the Evidence Board to the Adaptive Navigation Board is therefore a natural 

one. Once an experiment has been completed and a decision has been made to Scale, Pivot or 

Stop, the next question is no longer "What have we learned?" but "Given what we have learned, where 

do we go next?" The Adaptive Navigation Board provides a simple answer to that question by 

turning evidence into strategic direction without pretending that the future can be planned in 

detail. But let’s first have a look at the mine field you may have to go through. 

 

5.1 From Regulatory Pain to Strategic Gain 

The word "compliance" doesn't exactly stir the soul. For most SMEs it evokes paperwork, 

deadlines, audits, headaches. And outright crisis when it arrives unanticipated. CSRD. VSME. 

ESRS 1 to 12. ESPR. SFDR. GHG Protocol. SEC disclosure rules. SB 253 and SB 261. GRI. 
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TNFD. ISO 14001. It's like playing alphabet soup in a minefield, and most leaders are thinking: 

"How is this supposed to help me build anything? I just want to survive the fiscal year." Fair 

point. But nobody tells you the useful truth at the start. If you know how to read them, these 

regulations are the best free strategic consultants you'll ever have. Let's flip the script, in three 

moves. 

 
Move one: regulations tell you what the future will reward. Yes, it's annoying when Brussels 

or California orders you to report Scope 3 emissions or trace your materials. But step back. 

They're not just telling you to suffer. They're telling you where the economy is going. If the law 

requires GHG tracking by 2026, it's because low-carbon operations will soon be the market 

norm. If it demands "circular design" and reparability scores, disposable models are on their way 

out. If your bank wants ESG data, capital is already flowing toward lower-risk, impact-aligned 

businesses. Treat compliance not as a threat but as a radar system. It is society's way of saying, 

"the future will prefer companies that do X, so start now." That makes regulation a near-perfect 

input for strategy. 

 
Move two: reporting requirements are an idea generator. Ever opened an ESG template 

and thought, "this KPI is ridiculous"? Good. You're halfway there. Now ask: what would make 

sense to measure in our business? You're allowed to question the metric. What matters is whether 

the underlying intent points at something important. When CSRD asks "does your product 

support circular-economy principles?", the translation is: could you cut waste, extend product 

life, use secondary materials, offer take-back, or lease instead of sell? Each item isn't a checkbox. 

It's an innovation track. When California's SB 253 demands Scope 3 disclosure, the translation 

is: understand what happens upstream and downstream. Where is the carbon hiding in your 

chain, and how do customers use and dispose of your product? That's not compliance. That's 

the opening line of an eco-design conversation. When VSME asks you to assess material and 

energy flows, perfect. That's your invitation to map hotspots, find leaks, and explore local or 

renewable alternatives. Every "constraint" is also a lens on where value is escaping. 

Move three: treat KPIs as doorways, not chains. Try this method. Pick three to five 

sustainability indicators relevant to your business. Ask: if we had to improve this number by 

30% in two years, what would we try? List the craziest, simplest, boldest ideas the team can 

produce. Then reverse it. If a competitor improved this KPI tomorrow, how would they eat our 

market share? Suddenly the KPI is a playground, a constraint-driven innovation funnel. 

Candidates abound in CSRD, VSME and ISO. Share of renewable inputs. Product reparability 
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score (per ESPR). Waste diverted from landfill. Employees trained. Share of the portfolio aligned 

with circular models. Share of suppliers with verified ESG credentials. Scope 3 emissions per 

unit sold. Each can anchor an R&D pilot, a redesign, a new service, a marketing story, or an 

employer brand. But only if it enters your innovation loop, not just your reporting cycle. 

And because money talks: many of these indicators unlock funding. A European Green Deal 

grant wants alignment with CSRD/ESPR. A better loan rate rewards a tracked carbon footprint 

or energy intensity. A place in a corporate value chain increasingly requires credible ESG data, 

or you lose the deal. So, the hours you spend on reporting aren't wasted. They're an investment 

in strategic clarity, market positioning, financial leverage, and compliance-ready invention your 

competitors haven't built yet. 

 

One more thing before we go deeper. Empathy is still the translator here. Instead of seeing laws 

as obstacles, view them through the eyes of the people they're meant to protect. Workers, 

communities, ecosystems, future generations. Make that leap, and compliance stops feeling like 

a burden and starts looking like strategy. Which raises a practical question. In a landscape full of 

regulators, corporations and NGOs, how does a small company actually exercise influence? We 

go there next. 

 

5.2 Barriers to a Circular Economy: A Map of Friction for SMEs 

An honest admission first. The road isn't blocked by ignorance, it's blocked by friction. For small 

businesses, that friction comes in all shapes: regulatory fog, cost overhangs, market disbelief, 

and above all the quiet inertia of "we've always done it this way." Academia has given these 

frictions names and diagrams. On the ground, they feel less like elegant systems and more like 

knots you can't untie. The circular economy is a great idea trapped inside a linear world. SMEs 

are willing, often visionary. But they face rules written for giants, financing built for short 

paybacks, and customers who still prefer shiny-and-new to repaired-and-wise. Six knots deserve 

attention. 

 
Regulation without rhythm. The first wall is rarely technological. It's bureaucratic. Waste, 

safety and producer-responsibility rules were written for linear lifecycles and struggle to describe 

products that live twice. In Europe, a small manufacturer who wants to give batteries a second 

life may need too many permits. One to dismantle, one to transport, one to store, one to test, 

one to sell, and one to explain why they bothered. In emerging markets, the problem flips: rules 
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too vague to guide investment. Either way, uncertainty kills momentum. Yet this is precisely 

where empathy for the regulator earns its keep. Most policies weren't designed to stop circularity. 

They simply never imagined it. Entrepreneurs who treat compliance as conversation rather than 

confrontation help shape tomorrow's standards instead of dodging today's. 

 
The economics of hesitation. Circular models ask for cash before they give it back. A tough 

proposition on narrow margins, in a financing ecosystem still learning to value long-life loops, 

intangible assets and slow ROI. High initial investment and uncertain profitability is the biggest 

roadblock to circular adoption among SMEs. The counterintuitive lesson: those very costs create 

barriers to entry for the laggards. First movers who survive the learning curve become extremely 

hard to imitate, because circular pioneers accumulate know-how, supplier relationships and 

brand trust. Assets that compound faster than machinery depreciates. 

 
Culture eats circularity for breakfast. Every barrier report agrees on one uncomfortable point. 

Technology isn't the main problem. People are. Linear habits are embedded in procurement 

routines, job descriptions and reward systems. Employees are told to minimize downtime, not 

maximize lifetime. Suppliers still quote per unit, not per year of service. Changing that requires 

leadership that combines empathy with discipline, listening to fears while insisting on new 

metrics, and training teams on new purposes, not just new processes. It also means honouring 

the small heroism of questioning a legacy system. Circularity isn't a department. It's a shift in 

posture. 

 
Supply chains that can't look back. Most SMEs sit inside chains allergic to reverse logistics. 

They know how to send, not how to receive. Post-sale traceability data is scattered across 

incompatible systems or doesn't exist. Without it, reuse and remanufacturing stay theoretical. 

On the top of this, many blind spots make the loops a nightmare to manage. Low data-sharing 

breeds low trust. Low trust blocks collaboration. No collaboration means no volume for 

recyclers, which raises costs and erodes trust further. A perfectly closed, perfectly linear loop. 

Breaking it starts small. Share end-of-life data with one partner. Pilot a take-back scheme. Agree 

on a shared standard. Circular ecosystems aren't born whole. They're built through repeated acts 

of cooperation. 

 
A market that still loves "new." Even when the product works, perception often doesn't. 

Consumers equate "used" with "risky" and "remanufactured" with "second best," and small 
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firms lack the marketing budgets to rewrite the story alone. Yet in every industry that made the 

shift, vintage fashion, refurbished tech, the turning point came when companies stopped hiding 

the second-life story and started celebrating it. Transparency became the new luxury. Here again, 

empathy doubles as a design tool. Understand what customers fear, what they value, and what 

reassurance they need to trust something that isn't brand-new. 

 
The missing knowledge loop. Beneath all the rest sits a quiet barrier. Knowledge doesn't flow. 

SMEs hold brilliant tacit expertise and lack the mechanisms to share it. Lessons die in inboxes. 

Success stories stay local. Circular work demands the opposite: open learning loops, shared 

failures, communal experiments. Building them takes intent, not budget. A monthly coffee-and-

whiteboard session where people bring what went wrong is often worth more than a glossy 

report. Learning is the cheapest form of R&D. 

 

Read together, the six knots reveal something useful. Each barrier hides a lever. Regulation 

points to dialogue. Cost points to creativity. Culture points to empathy. Supply chains point to 

collaboration. Scepticism points to storytelling. Knowledge gaps point to learning loops. You 

don't need to fix the whole system to start moving. You only need to turn the first knot into a 

loop and share what you discover. 

 
The Barrier Stress Test (a fifteen-minute team exercise before scaling any circular project) 

makes the knots concrete.  

Step one: state your idea in one line. "We'll take back used components and remanufacture them 

for local resale."  

Step two: score your exposure from 1 (no problem) to 5 (serious roadblock) across seven zones. 

- Regulatory: do we know which permits, waste codes and safety rules apply?  
- Financial: can we fund the first loop without external help? Cultural: will the team and 

management still back this once the novelty fades?  
- Operational: do we have the data, partners and know-how to collect, refurbish or 

recycle efficiently?  
- Market: will customers understand and trust a reused product?  
- Knowledge: do we know where to find missing expertise, or are we pretending we'll 

figure it out later?  
- Social equity: are we sure this model doesn't shift costs or risks onto weaker partners 

or communities?  
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Step three: interpret the pattern. Below 15 total, green light. From 16 to 25, orange zone: pick 

the one or two highest scores and design pilot fixes. Above 25, red alert: too many hidden 

dependencies, stay in learning mode.  

Step four: for each barrier rated 4 or more, note one concrete action.  

- Regulatory: call your chamber of commerce or environmental agency.  
- Financial: check circular economy grants and cooperative funding pools.  
- Cultural: run an internal empathy session on what worries people most.  
- Market: prototype the story before the product and test the narrative with real users.  

 

Step five: put the results on one page and share them with partners. Comparing stress maps 

often sparks collaboration, because someone else's green zone may cover your red one.  

The goal isn't to avoid barriers. It's to know which ones you're dancing with. And sometimes, it 

must be said, the dance partner pushes back on purpose. 

 

Sustainable innovation rarely stumbles on technology. It trips over politics. Large incumbents, 

the old guard of energy, construction and logistics, have mastered a subtle art: defending 

yesterday's models in the name of "stability." They shape standards, rewrite guidelines, and delay 

decisions under the banner of prudence. It isn't evil. It's instinct (a dynamic mapped in detail by 

Smink, Hekkert and Negro in their 2013 study of incumbent resistance). For a small firm, the 

resistance feels like running in mud. Projects stall, funding shifts, rules suddenly tighten. But 

understanding the logic changes the game. Systems resist because they're scared, and empathy is 

the best diagnostic tool for fear. Listen, decode, and build alliances instead of declaring war. 

Your agility and credibility are precisely the weapons the incumbents lack. Remember: the system 

pushes back until it's convinced you're pushing forward for it. Which is why the smartest response 

is often to take the very reporting the system demands and turn it into your redesign engine. 

 

5.3 Translating Reporting into Regenerative Strategy 

We've reframed compliance as a forward-looking design brief. Now let's watch the rubber hit 

the road. Some companies, including very small ones, are already using regulation as a 

springboard. They turn audits into insights, targets into redesigns, deadlines into product 

launches. And they do it without an army of consultants. 

 
Case 1: redesigning for reparability. A family-owned electronics SME in Belgium dreaded 

one annual ritual: WEEE reporting (Waste from Electrical and Electronic Equipment). Their 

coffee machines were durable but hard to repair. Fixes often cost more than a new unit, 
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customers trashed them, landfill volumes and environmental fees climbed. One year they flipped 

the question. What would it take to cut our waste volume in half by next year? The redesign 

project that followed delivered modular components, easy disassembly, open repair guides, and 

a "second life" exchange program. They cut waste and fees. And they created a new income 

stream reselling refurbished units, plus a base of loyal customers who loved the transparency. 

Trigger: EU WEEE and ESPR. Result: a new product line, new revenue, lower compliance cost. 

 
Case 2: Scope 3 becomes a service. In California, a small packaging company serving food 

brands dreaded the SB 253/261 disclosure laws. Scope 1: easy. Scope 2: manageable. Scope 3: a 

nightmare of dozens of suppliers and murky data. Instead of fighting it, they reframed. What if 

we helped our clients measure their packaging footprint, and charged for it? They created a mini 

"climate label" for food brands. Now, instead of hiding from Scope 3, they sell Scope 3 

transparency. Trigger: California climate bills. Result: added value, differentiation, first-mover 

advantage. 

 

Zoom out and a pattern appears. Every region has its favourite acronym but strip away the 

legalese and they ask the same core questions. CSRD wants material impacts and double 

materiality: an invitation to repoint R&D at real-world issues. ESPR wants circular, durable, 

repairable design: an invitation to rethink products and business models. VSME offers simplified 

indicators: a low-barrier entry into strategy for small firms. GRI wants transparent reporting: a 

chance to build stakeholder trust and surface hidden risks. The SEC's climate rules and 

California's bills want emissions and risk disclosure: a push toward better risk mapping and 

supply-chain innovation. ISO 14001 and 50001 want management systems, which, run honestly, 

become a continuous-improvement culture with a built-in audit rhythm. The message from 

Brussels, Sacramento and Geneva is identical. The coming economy rewards the regenerative 

and leaves the rest behind. 

 

Within all this, a handful of "power KPIs" recur across frameworks and reliably trigger invention 

when improved. Carbon intensity per unit sold pushes material changes, logistics optimization 

and product redesign (CSRD, SEC, GHG Protocol, ISO 14067). The product reparability index 

drives modularity, longer lifespans and lower support costs (ESPR, sustainable procurement). 

Share of revenue from circular models tracks business-model change, not operational tweaks 

(CSRD, GRI, corporate buyer questionnaires). Share of suppliers with verified ESG 

performance pushes chain transparency and co-innovation (CSRD, VSME, ISO 20400). And 
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the waste-to-revenue ratio ties eco-efficiency to financial logic. Easy to calculate, meaningful to 

track. Start with one or two, not to report but to challenge. "How could we cut this in half 

without hurting value?" "Which competitor might beat us on this, and how?" 

 

You can go further and use regulation to structure internal innovation sprints. Pick a new 

reporting requirement, say, share of reused materials. Translate it into a challenge: in three 

months, how do we raise reused content by 25% in one product line? Run a design sprint under 

real constraints (sourcing, regulation, cost). Prototype, test, improve. Document the learning. 

You'll need it for the report anyway. Align the sprints with your reporting cycle, and each quarter 

your team produces not just data, but progress. 

 

What about the cost? Aligning with regulation costs money. So does ignoring it. Every hour 

spent dodging compliance raises your audit risk, narrows your funding options, delays market 

entry and weakens your standing as partner, supplier or employer. Every euro spent folding 

compliance into your innovation loop builds internal capacity, informs product decisions, 

strengthens resilience and buys future-proof positioning. You'll spend either way. One path leads 

to box-ticking. The other leads to breakthroughs.  

 

Regulation, though, is only one of the forces you'll navigate. Sometimes the obstacle isn't the 

law. It's that nobody wants what you're selling. Yet. 

 

5.4 When the Market Isn't Ready (Yet) 

You've done everything right. Your product is better, smarter, cleaner, more ethical. Your 

circular model is polished. Your vision aligns with planetary boundaries and social equity. You've 

prepared for compliance, mapped stakeholders, prototyped with a few brave users. And then... 

the market shrugs. Distributors don't bite. Customers hesitate. Partners nod politely and 

disappear. Investors want "traction," the magic word meaning "someone else already took the 

risk." It's like arriving at a party dressed for 2030 while everyone else is still doing business like 

it's 2005. You're not wrong. You're early. And that is a hard place to be. 

 

Understand first that this isn't bad luck. Markets evolve unevenly. Even the best ideas must pass 

through walls of habit, risk aversion, outdated cost structures, procurement inertia and 

occasional outright denial. Your offer may win in the long run, but the short run rules most 
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decisions. And if your solution changes how people buy, behave, dispose, finance or manage 

risk, you're not selling a product. You're selling a shift. That takes time, patience and strategy. 

 

The first mindset shift: what you're offering isn't always what people are looking for. You lead 

with carbon savings, ethical sourcing and zero waste. Your customer just wants something 

affordable, reliable, easy to use, and decent looking on the shelf. That's not failure. It's an 

invitation to resequencing the story. Start with their pain points, prove your solution meets real-

world needs, and only then reveal that it also serves deeper goals. No preaching. Just translation. 

A compostable package that keeps food fresh longer isn't about plastic. It's about fewer returns, 

better margins, happier customers. A platform linking local producers to urban restaurants isn't 

about CO₂. It's about freshness, differentiation, and a story worth telling. Your job isn't to 

educate. It's to bridge worlds. 

 

When the mainstream resists, the temptation is to push harder, shout louder, blame "ignorant" 

consumers or "slow" industry players. Resistance is rarely overcome by confrontation. What 

works is going niche. Rather than converting everyone, find the small groups already receptive. 

They hide in surprising places. A school district willing to test your materials. A co-op retailer 

hungry for new stories. A forward-thinking municipality needing a pilot. A corporate ESG team 

desperate to meet supplier-diversity goals. You don't need the masses yet. You need proof, and 

proof comes from first believers, not late adopters. Treat these niches not as consolation prizes 

but as launchpads, where your ideas get tested, your value gets refined, and your confidence gets 

built. 

 

There's an emotional toll, too, in pushing water uphill. The days when the world seems to say 

"thanks, but no thanks," and you doubt your timing, your team, your instincts. Take heart. Most 

breakthroughs started exactly here. Compostable packaging, fair-trade labels, vegan cheese, 

green roofs, solar panels, bamboo toothbrushes. All had their sceptics, until they didn't. The 

difference between success and burnout isn't only funding or timing. It's knowing how to hold 

your ground without standing still. 

 

So, what do you do while the world catches up? Sometimes you build a transitional offer. A 

simpler version, a side service, a low-barrier entry point that keeps cash flowing and relationships 

alive without betraying the vision. The zero-waste packaging startup consults restaurants on 

waste reduction. The circular fashion brand launches a small accessories line to build awareness. 
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The clean-energy software company sells energy audits before rolling out the full analytics suite. 

These interim models aren't detours. They're survival bridges. Sources of data, clients and 

credibility to build on. 

 

Then there's the pivot question. When to hold firm, when to shift? Ask whether users are 

benefiting, even in small numbers. Whether unsolicited interest trickles in, however 

inconsistently. Whether people get it but say "not yet." If so, it may not be the product that 

needs changing. It's the frame, the channel, or the target. But if nobody's biting and you're out 

of stories and savings, the pivot is overdue. And that's not failure. It's iteration. Pivots don't 

abandon the mission. They reshape the method to fit the real world instead of the ideal slide 

deck. And when the market finally turns (the pressure is mounting), you'll already be there. 

Tested, refined, resilient. You won't just be selling a product. You'll be offering leadership. Most 

of the adjustments that get you there, it turns out, are far smaller than the word "pivot" suggests. 

 

5.5 The Power of Strategic Micro-Pivots 

We imagine pivots as dramatic, all-or-nothing decisions. Yet, what moves the needle is usually a 

tiny, smart, well-timed adjustment: a micro-pivot. A change that looks small on the surface and 

opens big doors. Shifting from one-time sales to subscriptions. Replacing a problematic 

ingredient with a low-impact alternative. Redesigning packaging so customers reuse it and 

remember your name. Changing a single word in the pitch so the audience finally says, "now I 

get it." Invention is only half the job. Iteration is the other half. In a world of constant flux, the 

winners aren't the fastest or the smartest but the most adaptable. 

 

Micro-pivots live at the intersection of data, instinct and context. Say your water-saving device 

is technically sound and well-priced, yet restaurants won't adopt it. You ask why. The answers 

are fuzzy. Too much hassle, unclear ROI, not urgent. Back at the drawing board you realize the 

problem isn't the device. It's the installation. Too much downtime. You redesign the bracket to 

fit any existing pipe. No plumber needed, five minutes flat. Suddenly there's a waiting list. No 

rebranding, no funding round, no drama. Just a smart tweak based on honest friction. Or your 

organic cleaning products stall because customers doubt their performance. You add a visual 

pH scale and a simple efficacy chart. You change nothing in the formula, only in the trust. Sales 

climb. That's a micro-pivot too. 
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These shifts work because they do three things at once. They preserve the core mission (you're 

still solving the same problem). They remove a specific friction (technical, emotional, logistical). 

And they unlock new signals: interest, feedback or traction you weren't seeing. They're especially 

potent in this field, because responsible offers carry extra complexity. New behaviours, new 

expectations, new systems. That means more potential friction, but also more room to 

manoeuvre. You can't change the world overnight. You can change a label, a tone, a feature, and 

watch the door open a crack wider. 

 

Sometimes the pivot lives in the business model rather than the product. A hardware company 

realizes customers don't want to own, maintain and dispose of the thing. They want access, 

performance, peace of mind. So, it experiments with leasing, usage-based billing, or maintenance 

bundled as a service. Same value, different frame. Sometimes it lives in the narrative. You stop 

saying "sustainable" and start saying "resilient." You drop "low carbon" and lead with "future-

proof." You replace the technical diagram with the story of one real user. And sometimes it's 

about where rather than what. You leave the supermarket channel and test a pop-up in a zero-

waste store. You step back from B2C and try B2B. You stop pitching corporates and start talking 

to municipalities. No grand reinvention. Strategic reframing. 

 

How do you know a micro-pivot is due? There's no formula, but the signs are reliable. Users are 

confused by something you thought obvious. One part of the process creates 80% of the 

friction. Feedback is positive but sales aren't following. One channel or feature unexpectedly 

outperforms the rest. Your team keeps hearing the same "but" in client meetings. These aren't 

red flags. They're breadcrumbs. Follow them. The great news is that micro-pivots are fast and 

cheap to test. No new product line, no new team, no new logo. Just clarity, creativity, and the 

willingness to adjust without ego. And there's a compounding effect. Each successful micro-

pivot builds trust, inside the team, with customers, with partners. People stop seeing you as an 

idealist clinging to a big idea and start seeing a pragmatic builder who listens, learns and evolves. 

A company that adapts without losing its soul. In today's world, that's not just a strength. It's a 

superpower. Provided you also master the harder half of adaptation: knowing what to release. 

 

5.8 Learning to Let Go, Learning to Loop 

You had a plan. A clean, confident plan. You mapped the user journey, scoped the impacts, 

modelled the supply chain, set your indicators, drafted the pitch, designed the mock-ups. You 
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even gave the project a beautiful name with a clever pun in it. And then: reality. A supplier drops 

out. A rule changes. Customers react in ways you didn't anticipate. Your life-cycle analysis reveals 

that the "green" option pollutes more upstream. Your brilliant feature gets zero clicks. The 

solution you were proud of turns out to be part of the problem. Here you meet the most 

frustrating, and most liberating, truth of building anything. You will often be wrong. And that's 

fine, because what separates good builders from great ones isn't how well they guess. It's how 

quickly they let go, and loop back. 

 

Letting go isn't weakness. It's strategy. It means recognizing when an assumption no longer 

holds, a hypothesis falls flat, or a market signal contradicts the vision. Not because the idea was 

bad, but because the context changed or revealed something unseen. Maybe your bio-based 

packaging composts only in industrial conditions while customers believe it breaks down in the 

garden. Not a technical problem, a trust gap. Maybe your circular service attracts zero users. Not 

because they don't want it, but because you priced it like a luxury when they expected it to feel 

accessible. You didn't fail. You learned. But only if you're willing to look, and to loop. 

 

Traditional business logic treats changing your mind as flakiness. Stick to the plan, follow the 

roadmap. Regenerative work doesn't follow linear paths. It follows feedback loops. Nature 

doesn't scale in straight lines. It adapts, self-corrects, regenerates. So should your company. 

Looping isn't being lost. It's being attentive. Test, observe, reflect, adjust, try again, each iteration 

bringing you closer to what works. Not just for you, but for your users, your community, your 

ecosystem. Think compass, not GPS. Your vision is north and doesn't change. The route is the 

dance. Sometimes you advance, sometimes you circle back, sometimes the side road turns out 

to be the shortcut. 

 

Looping well means building mechanisms into the process. Not afterthoughts but rituals. Are 

we checking in often enough, with people and not only with numbers? Do we pause after every 

sprint to ask what surprised us? Do we make room for doubts, or brush them aside? Do we 

capture lessons, or just move on? In a small company none of this needs to be formal. But it 

does need to be deliberate. One habit worth institutionalizing is the Loop Sprint. Every four to 

six weeks, step back and answer five questions.  

- What's working better than expected?  
- What's not landing the way we thought?  
- What have we learned that wasn't in the original plan?  
- What are we holding onto only because we're afraid to admit it's dead weight?  
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- And what's the one small thing we could release, or try differently, this month?  
 

No buzzwords, no judgment. Reflection, decision, movement. When looping becomes culture, 

resilience follows. 

 

The letting-go part remains hard, especially when you've poured time, energy and identity into 

an idea. But clinging to what no longer works doesn't make you loyal. It makes you brittle. 

Letting go makes space. For what wants to emerge, for what the system is telling you, for what 

users are whispering underneath their polite feedback. Sometimes the best move is to kill your 

favourite feature, shelve the perfect tagline, drop the thing that shone in theory and collapses in 

use. It hurts, and it frees you. Because the goal isn't to be right. It's to build something that works 

in the real world, one messy, beautiful loop at a time. Everything loops faster now. New 

standards, new crises, new market shifts, new demands from employees, customers, investors, 

regulators. The only way to keep up is to stop pretending the path is straight, and to stop treating 

change as an insult when it's your core skill. You don't need to have the answer. You need a 

system for finding it, again and again. Master that rhythm and uncertainty loses most of its teeth. 

Even, as we're about to see, when it arrives all at once. 

 

5.9 From Panic to Pivot: Staying Regenerative in a Crisis 

No matter how good your idea, how rigorous your testing, how aligned you feel with your 

purpose, a moment will come (or several) when the ground shifts under your feet. The supplier 

disappears. The funding dries up. The legislation flips. The weather wrecks the plan. The 

customers just... don't come. Suddenly you're not in strategic-planning mode anymore. You're 

in crisis mode. Heart racing, brain spinning, team panicking. And that is precisely when the 

regenerative mindset matters most. If you act only from fear, you'll compromise everything 

you've built. If you can stay calm, curious and values-driven, you can pivot with purpose rather 

than survival instinct. 

 

First, accept the base rate. Crises happen, a lot. Especially when you're building something new, 

different, counter systemic. The systems you're trying to change push back. The habits you're 

trying to shift run deep. And the climate, the economy and the supply chain have all stopped 

playing by the rules. You're not doing it wrong. You're operating in a world in flux. The ability 

to navigate chaos is a core competence of regenerative work, not an unfortunate side effect. It 

only functions, though, if you stop reading turbulence as failure and start reading it as a design 
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signal. Chaos isn't an anomaly. It's an amplifier. Firms that treat volatility as information turn it 

into advantage. Which, in practice, means making adaptability a process, not a reaction. 

 

Before you pivot, though, pause. When things fall apart, the first instinct is to scramble for 

solutions. Clarity comes from four questions asked with the team.  

- What is really changing here?  
- What are we assuming that may no longer be true?  
- Which part of our value proposition still holds, and which doesn't?  
- What would we do if we were starting this project today, knowing what we know 

now?  
These questions slow the panic reflex and surface the insights fix-it mode misses. Sometimes 

you'll discover you don't need to pivot the product at all. Only the story, the channel, the partner, 

or the scope. 

 

Nor does pivoting mean abandoning. Suppose your eco-packaging can't compete on price in the 

current market. Kill the project? Not necessarily. Maybe it becomes a premium offer rather than 

a mainstream one. Maybe you license the technology to someone with better distribution. Maybe 

you reposition it as a pilot program for cities rather than shops. Too many SMEs throw the baby 

out with the bathwater. A pivot is rarely a full reset. It's a redirection of the same energy, insight 

and values toward a new path. You're not giving up. You're evolving. 

 

And use the crisis for what it uniquely offers: a stripping-away. Crises show you what truly 

matters and what was decoration. Which partnerships are resilient. Which features users really 

need. Which promises were empty. Which processes can flex. Painful, and priceless. Post-crisis 

pivots are often your clearest design phase yet, because you're no longer guessing. One last thing. 

Crises isolate. You feel like the only one failing, scrambling, gasping for air. But someone nearby 

is almost certainly facing something similar. This is when regenerative ecosystems earn their 

name. Reach out. To other SMEs in your network, to cooperatives, chambers of commerce and 

innovation hubs, even to your users. Ask them what they need right now. Often the solution 

isn't yours to find alone. It's shared, built together, shaped through solidarity. And isn't that what 

regeneration is about? All that remains is to turn this whole chapter, the radar, the pivots, the 

loops, into one living document. 
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5.10 The Adaptive Navigation board 

Unlike the previous tools, the Adaptive Navigation Board is not designed to generate ideas or 

validate hypotheses. Its purpose is to help teams stay aligned as their innovation evolves. Once 

an idea has been validated, the temptation is often to translate it into a detailed project plan. 

While such plans are useful for organising work, they quickly become obsolete in environments 

where technologies evolve, regulations change, competitors react and customer expectations 

continue to shift. Innovation rarely follows a straight line. 

 

The Adaptive Navigation Board embraces this reality. Rather than asking teams to predict every 

step of the journey, it helps them continuously answer a simpler question: Given what we know 
today, what is the best direction to take next? 

 

The board distinguishes between what should remain stable and what should remain adaptable. 

At the top sits the North Star: the long-term impact the team is trying to create. Unlike product 

features or business models, the North Star should change only rarely. It acts as a constant 

reference point whenever difficult decisions need to be made. 

 

The second section captures the team's current position. This is where the outputs of the 

Evidence Board naturally feed into the process. What have we just learned? Which assumptions 

have been confirmed? Which new opportunities or risks have emerged? The board starts from 

the team's latest understanding of reality rather than from the assumptions made months earlier. 

 

The next section focuses on the next priorities. Rather than attempting to plan every activity 

for the coming year, the team identifies only the two or three strategic actions that deserve 

immediate attention. These priorities should be ambitious enough to move the project forward, 

yet flexible enough to evolve as new evidence becomes available. 

 

Innovation also requires continuously observing the external environment. The Horizon Scan 

encourages the team to monitor the signals most likely to influence the project: customers, 

regulations, technologies, competitors, partners or broader societal trends. The objective is not 

to predict the future, but to notice early when conditions are changing. 
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Finally, the board records potential course corrections. These are not detailed contingency 

plans but simple "If... then..." statements prepared in advance. If a regulation changes, if 

customer adoption accelerates faster than expected, or if a new partner becomes available, the 

team already knows how it intends to respond. This makes adaptation a deliberate management 

practice rather than an emergency reaction. 

Like every tool in this book, the Adaptive Navigation Board is designed to evolve. It should be 

reviewed regularly, updated collectively and displayed where the whole team can see it. Its value 

lies less in the document itself than in the conversations it creates. 

 

 

 

Applying the Adaptive Navigation Board: The VoltRide Case 
At the end of the previous chapter, VoltRide made a deliberate decision to pivot. The first 

experiment revealed that customers valued theft protection, predictive maintenance and fleet 

management even more than the original accident detection concept. The company now has a 

promising direction, but it still has many strategic choices to make. 

Rather than rushing into implementation, the management team uses the Adaptive Navigation 
Board to translate these new insights into a shared strategic direction. The board captures what 

has been learned, identifies the next priorities, highlights the external signals that deserve 
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attention and anticipates the course corrections that may become necessary as the project 

evolves. 

 

Notice that the board does not attempt to predict the future. Instead, it provides a common 

reference that helps the team remain aligned while continuously adapting to new evidence and 

changing market conditions. The North Star remains constant, but the route towards it can 

evolve as the innovation matures. 

 

The following example illustrates how VoltRide transforms the results of its first experiment 

into its next strategic decisions. 

 

 

 

Stay true to your North Star. Adapt everything else 
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Chapter 6: Operate with Regenerative Business Models 

Operating models often matter more than the product itself. You don't need to invent the next 

Tesla to build responsibly. In fact, chasing "the product that will change everything" is a trap, 

especially for a small company. Product invention matters, of course. But unless it's carried by a 

smart, resilient, adaptive operating model, it's likely to crumble under its own weight. That 

award-winning biodegradable lamp you designed? If your supply chain hangs on a single 

overseas supplier, or your returns process can't handle reverse logistics, it may never scale. Or it 

may scale badly. 

Doing business well isn't only about what you offer. It's about how your company works. That's 

why PII dedicates a full chapter to operations. What happens behind the scenes (procurement, 

production, hiring, delivery, maintenance, partnerships, after-sales) determines how your 

company survives, adapts and regenerates, especially when the world changes faster than your 

quarterly roadmap. Why do operating models outrank products? Because products have a shelf 

life, while systems evolve. Most failures come not from the idea but from how it's implemented. 

Most waste (time, energy, resources, reputation) happens inside the machine, not on the shelf. 

In a fragile, interdependent world, you cannot afford to operate like a silo. 

 

Two examples frame the stakes. Imagine a startup making high-performance, repairable electric 

scooters. The product is brilliant: lightweight frame, modular design, fully recyclable parts. Users 

love it, cities want it, investors are calling. But the batteries come from a single supplier in Asia. 

The return logistics are unclear. Repair partners are under-trained. Customer support can't keep 

up. The result is a backlog of complaints, a slide in trust, a broken promise, and eventually a 

broken business. What failed wasn't the product. The operating model failed. Now compare a 

local SME making garden tools. Nothing fancy. But it has structured its operations around 

recycled steel, a partnership with a local fablab for repair events, and shared-ownership schemes 

in rural towns. No miracle product. A robust system. One that absorbs shocks, learns from the 

field, and creates value that is financial, social and environmental at once. That's regenerative 

thinking. That's PII in action. 

 

A good operating model isn't merely efficient. It's alive. It learns, loops and connects. It listens 

to data and to people. It's designed not just to extract but to contribute: to ecosystems, 

employees, local communities, future generations. And here's the encouraging part. You don't 

have to rebuild the company from scratch. Sometimes a shift in how you deliver a service, 
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process feedback, or share risk with partners transforms your whole footprint, and hands you 

an edge no product alone can deliver. In the current gold rush, everyone is copying everyone. 

Compostable straws, done. Vegan packaging, check. Carbon offsets, standard. But a business 

that truly runs differently, leaner, cleaner, smarter, more human, is rare. And it's what people 

remember. 

 

So, in this chapter we go under the hood. How to build local loops that shorten your value chain 

and boost resilience. How to create systems that benefit your surroundings as well as your 

bottom line. How to extend your reach through partnerships without growing your footprint. 

How to design for fast adaptation without collapse. How to run on fewer, better indicators. And 

how to choose standards and certifications without drowning in acronyms. No hundred-page 

dashboards, no AI overkill, no consulting jargon, whether you're a three-person workshop or a 

hundred-person exporter. For this chapter only, I've packed in more tools than usual, because 

your operating model is the heart of everything. Fair warning: this is not the "operational 

excellence" chapter from your MBA textbook. It's a field guide for building an enterprise that 

thrives in a 21st-century economy. Uncertain, resource-constrained, customer-driven, 

environmentally accountable. It's also about regaining control. When your operating model is 

resilient, you respond instead of reacting, pivot without panic, and decide with confidence even 

as the landscape shifts. Not perfection. Regenerative performance. Let's dive into the first 

transformation, and it starts with a word that makes most business owners flinch. 

 

6.1 Degrowth Isn't Doom: Lean, Local, and Profitable 

Say the word "degrowth" in a room full of business owners and you'll feel it instantly. A pause, 

a raised eyebrow, maybe a nervous laugh. For most SME leaders the term evokes austerity, loss, 

or worse, irrelevance. It's a word wrapped in fear. Fear of shrinking margins, of layoffs, of giving 

up ambition. But here's the twist. Degrowth, properly understood, may be the most strategic 

move your business can make. 

It isn't about shutting factories or abandoning markets, and it isn't a manifesto for minimalists 

or a poetic rebellion against capitalism. It's a shift of focus, away from infinite volume, toward 

long-term viability. Getting smarter, not smaller. More resilient, not more restricted. It means 

operating in a way that preserves resources, strengthens relationships, and builds a company able 

to withstand the storms of the next decade. The old idea of growth (more units, more speed, 

more reach) made sense once. In the post-war boom, the planet seemed vast, raw materials 
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abundant, fossil fuels cheap. That era is over. Resources are strained, energy is expensive, and 

the once-sleek global supply chains stumble under geopolitical tension, pandemics, extreme 

weather and labour shortages. For a growing number of SMEs, scaling like it's 1998 simply 

doesn't work anymore. In this new context, the most successful businesses aren't the biggest. 

They're the most adaptive. The ones that know when to grow wide and when to grow deep, that 

keep supply loops short, relationships close, and operating models nimble. 

 

Consider a maker of modular urban furniture in a mid-sized European city. Instead of sourcing 

metal parts from the other side of the world, they partner with a local cooperative to collect and 

reuse discarded industrial components. Deliveries in the city centre go by bicycle. Parts are 

standardized, interchangeable, repairable. They don't promise infinite variety. They offer 

consistency, dependability, responsiveness. They grow by strengthening their ecosystem, not by 

conquering territory. This is degrowth in practice: leaner, simpler, closer. And profitable. 

 

At heart it's a mindset that treats frugality as a form of creativity. Not the stingy kind. The 

inventive kind, the kind that asks: how could we meet the same need with half the footprint? 

With no new raw materials? With local partners instead of global giants? Seen this way, degrowth 

isn't about shutting down production. It means stripping waste out of your systems. The obvious 

kinds, energy and materials, but also overproduction, excess inventory, underused assets. It 

means reclaiming control over your costs, your risks and your time, and making the business 

more robust when the next disruption hits. Because there will be one. 

Financially, the numbers add up. Studies by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation suggest circular 

operations can cut material input costs by 15 to 25 percent within a few years. SMEs restructured 

around local loops and shared infrastructure report lower logistics emissions, higher customer 

loyalty, and faster response to market shifts. Not in theory. In practice. These aren't only carbon 

wins. They're cash-flow wins. Just as important, the shift reshapes your value proposition. 

Customers may not ask for "degrowth" by name, but they increasingly reward its principles. Less 

wasteful packaging, shorter supply chains, clearer sourcing, more repair options. They notice 

when you share resources instead of hoarding them, and they stay loyal to businesses whose 

values show in how they operate day to day, not only in the slogans. 

 

There's an internal dividend too: less stress. Complex operations breed complex problems. A 

business built on simpler, more local systems is easier to manage and more legible. It puts your 

team closer to your customers and reduces dependence on volatile factors beyond your control. 
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Strangely enough, choosing a leaner path doesn't lower ambition. It often protects ambition 

from being diluted by chaos. 

 

None of this means you stop growing. It means you choose what to grow. Instead of expanding 

endlessly, you grow margins before volume, trust before brand, depth before scale. And when 

you do scale, you scale models that are already resilient, not brittle ones kept alive by subsidies, 

tax tricks or wishful thinking. Remember, too, that the best growth is often horizontal. Partner 

with others in your community (suppliers, competitors, even customers) and you create shared 

value, spread risk, and uncover unexpected efficiencies. You stop competing on who can burn 

the most resources and start collaborating on who can close the most loops. In a world where 

local manufacturing is returning, energy prices are unpredictable, and regulation is catching up 

with ecological reality, these principles are no longer optional. They're strategic. So, let's stop 

flinching at the word. Call it frugal innovation, smart scaling, low-input business design. The 

label matters less than the shift. The future belongs to companies that operate lean, local and 

regenerative. And that future starts with a single sheet of paper. 

 
Supporting Card: The Lean Impact Map. How do you turn "doing less" into doing better? 

How do you stop chasing scale and start designing smart? The Lean Impact Map is where that 

shift begins. It's not a worksheet for blind cost-cutting. It's a thinking tool for spotting where 

your operations are already too big, too wasteful or too dependent, and where simplification 

could create value rather than destroy it. In one page, it helps you identify the high-input areas 

of your business (materials, time, energy, space, money), question whether those inputs create 

proportional value, highlight leverage points for resource-light improvements, and brainstorm 

"degrowth wins": places where shrinking would improve customer experience, profitability or 

resilience. This is not austerity. It's smart subtraction. Removing complexity, friction and waste 

to make room for something better. 

 

The page divides into four zones, each prompting a different kind of insight. What we do too 
much of. Where are we overbuilding, overproducing, over-engineering, over-customizing, and 

what would happen if we stopped? What our customers really use. Which features, services 

or processes do they value most, and what could we remove without pain? Or even with joy? 

What could be shared, local, or reused. Where are we consuming virgin resources when 

others might share theirs? Could we partner, mutualize, or build local loops? Our hidden "less 
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is more" wins. Where has less already delivered more? Fewer SKUs, fewer steps, fewer returns, 

fewer support tickets, better results? 

 

An example brings it to life. You run a small electronics brand. In Zone 1 you realize you offer 

twelve cable lengths when 90% of customers buy the same two. In Zone 2 you learn customers 

care more about reliability and repair than about extra features. In Zone 3 you consider 

partnering with a local makerspace to host repair cafés instead of building your own service 

center. In Zone 4 you remember that when you cut back the fancy packaging last year, nobody 

complained. And returns dropped. That's lean impact in action. Less product variety, less 

operational burden, lower costs, better alignment with what customers need. Use the map during 

an operations review or team retreat, as a post-launch debrief, when facing budget cuts or 

external shocks, or before redesigning a process. It also works beautifully as a warm-up for the 

Microloop Audit Grid coming later in this chapter, revealing where simplification and 

relocalisation might naturally emerge. And that word, relocalisation, is exactly where we're 

headed. 
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6.2 Local Loops and Distributed Systems 

If someone offered you a business model that cut costs, boosted resilience, and pleased both 

your clients and your regulators, all while shrinking your carbon footprint, would you take it? 

That, in short, is the beauty of local loops and distributed systems. For decades, businesses were 

told that globalization was the key to efficiency. Manufacture where it's cheapest, ship where it's 

needed, sell where it's profitable. Supply chains stretched across continents like tightropes. Thin, 

fast, optimized to the last cent. But tightropes aren't known for their stability. As global systems 

cracked under pressure (pandemic shocks, port delays, war, droughts, political instability), many 

SMEs learned a hard lesson. Long chains break easily, and when they do, it's the little guys who 

suffer most. Orders freeze, inputs stall, margins vanish, and all those fancy metrics turn 

meaningless while your container sits in Singapore and your customer waits in Oslo. The good 

news? The alternative isn't retreat. It's re-looping. 

 

Local loops are exactly what they sound like. Systems that circulate resources (materials, energy, 

knowledge, even money) as close to the point of use as possible. Fewer miles, fewer 

intermediaries, less waste, much more visibility. They may sound like a romantic throwback to 

the village economy. They're also a blueprint for future-proof operations. Picture a furniture 

manufacturer sourcing wood within a hundred kilometres, collaborating with a local fablab for 

rapid prototyping, and sending offcuts to a nearby artist collective for reuse. Nothing 

revolutionary. Yet every step keeps value circulating locally. Fewer trucks, fewer delays, and a 

more compelling story for clients who increasingly want to know where things come from and 

where they go. Nor is the principle limited to physical materials. It applies to energy loops 

(workshops running machines on rooftop solar and feeding the surplus into a local microgrid) 

and to knowledge, when companies collaborate with nearby universities, suppliers or even 

competitors instead of reinventing the wheel in isolation. The closer the loop, the faster the 

feedback. And in this game, feedback is gold. 

 

Distributed systems build on the same logic. Rather than concentrating operations in one central 

hub, they spread activity across multiple nodes. Smaller, more autonomous, better adapted to 

local needs. This isn't chaos, it's orchestration. A bakery running three micro-sites instead of one 

mega-factory. A clothing brand partnering with seamstresses across regions instead of building 

a single warehouse. A food processor installing modular production units close to the farms. 

Why is this powerful? Because when disruption hits one node, the others keep running. When 
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demand surges somewhere, supply can shift. When regulation changes in one country, the rest 

hold the line. This is not decentralization for its own sake. It's intelligent flexibility. Yes, it takes 

coordination. But with cloud tools, remote monitoring and AI-assisted forecasting, it's more 

feasible than ever, even for small firms. The bonus: these systems tend to be more inclusive. 

They create local jobs, build regional partnerships, and tap tacit knowledge that global models 

overlook. They rely less on cheap extraction and more on mutual value creation. And they map 

beautifully onto circular principles. When production sits close to users, collecting, repairing and 

re-introducing used products becomes practical. That's a cost win as much as an ecological one. 

Reverse logistics doesn't scale at 3,000 kilometres. At 30, suddenly it's viable. 

 

There are challenges, of course. Local sourcing isn't always cheaper upfront. Regional partners 

may lack capacity or certifications. Distributed systems demand trust, transparency, and letting 

go of a little control. None of it is insurmountable. Indeed, these constraints often trigger the 

next round of invention. Companies that move toward local loops develop closer relationships 

with their stakeholders. They know their suppliers personally, they understand their customers' 

contexts, and they adapt quicker. Not because they're bigger, but because they're closer. And 

when regulations start demanding traceability, emissions data and circularity metrics (as they 

already do in the EU), these systems make compliance not only easier but cheaper. You won't 

be tracking containers across oceans. You'll be calling your neighbour. In the world that glorified 

globalization, local loops looked like a compromise. In the world we're entering, they're a 

competitive advantage. They don't just shrink your footprint, they build adaptive infrastructure, 

the kind that bends under pressure but doesn't break. 

 
Supporting Card: the Microloop Audit Grid. This grid helps you visualize, assess and 

strengthen the loops your business runs on, internal and external, across five flows. Materials 

(raw inputs, waste, packaging). Energy (electricity, heat, cooling, recovery). Finance (local 

spending, reinvestment, shared infrastructure). Knowledge (internal expertise, co-learning, 

shared R&D). Partnerships and trust (suppliers, clients, service partners). For each loop, you 

assess four things. Its current closure level (open, partially closed, fully closed). The distance of 

the flow (local, regional, national, global). The leakage risks (where value escapes and doesn't 

return). And the opportunities to shorten, intensify or regenerate it. A colour code (green for 

closed and local, yellow for improvable, red for open and global) turns the grid into a map where 

bottlenecks and openings jump out at a glance. To be clear, this is not an audit in the financial 

sense. It's a strategic visual tool that gives teams a shared, tangible way to spot dependence on 
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long, fragile chains, to find loops that could be closed or shortened, and to spark ideas for 

distributed models, reverse logistics or regenerative partnerships. Run it as a ninety-minute 

workshop with a cross-functional team, on sticky notes or a digital whiteboard. Revisit it 

quarterly to track progress and pair it with customer interviews or supplier mapping for depth. 

Once your own loops are visible, though, a bigger question appears. Who else could be inside 

them? Which brings us to your neighbours, including the ones you call competitors. 

 

 

 

6.3 Collaborate to Compete: Regenerative Value Networks 

Business has long been treated like a battlefield. Us versus them, supplier versus buyer, winner 

takes all. That metaphor is falling apart. In a world of entangled crises and fast-moving 

disruption, you're no longer competing against the company across town. You're competing 

against broken systems. Fragile supply chains, energy instability, ecological constraints. And 

those challenges don't care about your margins or your market share. The businesses that thrive 

aren't the ones that fight alone. They're the ones that build regenerative value networks, where 

value doesn't flow in one direction but loops through relationships that are transparent, adaptive 

and mutually beneficial. It's a major mindset shift. Other actors stop being obstacles and become 
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potential collaborators. Not in marketing campaigns or fluffy pledges, but in the very structure 

of how you operate. 

 

An example. A small cosmetics company in Brittany was struggling to meet demand without 

inflating its carbon footprint. Rather than investing in its own delivery fleet, it teamed up with 

two other local producers, a soap maker and an herbal-tea company, to share a low-emission 

logistics network. They synchronized deliveries, cut transport costs, and stocked each other's 

products in shared points of sale. Customers loved the convenience. Each business kept its 

identity and grew stronger through the alliance. This isn't charity. It's strategic interdependence. 

And it extends far beyond logistics. Shared procurement, where companies buy common inputs 

together to cut cost and waste. Co-learning initiatives that pool knowledge across firms, 

suppliers, even customers. Mutual support systems handling repair, waste recovery and reverse 

logistics jointly. Open innovation clusters where businesses work with startups, universities and 

civil society to crack shared problems. In every case the value generated exceeds the sum of its 

parts. Less duplication, spread risk, fresh ideas, and often access to collective funding or regional 

incentives. It also builds resilience. When the chain is diversified and decentralized, a shock in 

one part doesn't bring down the whole. In uncertain times, that distributed strength isn't a luxury. 

It's a survival mechanism. 

 

One of the most striking illustrations comes from industrial symbiosis. In Kalundborg, 

Denmark, an industrial park became world-famous not for its products but for its ecosystem. 

The power plant's waste heat warms nearby homes. Sludge from a pharmaceutical plant feeds a 

fertilizer factory. Water is recycled among multiple sites. Each company cuts costs and emissions. 

Not by going green alone, but by connecting with the others. You don't need a giant industrial 

zone to do the same. SMEs can build similar partnerships at their own scale, starting with simple 

questions. Who shares my logistics challenges? Who has waste I could use, or vice versa? Which 

local players do my customers already trust? Who is solving similar problems in a different 

sector? The key is to look beyond your industry and your comfort zone. Collaboration doesn't 

always come naturally, especially in competitive environments, and regenerative networks aren't 

built overnight. They grow from dialogue, trust and shared experimentation. 

 

This approach demands vulnerability. Sharing data, admitting limitations, letting go of the 

illusion that you must be the best at everything, all the time. But companies that dare to be 

honest often discover unexpected allies, and whole new markets. You might co-create a service 
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bundle with a neighbour, open a repair workshop with a rival, join a regional packaging-reuse 

platform. Or simply attend a local circular-economy event and talk to the people in the room. 

Every step toward collaboration reduces your dependence on systems you don't control and 

strengthens the ecosystem that supports you. In that sense, collaboration isn't the opposite of 

competition. It's what makes competition sustainable. And empathy is what turns a supply chain 

into a value chain. It forces us to see the humanity behind every transaction. The worker on the 

line, the farmer in the field, the coder behind the screen. Operations guided by empathy prove 

more resilient, because they rest on trust, respect and relationships that endure turbulence. 

 
Supporting Card: the Ecosystem Mapping Canvas. This canvas helps you map, and 

reimagine, your operational ecosystem through the lens of shared value. It's not about who you 

know. The real question is how value could flow differently if you stopped trying to do 

everything alone. Four zones structure it. Your existing partners (suppliers, clients, logistics, local 

actors). Potential collaboration areas (shared problems, unused assets, overlapping services). 

Value flows (money, materials, energy, knowledge, trust). Mutual-benefit opportunities (co-

creation, shared logistics, joint offers). Guiding prompts flush out the blind spots. Who are we 

ignoring because we've labelled them competitors? What do we throw away that others might 

use? What do we underuse that others might need? What knowledge or data could we safely 

share to create mutual value? Gather a cross-functional team, use sticky notes physical or digital, 

fill each zone together, and focus on creative recombination rather than constraints. Colours 

and lines mark potential synergies. The canvas moves your team from silo thinking to network 

strategy. It complements the Microloop Audit Grid and sets up the scenario work coming 

shortly. 

One more layer of this networked way of operating deserves a word: the digital one. Digital tools 

are not the future of this transition. They're the operating system of its present. A 2021 study 

(Pizzi & al.) found that companies move through four stages of digital-sustainability integration: 

efficiency, transparency, innovation, and transformation. Most SMEs live in the first two, using 

digitalization to save costs or trace impact. The real value emerges in the last two, when data 

starts designing better services, and platforms enable circular systems that self-correct. Digital 

maturity isn't about owning software. It rests on understanding feedback loops. Every connected 

sensor, dashboard or cloud platform becomes a listening post. A way to sense your effects and 

reconfigure operations in real time. The Operate step is built on that principle. Use digital not 

as decoration but as a mirror. The more transparent your processes, the faster your systems learn 
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to regenerate themselves. And learning fast is about to become essential, because the world your 

operations inhabit has a name. Not a flattering one. 

 

 

 

6.4 Don't Fear the Mess: Agile Operations in a VUCA World 

Most business leaders don't wake up excited about the acronym VUCA. It sounds like a virus, 

and in some ways, it behaves like one. Volatility, uncertainty, complexity, ambiguity. The modern 

condition, and it's not going away. What has changed is the frequency. Once-a-decade 

disruptions now arrive like clockwork. Pandemics, extreme weather, supply shocks, regulatory 

shifts, energy spikes, political unrest. For a small company the challenge isn't just reacting. It's 

surviving the noise while still building, delivering and staying sane. So, the question becomes: 

how do you design operations that don't collapse when the unexpected hits? The answer is 

agility. But not the buzzword, not the sticky-note workshops, not the jargon-heavy rituals lifted 

from Silicon Valley. True operational agility: the kind that keeps you upright in the storm without 

rebuilding from scratch every six months. 

 

Agile operations aren't chaotic. They're deeply structured. But structured for flexibility, not 

rigidity. Think bamboo versus concrete. Bamboo bends, absorbs shocks and survives hurricanes. 
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Concrete, not so much. The mindset shift begins with modularity. Instead of one-size-fits-all 

systems, agile SMEs build operations from smaller, semi-autonomous blocks. Each team, 

process or service is tuned to adapt quickly without asking permission ten levels up, and if one 

module stalls, the rest keep moving. In real terms, that might mean dividing production into 

zones with their own supply buffers, empowering customer support to redesign part of its 

workflow from live feedback or lining up flexible suppliers and backup logistics you can activate 

when things go sideways. Crucially, it means planning for disruption not as a failure but as part 

of the design. VUCA isn't the exception anymore. It's the rule. 

 

The most practical route to agility runs through the feedback loops we've met before. Rigid 

systems collect data for quarterly reports. Agile systems collect data for daily decisions. That 

doesn't mean drowning in dashboards. It means habits that let teams react to signals early. A 

spike in returns? Investigate this week, not next quarter. A supplier delay? The system should 

already suggest the alternative path. These loops require psychological safety. People need room 

to report what's broken without being blamed. The most agile companies iterate not only their 

products but their processes. Small tweaks, field-tested, rolled out fast. That's how evolution 

works. That's how businesses should work too. 

 

The next building block is scenario thinking. Forget predicting the future. The goal isn't 

clairvoyance. It's readiness. You explore what could happen, so you're not paralyzed when it 

does. A good scenario plan doesn't need a hundred-page binder. A simple table your team 

updates twice a year will do. What if our main supplier goes bankrupt? What if the government 

adds a plastic tax? What if we lose 30% of our staff for two weeks? Then the key question: what 

do we do if that happens? You don't need a perfect answer. Just a start. Pre-discussed actions, a 

list of fallback partners, a shared language that turns panic into response. Companies with these 

habits outperform their peers when disruption comes. Not because they dodge the storm, but 

because they've practiced their moves. 

 

The final ingredient is purpose. In messy times people crave clarity, and a business anchored in 

values, not just goals, weathers turbulence more calmly. Teams aligned around a mission don't 

need micromanaging when the plan changes. They improvise in tune with the bigger picture. 

That matters especially when you're balancing profit and purpose, where uncertainty can feel 

overwhelming. With agile systems, you don't have to get everything right upfront. You 

experiment, test, learn. Your operations evolve, not despite the mess but because of it. 
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Supporting Card: the Resilience Loop Scenario Planner. This planner helps you map, 

visualize and prepare for operational shocks. No consulting team, no bunker required. It's a 

single template in four zones. Disruption radar: list five to seven plausible disruptions (supply 

chain, HR, climate, tech, regulatory). Signal watchpoints: for each, define the early indicators, 

the weak signals, worth monitoring. Micro-pivots: brainstorm one or two small responses or 

system tweaks that would soften each scenario. Resilience score: rate your current readiness 

from 0 to 3 and pick the top priority to address this quarter. Each zone invites reflection and 

cross-team input. The whole thing is a living loop, not a static report. Fill it in during a monthly 

or quarterly review. Use it to drive discussion, not just decisions. Appoint one "signal scout" per 

disruption, and watch your scores move over time. It strengthens your ability to anticipate 

without freezing, and to recover fast, lean, and on purpose. Speaking of measurement, though: 

readiness scores are useful precisely because they're few. Which brings us to a habit that quietly 

suffocates many companies. 

 

 

 

6.5 From KPI Obsession to Meaningful Metrics 

Somewhere along the way, we turned KPIs into a religion. We started believing that if we could 

measure enough (click-through rates, delivery times, carbon intensities, retention scores, how 
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many people smiled at the logo), we'd have control, predictability, certainty, truth. More often 

the opposite happens. More KPIs create more confusion. Small businesses fall into the trap 

hardest. A consultant walks in waving a dashboard, and suddenly the company is drowning in 

data while starving for insight. Weekly meetings get hijacked by trends nobody understands. A 

KPI dips 4% and five people scramble to explain why. It spikes 12% and no one knows what 

they did right. The problem isn't measurement. It's misalignment. A KPI is useful only if it helps 

you act, learn or decide. Otherwise, it's noise. Or worse, theatre. 

 

When environmental goals enter the mix, the urge to measure everything grows stronger. Carbon 

footprint? Sure. Scope 3? Okay. Biodiversity index? Why not. Ethical procurement, recycled 

content, circularity rate, life-cycle energy balance, DEI ratios, stakeholder sentiment... By the 

end of the list, you're not running a business anymore. You're running an unpaid compliance 

department. Let's stop the madness. The goal isn't tracking every possible indicator. It's choosing 

the few that reflect your purpose, your context and your strategy. The ones that make the 

invisible visible, that create productive tension, that drive improvement. If you run an SME, 

your KPI set shouldn't be copy-pasted from a multinational's ESG report. Choose them like 

tools in a workshop. You don't need every wrench. You need the one that fits the bolt. Start by 

asking what we need to understand better, where our blind spots are, and where we're trying to 

improve, not to prove. Uncomfortable questions, requiring some vulnerability. They'll save you 

time, headaches and hollow storytelling later. 

 

A better approach: design your KPIs the way you'd design a product. They should be useful 

(supporting actual decisions), visible (the team sees and discusses them), understandable (not 

just to experts), actionable (pointing to something you can do), proportional (the effort of 

measuring makes sense), and connected (reflecting what matters most in your strategy). For 

instance, instead of tracking "kilograms of waste generated," try "euros saved through waste 

reuse or avoidance." The negative becomes a motivator. Instead of kilowatt-hours alone, track 

the percentage of local renewable energy used, linking operations to your deeper goals. You'll 

still need a few mandatory metrics for banks, regulators and clients. Just don't confuse 

compliance with relevance. 

 

The best KPIs spark conversation. A packaging company chose to measure the number of 

customer suggestions implemented per quarter. One metric that pushed it to listen better, 

prototype faster, and pull clients into the innovation process without a single new budget line. 
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A textile workshop began tracking garments repaired versus garments replaced. That KPI 

transformed its view of quality and durability, leading to design changes that cut returns and 

deepened loyalty. In each case, the number didn't just report the past. It shaped the future. So 

how many do you need? Not twenty. Not even ten. Start with five to seven. Enough to cover 

core operations, your social and environmental footprint, and one or two strategic experiments. 

A focused set creates clarity, not clutter, and a dashboard people actually look at outside of 

audits. Your metrics are not a scoreboard. They're a compass. And the best compasses don't 

have seventy-three needles. 

 
Supporting Card: The Lean KPI Selector. A one-pager guiding you to those five to seven 

high-impact, context-relevant indicators, balancing strategy, responsibility and practicality. It has 

three zones.  

Strategic relevance: what are we trying to improve or understand? Which operational or 

environmental challenges do we face?  

 
Impact-by-effort matrix: each candidate KPI is scored on decision-making value, ease of 

measurement, team-engagement potential, and alignment with your reporting priorities (CSRD, 

ESRS and friends).  

 

Top-7 builder: you select the finalists, each written with a clear owner, an update frequency, 

and the decision it informs.  

 

The tool ships with a cheat sheet of thirty-plus SME-ready indicators drawn from CSRD, VSME, 

ISO 14001 and GRI, simplified and annotated, plus examples by sector (manufacturing, food, 

services). Run it as a ninety-minute workshop with key team members. Anchor the discussion 

in strategic needs rather than what's easy to measure, and revisit the set quarterly or annually, 

because it evolves with the business. A lightweight, focused, mission-aligned performance 

system is the only kind that truly works. Of course, sooner or later someone will ask whether all 

this is "certified." So, let's deal with the label question head-on. 
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Remember: the goal is not to measure everything, but to measure what helps you make better 

decisions. To help you choose, the appendix contains a curated library of KPI Cheat Sheets, 

translating major reporting standards into practical management indicators, with examples for 

different industries. 

 

6.6 ISO, Labels and Frameworks: Navigate Without Drowning 

There comes a moment in every company's journey when a well-meaning consultant drops a list 

on the table. ISO 9001. ISO 14001. ISO 26000. GRI. CSRD. EMAS. B Corp. EcoVadis. SBTi. 

TCFD. CDP. EU Taxonomy... more acronyms than fit on a business card. Suddenly your SME 

is no longer building anything. It's treading water in an ocean of frameworks. You came here to 

create regenerative products. Now you're googling whether "GRI 306-1" applies to your coffee 

waste. To be fair, certifications and standards can help. They create common ground, give 

structure to your efforts, and sometimes open doors, to clients, investors, international markets. 

But they are not a substitute for strategy, and they should never come before your values or your 

operational reality. 

The essential thing about standards is this. They're designed to make sense after you've done the 

work, not before. An ISO 14001 certificate doesn't magically make your company greener. It 
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confirms you've built a system to improve environmental performance and are serious enough 

to document it. A B-Corp label doesn't make your business good. It recognizes that you've 

proven your social and environmental performance against a very specific scorecard. Chase these 

things for the badge alone and you'll burn time, money and goodwill. Use them to consolidate 

your gains, align your team and communicate better, and they become genuinely strategic. 

 

How, then, do you choose (if you choose at all)? Ask four questions. What problem are we 

solving by getting certified? Who is asking for this, and why? What internal value does it bring: 

clarity, alignment, improvement? What external value: market access, credibility, funding 

eligibility? If a public tender requires ISO 9001, that's a business decision. If a key client prefers 

B-Corp suppliers, maybe that's your path. If you mostly want to improve, ISO 14001's 

management logic may serve you better than any label. Just don't fall into compliance for 

compliance's sake. A strategy built solely on checklists is like a diet built solely on calorie 

counting. Technically measurable, utterly joyless, and hard to sustain. What works best in the 

SMEs we've seen is a ladder. First, structure your own internal practices. Define your purpose, 

map your impacts, track your five-to-seven metrics. Second, align with the common frameworks 

without certifying yet, using ISO or GRI structures as internal guidance. Third, certify when it 

amplifies value, choosing the one that fits your clients, your resources and your message. This 

isn't a race to collect labels. The point is to show up coherently and credibly in your ecosystem. 

 
Supporting Card: The Sustainability Standards Cheat Sheet. Because the acronym jungle 

is intimidating, I've built a comparison table. Not to oversimplify reality, but to help you make 

sense of it faster and move from paralysis to prioritization. It compares the main frameworks by 

type, scope, SME fit, main value and typical use. In brief. ISO 14001 (standard, environmental 

management, excellent SME fit) brings operational discipline to manufacturing, energy and 

services. ISO 26000 (guideline, social responsibility, good fit) offers broad guidance for internal 

alignment. B-Corp (label, ESG and governance, good fit) delivers branding and trust for 

consumer goods and startups. GRI (reporting framework, moderate fit) buys transparency with 

investors and large clients. CSRD/ESRS (regulation, low fit unless you're required) is legal 

compliance for larger EU companies. EcoVadis (rating, good fit) matters when selling to large 

B2B clients. EMAS (eco-management and audit, moderate fit) adds transparency and audits for 

export-heavy firms. SBTi (climate, moderate fit) anchors a credible net-zero strategy. And VSME 

(voluntary regulation, excellent SME fit) is the natural entry point for SMEs supplying companies 

subject to CSRD. This isn't sustainability bingo. It's informed choice that keeps your energy 
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flowing into the work, not the paperwork. And with that, every piece of the operating puzzle is 

on the table, and we will assemble them in the last paragraph. 
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6.7 The Regenerative Operating Canvas & Regenerative Action Board 

Most business models look clean on a PowerPoint. Smooth boxes, tidy arrows, maybe a green 

circle for good conscience. But when it's Tuesday morning and the delivery truck is late, your 

top supplier just filed for bankruptcy, and your energy bill looks like it was calculated by an 

arsonist with a calculator, that model doesn't help much. What a small company needs is an 

operating framework that works in the real world. One that absorbs shocks, loops value locally 

and keeps improving with time instead of aging like expired yogurt. This chapter has walked you 

from linear, efficiency-obsessed models toward systems that are modular, adaptive and 

regenerative. But transformation doesn't happen in theory. It happens in process and in practice. 

Enter the Regenerative Operating Canvas. 

 

This canvas is your map, your lab and your decision-making GPS. The tool that connects 

everything the chapter has covered: lean thinking, loops, agility, meaningful metrics, partnerships 

and standards. Most canvases help you "design a business." This one helps you rebuild how your 

business operates, and thrives, within planetary and human boundaries. It's made for SMEs with 

limited time and stretched teams. No three hundred data points. Just honesty, insight and a few 

sticky notes, yielding a working view of your regenerative readiness. 

 

It's structured around eight components, each with guiding questions to open the conversation. 

Local value loops: map how materials, energy, knowledge and money circulate, and where they 

leak.  

Adaptive capacity: how do your operations respond to change? Delays, shortages, regulatory 

shifts, climate?  

Strategic KPIs: the five to seven metrics you actually use, spanning financial health, social 

performance and environmental effects.  

Trusted partners and micro-ecosystems: key collaborators and potential synergies. Suppliers, 

logistics, clients, local networks.  

Process modularity: where small units operate independently (or should), to reduce fragility. 

Standards and signals: relevant certifications, compliance duties, and early-warning indicators 

of risk or opportunity.  

Employee autonomy zones: where teams hold decision-making power, and where 

centralization is slowing you down.  
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Feedback loops: how insights from customers, operations and external data are captured and 

turned into improvement. 
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Using this is simple. Pick a team or business unit and block two hours. Print the canvas, A3 or 

A2. Go analogue if you can. Fill each zone with short, honest insights, using colours for 

strengths, weaknesses and ideas. Review the whole picture. What's fragile, what's circular, where 

are we blind? Then pick two or three improvement actions, make them real, and set a date. 

Repeat quarterly, or whenever turbulence hits. Digital versions are welcome (Miro, FigJam, 

Notion), but the magic happens when people sit together and think with their hands. 

 

Invention happens in the systems you build to stay alive and relevant, week after week. The 

Regenerative Operating Canvas is your system map. Built for turbulence, built for ecosystems, 

built for growth that loops instead of leaks. There is, however, one thing even the best-run 

system cannot do for you: make anyone care. Your operations may be exemplary and your loops 

closed tight. If nobody knows, nothing compounds. Telling that story well is the final step of 

the method, and the subject of Chapter 7. 
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Chapter 7: Narrate Your Regenerative Story 

7.1 Why Storytelling Matters (Now More Than Ever) 

In the end, what makes a company memorable isn't just what it sells. It's the story it tells, and 

the way that story makes people feel. This is more than a branding exercise. In a world saturated 

with content, claims and certifications, storytelling has become a strategic necessity. It's how you 

cut through the noise, reach people's hearts, and give meaning to the numbers in your reports. 

And yet most SMEs don't tell their story. Or they rush through it, defaulting to safe language 

and industry clichés. "Family business since 1982." "Quality and innovation." "Committed to 

sustainability." Phrases that sound right and say nothing. These businesses don't lack stories. 

Quite the opposite. Every SME is a treasure trove of resilience, experimentation, failure, 

recovery, community ties and values that shaped hard decisions. But somewhere between the 

pressure to be taken seriously and the fear of greenwashing, too many companies have muted 

their own voice. That's a mistake, and a missed opportunity. In a world of fractured trust, where 

people are sceptical of ads and allergic to vague ESG claims, your story may be your most 

valuable asset. Not a fairytale or a PR stunt. A real, evolving account of who you are, what you're 

trying to change, and why it matters. 

 

Storytelling isn't about polishing your image. It's about sharing your intent, owning your 

imperfections, and bringing others along. People (customers, investors, partners, employees) 

connect to emotion before logic. They want to understand your "why" before they care about 

your "how." Think of the last product you recommended to a friend. Odds are you didn't recite 

the spec sheet. You told a story. The company's mission, the moment you used it and felt the 

difference, the founder who replied personally to your email. Now picture someone trying to 

make a responsible choice in a sea of green labels and acronyms. What do they trust? What 

moves them? Not a chart. A story. 

 

This is doubly true for the ecological transition, a cause both urgent and abstract. Climate change 

is global, biodiversity loss invisible, resource scarcity distant. The only way to make these things 

land is to bring them back to human scale. To show how your business is acting, adapting, 

learning, one decision at a time. And here small companies hold the advantage. Large 

corporations have storytelling budgets, but their messages often feel manufactured. You have 

authenticity baked in. You're close to your product. You know your suppliers. You see the effects 

of your choices every day. You can walk the shop floor and talk to the person who designed the 
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packaging, installed the solar panels, or argued for switching materials. And it's exactly what 

people want to hear. You don't need to invent a myth. You need to articulate your reality, with 

clarity, humility and relevance. 

 

Of course, storytelling alone solves nothing. It can't cover a bad product or a broken process, 

and it's no substitute for action. But done well, it does three powerful things. It builds emotional 

engagement. People remember you and talk about you, and word-of-mouth remains the most 

effective channel there is. Good stories travel. It builds internal alignment. When your team 

hears a clear, resonant account of what the company is trying to do and why, they connect their 

work to something bigger, which fuels motivation, creativity and retention. And it builds trust. 

Not because you have perfect answers, but because you're transparent about the journey. People 

don't expect flawless performance. They expect honesty, progress, and a sense of direction. 

So now is the time to step up. The world is listening, and overwhelmed. People are searching 

for signals of hope, for proof that business can be part of the solution rather than part of the 

machine. Your story doesn't have to be epic. It has to be real. This chapter shows you how. How 

to find your voice, choose the right message for the right audience, show your results without 

buzzwords, turn mandatory reporting into something people will read, and involve your team, 

because the best stories are written together. This isn't marketing. It's narrative strategy, a pillar 

of the whole method. If operations are your company's bones, your story is its soul. Ready to 

make it sing? First, you'll need to be heard at all. Which, these days, is the hard part. 

 

7.2 From Noise to Voice: Cutting Through the Traffic Jam 

If you run a business today, you've noticed. The green message is everywhere. Everyone's eco. 

Everyone's "conscious," "responsible," "carbon-friendly," maybe even "planet-positive." Which 

sounds great, until you realize that the more everyone claims virtue, the harder it becomes to 

know who's doing something meaningful. We've reached the point where the messaging sounds 

like elevator music. Always playing in the background, rarely striking a chord. It's not that people 

don't care. They do. They're just tired. Tired of slogans, of certifications they don't understand, 

of "net zero by 2050" while the world burns now. 

 

Your challenge as a small company is to find a voice that cuts through this noise without 

sounding self-congratulatory, preachy or fake. Not easy. Especially when your journey isn't 

finished, when you have no team of communication experts polishing every post, and when 
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you're juggling daily operations and survival. But that's also where your superpower lies. Because 

most people aren't looking for perfect companies. They're looking for honest ones. They want 

a real voice. One that admits uncertainty, that says "we're working on it," or "we tried this, it 

didn't work, here's what we learned." That kind of voice builds trust and connection, and in a 

saturated landscape it stands out more than any tagline ever will. 

 

There's a reason the big players try to sound like small ones in their green messaging. They're 

desperate for authenticity. They deploy storytelling, spotlight farmers, soften the brand tone. 

And people can feel the difference anyway. They can smell marketing spin from a mile away. 

You, on the other hand, don't have to fake it. You're already close to your supply chain, your 

clients, your team. You can tell a story that is human-sized, concrete, and grounded in everyday 

decisions. That's the voice that breaks through. To use it well, your communication must make 

two things unmistakably clear. What you really stand for, and how far you're willing to go, 

including where you draw the line. This is where many SMEs get lost. Either too vague ("we 

care about the planet") or too technical ("we reduced Scope 2 emissions by 18% normalized to 

the 2022 baseline"). The sweet spot lies between clear values and believable action. And your 

voice must match your culture. You don't need to become poetic if you're pragmatic, or crack 

jokes if you're not funny. You do need to sound like you. Otherwise, nobody listens. This isn't 

tone for tone's sake. The goal is to make your story land in a crowded, sceptical, fatigued 

marketplace. Which means choosing your voice deliberately rather than letting it happen by 

default. 

 

7.3 What to Say: The Right Story for the Right Moment 

You've found your voice. Honest, human, maybe a bit witty when the moment allows. Now 

comes the bigger question. What on earth do you say? Because tone without content is just noise, 

and repeating "we care about sustainability" in twenty different ways still gives nobody a reason 

to believe, or to care. The truth is that most SMEs don't lack stories. They lack structure. They 

don't know which story to tell, when to tell it, and who needs to hear it. So, opportunities get 

missed, audiences get bored, and great stories never make it out of the meeting room. Let's fix 

that. 

There isn't one story to tell. There are at least four, each with its own purpose, audience and 

moment. First, the Origin Story, the "why we exist." It lives on your About page and comes 

out when you pitch to a new client or recruit. It's the emotional backbone of the business. Where 
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you come from, the problem that drove you to act, the values that still guide you. Your narrative 

foundation. Second, the Product Story, where you show, not tell, how your convictions shape 

what you sell. Not specs. Decisions. Why that material, that design, that packaging? What 

changed after customer feedback? This story answers the buyer's unspoken question. Do these 

people walk their talk? Third, the Impact Story: the evolution, milestones and setbacks. What 

have you changed, measured, learned? Not a victory lap. A breadcrumb trail for people following 

your journey, especially useful in reports, investor decks and conversations with conscious 

customers. Fourth, the Vision Story, the future-facing one. "Here's where we're going. Join us." 

Aspirational but grounded, it rallies talent, partners and even sceptics. Particularly when they see 

you're not merely reacting to the market but trying to reshape it. 

 

You don't need to master all four at once. You do need to match the right story to the right 

context. Applying to an impact-focused accelerator? Vision plus Impact. Launching a product 

with recycled materials? Product Story, backed by Origin. Hiring your first sustainability officer? 

Refresh Origin and Vision. Reporting to your local community? Lead with Impact, humbly and 

openly. Every communication moment is a chance to fit the message to the moment and the 

audience. Speaking of audiences: don't tell the same story to your local bakery partner and your 

biggest corporate buyer. They want different things and speak different languages. Your job is 

to translate your truth, not distort it. And that includes internal storytelling. Even your most 

loyal employees can't read your mind. They need to hear how the strategy connects to their work, 

to see that progress is happening, to know their job belongs to something larger than task lists 

and firefighting. Storytelling, in that sense, is more than a tool. It's a leadership act. The way you 

talk about your business shapes the way people believe in it. Or don't. 

 
Tool: the Sustainability Story Matrix. This tool helps you pick the right story type for the 

right audience and context. What you're saying, why, and where, without overcomplicating 

anything. It's a 2×2 matrix built on two dimensions. Timeframe (past versus future) and focus 

(internal values versus external action), producing the four storytelling zones we just met. Origin 

(past and values). Product (present and action). Impact (recent past and results). Vision (future 

and intent). Each zone comes with key message prompts, its ideal audiences, and suggested 

formats: website, report, Instagram reel, keynote speech.  

Run it as a sixty-minute storytelling sprint. Pick one current project or event (a new product, a 

recent award, an operational change). Place it on the matrix: which story, for whom, in which 

format. Sketch a first version using the prompts. Then test it live in an email, a pitch or a web 
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page, and gather feedback. One pro tip. Don't overpolish. The best SME stories are real, not 

rehearsed. Short, clear, grounded in experience. The matrix doesn't tell you what to say. It helps 

you understand why you're saying it, and what people might remember.  

 

 

 

Ready to go a level deeper? Because knowing which story to tell is one thing. Making people 

believe it is another. 

 

7.4 Show, Don't Tell: Make Your Impact Visible and Believable 

You've heard the rule: show, don't tell. Golden in writing, even more so in this field. And most 

companies still do the opposite. They tell you they're "reducing their carbon footprint," 

"engaging stakeholders," "moving toward circularity," yet rarely show what any of it looks like. 

What do people see instead? Buzzwords. Percentages without context. Long paragraphs about 

values and intentions with not a single image, example or anecdote to bring the claims to life. 

The hard truth: if people can't picture it, they won't believe it. And if they don't believe it, it 

won't stick. So how do you make your results real, credible and engaging, without bragging, or 

worse, greenwashing? 
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Start small and local. Start with what you know. You don't need to save the rainforest to have a 

story worth telling. You need to connect a specific action to a specific outcome, and give it a 

face, a moment, or a number that matters. Maybe it's the switch to reusable crates that saved 

three hundred kilos of plastic last year. Maybe it's the school project you sponsored because your 

production generates spare cardboard. Maybe it's the repair workshop where customers brought 

back old devices and left with working ones. And a smile. These are the moments people 

remember, because they're tangible and human. Data matters, of course. But data without story 

is dry, and story without data is hollow. What you want is the combination. An impact moment 

anchored in action, backed by proof, easy to share. 

 

Don't underestimate images, either. A photo of your team delivering used office chairs to a local 

NGO says more than three paragraphs on circular commitments. A short quote from a happy 

customer beats an entire section of satisfaction metrics. A behind-the-scenes video of the team 

adapting the production line to cut waste? Gold. And the best part: as a small company, you 

have this content. You're close to the field. You see the changes happen. You don't have to stage 

them. Only to capture and share them. 

 

Now the elephant in the room. Many SMEs hesitate to tell these stories because they feel they're 

not doing enough. "We're not carbon neutral." "We still have packaging issues." "We've only 

just started measuring." Yes, and that's fine. You're not perfect, and neither is anyone else. What 

builds trust isn't perfection. It's progress and honesty. Show what you're doing, say where you're 

headed, and be transparent about what's hard. People respect it. In fact, they connect more 

readily with stories of effort and learning than with polished success narratives. It makes you 

real, relatable, worth supporting. Storytelling, at bottom, is empathy in action. The ability to 

suspend your own perspective long enough to feel how your story lands in someone else's heart. 

Empathy is what keeps your stories from being polished claims and turns them into lived 

connections that invite people in. Without it, communication is noise. With it, your narrative 

becomes belonging. 

 

One last principle: make the story easy to reuse. This work is a team sport. If your sales rep, your 

HR lead and your delivery driver can't retell your impact story in their own words, it isn't ready. 

Impact stories should travel. Simple enough to repeat, strong enough to remember. Hence the 

next tool. 
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7.5 Reporting Without Boring: Make Compliance Work for You 

Too many sustainability reports are about as engaging as a printer manual. Yes, they're important. 

Yes, they're becoming mandatory. Yes, some people genuinely read them. But let's not kid 

ourselves. For the average SME, these documents are a painful chore driven by compliance 

pressure, not a moment of brand glory. Even large companies with dedicated ESG teams tend 

to produce dense PDFs packed with indicators that make sense to auditors and to no other 

living human. And yet, here's the twist. This exact document could be your greatest storytelling 

opportunity. How? By shifting your mindset from compliance to communication. At its core, a 

report is a structured story. What you did, what changed, what you're learning, what comes next. 

That's a story people want to hear, if you tell it like one. 

 

Look first at what's driving the change. Across Europe, the CSRD is major companies to report 

on their environmental and social performance, while simplified versions like the VSME 

standard try to make the exercise accessible to smaller firms. Other frameworks (ESRS, GRI, 

SASB) add layers of guidance and pressure. Add B-Corp, ISO 14001, and SEC rules for SMEs 

doing business in the US, and you have a jungle where the goalposts never stop moving. One 

day it's Scope 1 and 2 emissions. The next it's biodiversity, double materiality, value-chain due 

diligence. You can read all this as a bureaucratic nightmare. Or as a pre-structured storytelling 

opportunity. Because beneath the regulatory chaos sits one simple constant. People want to 

know what kind of business you're building, and why it deserves their trust. That's where 

reporting stops being a burden and becomes a bridge. Not only between you and regulators, but 

between you and your customers, your suppliers, your own employees. 

 

Most SMEs can't afford a glossy ESG report, and frankly that's fine. You don't need to impress 

the UN. You need to be clear, honest and consistent. In practice, that means reporting on fewer 

things but reporting them better. Using language people understand. Including stories, not just 

statistics. Showing where you are on the journey, even when that means writing "we haven't 

tackled this yet." And, above all, making the content usable in more than one context. That's the 

magic of a dual-purpose disclosure. Instead of writing one document for regulators and another 

for your website, pitch deck and internal newsletter, you build one core narrative and adapt it 

across formats. Combining the KPIs, the human stories, the vision and transparency, and the 

tone and credibility from earlier in this chapter. Yes, it takes more planning upfront. It also saves 

time in the long run and builds a coherent identity. 
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7.6 Don't Just Tell the World: Tell Your People First 

There's a strange habit in many businesses. The marketing team crafts a beautiful story, polishes 

it, posts it online... and forgets to mention it to the people inside the company. It's like throwing 

a surprise party where the guests are the last to know. This isn't just a missed opportunity. It's a 

strategic mistake. In the age of transparency, your employees are your first and often most 

powerful storytellers. They talk to clients, deal with suppliers, post on social media, chat at 

events. They can make or break the credibility of your message. If your team can't explain your 

priorities, or worse, rolls their eyes at them, no glossy report will save you. People sense the 

disconnect, and trust crumbles. Flip the script, though, and something remarkable happens. 

When employees believe in the mission and understand the story, they don't just repeat it. They 

improve it. They bring it to life, finding ways to connect their daily work to the bigger picture. 

That's the moment your values stop being a policy and become a culture. 

 

Internal storytelling is not propaganda. It's not forced enthusiasm or bad news dressed in 

motivational slogans. It means sharing context, celebrating progress, and giving people 

permission to care. It's also about listening. Some of the best stories come from the ground. The 

warehouse worker who found a way to cut packaging waste. The customer-service rep who 

handled a return with grace. The intern who questioned a supplier's practices. These stories 

rarely make the official report, but they shape culture. They reveal what the company values in 

practice, and they show others where they can contribute. So how do you make internal 

storytelling flow naturally? Not with fancy campaigns or mandatory workshops, but with rituals. 

Small, repeatable moments where people hear and share meaningful stories. Open monthly team 

meetings with a three-minute "impact moment." Highlight one win in every all-hands email. Let 

employees vote on the best customer feedback of the quarter. Create a shared board, digital or 

physical, where anyone can post micro-stories from the field. The key is consistency. Stories 

need a place to land, or they vanish into the whirlwind of operations. 

 

7.7 Credibility Is the New Cool 

Cool doesn't mean what it used to. There was a time when cool was mystery, edginess, disruption 

for its own sake. In the era of climate anxiety, digital overload and crumbling trust, a new kind 

of cool has emerged: credibility. Being credible doesn't mean being boring. It means being 
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consistent, clear and transparent. Doing what you say, saying what you do, and admitting what 

you don't yet know. No smoke, no mirrors. And in today's world, that is magnetic. 

Because green fatigue is real. People are drowning in vague claims and buzzwords. They've 

watched "eco," "ethical" and "net zero" get slapped on everything from bottled water to private 

jets. Slick presentations no longer impress them. They want substance. This is especially true of 

younger consumers and employees. Surveys consistently place Gen Z and Millennials among the 

most value-driven generations, and the most sceptical, raised on too many broken promises. 

What they crave is companies that are real, accountable and, above all, credible. And what makes 

a company credible in this space? Not perfection. Coherence. Coherence between what you 

claim and what you do. Between your values and your suppliers. Between your packaging and 

your reporting. Between your tone and your leadership. When people sense that alignment, they 

lean in. When they sense contradiction, they tune out. Or worse, they expose you. We live in the 

age of the screenshot, the side-by-side comparison, the viral takedown. If your website says 

you're responsible while your warehouse abroad uses child labor, the internet will find out. If 

your CEO preaches purpose while fighting wage transparency, someone will talk. The days of 

getting away with it are over. And for you, that's good news. As a small company, you're close 

enough to the action to back your claims with evidence, small enough to be real, and flexible 

enough to correct course when you err. Played right, that makes you more credible than the 

giants. 

 

How do you build that credibility, and keep it? Start with truth-telling. Not just what's going 

well, but where you're struggling. Admit trade-offs. Explain why you made the uncomfortable 

decisions. Open the door to feedback and act on it. Then stay coherent across touchpoints. Your 

message shouldn't live only in the report but in your website, your packaging, your hiring, your 

pricing, your partnerships. Finally, back your words with proof. Not a flood of data, but evidence 

that matters. A customer testimonial, a before-and-after photo, a clear timeline of change. 

Remember, you're not trying to convince everyone. You're building a core group of believers. 

People who trust you, support you and talk about you. Loyalty lives there, community grows 

there, and the credible kind of cool happens there. 

 

7.8 Main Tool: The Impact Storyboard 

You've done everything right. You've reframed your strategy, empathized with your ecosystem, 

prototyped with positive impact, pivoted on feedback, built circular loops, and done the hard 
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work of aligning operations with purpose. There's just one problem. Nobody knows. Or worse, 

people assume you're greenwashing. In the crowded arena of green communication, facts alone 

don't travel far. Data is essential, but it doesn't spark change. Stories do. That's why the Narrate 

step closes with the Impact Storyboard. Not a press-release generator, but a narrative design tool 

that helps you clarify the "why" behind your work, connect emotionally with your audience, 

show your results without slipping into green hype, and build trust inside and outside the 

company. Because if you want people to care, you have to make them feel something. 

 

Why does this tool exist? Because most storytelling in this space fails by following compliance 

logic. "We reduced emissions by 8.3% this year." "We trained twelve employees." "We switched 

to FSC-certified packaging." Fine for a CSRD report. But not what your team, customers or 

partners will remember, let alone share. The storyboard shifts you from numbers to narratives, 

from claims to journeys, from boasts to invitations. You're not just reporting. You're relating. 

It works through seven frames you can sketch, build into slides, or turn into a short video script. 

Each build on the last to shape a complete, honest, human-centred story. 

 
Frame 1. The before: what was broken. Start where people can relate. Not with your 

company, but with a real problem. What was the frustration, waste, injustice or vulnerability in 

your industry, supply chain or community? Paint it simply, even if the problem was complex, 

and give it a human face. "Every month, thousands of perfectly usable hotel soaps were thrown 

away, just because guests used them once. We thought that was insane." 

 
Frame 2. Your why. Explain why you took this on. Not the corporate vision. The spark. The 

insight, the conversation, the moment it became personal. "We saw our own production waste 

piling up and realized we were part of the problem." "We asked customers what really mattered, 

and they all said: make it last." This builds credibility. You weren't following a trend. You were 

responding to something real. 

 
Frame 3. The change you made. Describe the solution briefly and concretely. What you 

changed, launched, or stopped doing. "We redesigned our packaging to be plastic-free and 

home-compostable." "We turned our warranty into a repair-for-life guarantee." No buzzwords. 

Action. 
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Frame 4. The measurable impact. Now you've earned the right to share numbers, chosen 

wisely. Don't dump the full ESG report. Share what matters most, and why. "In one year, we 

prevented eight tons of textile waste, the equivalent of four hundred wardrobes." "95% of 

customers now choose the repair option first." "We cut delivery emissions by 30% just by 

switching to bike couriers for the last mile." Bonus points for emotional evidence: "Our team 

says they're proud to explain this to their kids." 

 
Frame 5. The feedback loop. Don't only show success. Show evolution. What did stakeholders 

teach you, what surprised you, what did you adjust? "Our first version didn't include renters. 

Now it does." "Customers asked for better refill stations, so we partnered with local cafés." This 

proves you're listening. And learning. 

 
Frame 6. What's next. Keep the story open-ended. This is a journey, not a trophy case. What's 

the next frontier, the challenge you're still wrestling with? "We're exploring how to reuse our 

offcuts in local schools." "Our next step is helping suppliers switch to renewable energy." 

Humility here is an invitation. 

 
Frame 7. The invitation. End with a call to action. And not "buy our stuff." Something 

meaningful. "Tell us what circularity looks like in your world." "Help us map low-waste partners 

in your city." "Join our beta for the repairable model." You turn spectators into potential 

collaborators. 

 

Completed, the storyboard becomes many things at once. A pitch for clients or investors. A 

communication piece for your website or social feeds. A story your team can rally behind. And 

a template you'll reuse for every new product or initiative. Tell it visually, verbally, in writing or 

on video. The bones stay the same. It works for sustainability leads, product designers and 

marketers, but equally for founders and operations managers. Use it when launching an initiative, 

publishing your impact report, or preparing a presentation. Better yet, fill it out as a team. You'll 

hear pieces of the story you didn't know were there. 

 

Because this work isn't only science. It's storytelling. The Impact Storyboard cuts through the 

noise, ditches the jargon, and brings your efforts to life. It gives your data a voice, your actions 

a heart, and your business a narrative people can believe in. Next time someone asks, "So what 



 136 

are you doing for the planet?", you won't panic. You'll smile and tell them a story they'll 

remember. 

 

 

 

And with that, the seventh step is complete. You've walked the entire road. Reframe, Empathize, 

Generate, Evaluate, Navigate, Operate, Narrate. What remains is to look back at the road itself. 
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Conclusion - Innovation for the World We Live In 

 

The world your business operates in has changed. Climate uncertainty, resource constraints, 

geopolitical tensions, technological disruption and shifting customer expectations are no longer 

exceptional events. They are becoming the normal conditions of doing business, and innovation 

has to evolve with them. 

 

For decades, innovation has been associated with speed, disruption and growth. Build faster. 

Scale sooner. Win the race. Those principles have created remarkable progress, but they were 

largely developed for a world where resources seemed abundant, supply chains were relatively 

stable and success was measured almost exclusively through financial performance. 

 

That world is fading. The challenges ahead require a different kind of innovation; one that 

creates economic value while strengthening the people, communities and ecosystems on which 

every business ultimately depends. One that embraces uncertainty instead of denying it, and 

views resilience not as a cost but as a competitive advantage. That is the idea behind Positive 
Impact Innovation. 

 

At its heart lies one simple belief: businesses create their greatest long-term value when 
they solve meaningful problems while strengthening the systems they depend on. 
 

Everything in this book has been designed around that principle. Rather than offering another 

collection of disconnected tools, it proposes a different way of thinking about innovation. We 

began by reframing problems before rushing toward solutions. We learned to understand 

stakeholders beyond customers alone. We generated ideas that create value without falling into 

the trap of "eco-bullshit." We tested assumptions before making major investments, navigated 

uncertainty instead of pretending to eliminate it, redesigned operations to become more resilient 

and regenerative, and finally learned that even the best ideas only create change when people 

understand them, believe them and choose to become part of the journey. 

 

Each canvas, board and supporting card can be used independently. Together, however, they 

form something more valuable: a practical operating system for innovating in an increasingly 

complex world. 
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Of course, not every idea will succeed. Some experiments will fail. Markets will shift, regulations 

will evolve and new technologies will challenge today's assumptions. Unexpected crises will force 

difficult decisions. That is not a weakness of the method; it is precisely why the method exists. 

Positive Impact Innovation was never designed to predict the future. It was designed to help you 

learn faster, adapt better and continue moving in the right direction when the future refuses to 

behave as planned. If there is one idea, I hope stays with you after closing this book, it is this: 

 
Don't wait for the perfect solution. Build the next better one. 
 

Meaningful transformation usually begins with a thoughtful decision, followed by another, and 

then another. Over time, those small decisions accumulate. Teams learn. Trust grows. 

Relationships deepen. Systems evolve. That is how lasting innovation is built. 

 

Innovation has always shaped the future. Today, however, the future also shapes innovation. 

The question is no longer simply "What can we build?" It has become "What deserves to be built?" I 

hope the tools, methods and examples in this book help you answer that question, not just once, 

but throughout the life of your business. Because Positive Impact Innovation is more than a 

methodology. It is a way of making decisions, a way of learning and, ultimately, a way of leading. 

 

If this book has achieved its goal, you won't leave it with all the answers. You'll leave it with 

better questions, a practical set of tools, and the confidence to experiment with purpose. The 

future will not be built by the companies that simply move the fastest. It will be built by those 

that learn the fastest, adapt the smartest and create value that lasts. 

 

I hope yours is one of them. 
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APPENDIX I - Clayton Christensen and the Logic of Disruption 

By the time you reach this point in Positive Impact Innovation, you've already travelled a long way. 

We've dissected the mechanics of building new things, wrestled with reporting standards, and 

explored tools that help SMEs reinvent themselves without burning out. For many readers, that's 

enough. A practical journey from confusion to clarity. But some of you, I suspect, feel a stronger 

pull. You've discovered that innovation is not just a management buzzword but a lens for seeing 

the world differently. And once that lens clicks into place, it's hard to look away. If you feel that 

tug, this conclusion is for you. 

And it begins with a name. If any researcher defined how we understand innovation in the 

modern era, it is Clayton Christensen. He isn't the only thinker who shaped the field, but for me 

he is the most brilliant one. To say so is to take a side. Praising Christensen sometimes irritates 

those who prefer more fashionable frameworks, or who dismiss disruption as a management 

fad. Truth be told, the intellectual tools he left us are too sharp, too generative, too enduring to 

be waved away. I consider him one of the most important business thinkers of the last half-

century, and I want you, the curious reader who came this far, to see why. This appendix is a 

deep dive into Christensen's thought and legacy, and into what it means for SMEs building for 

positive impact. We'll revisit The Innovator's Dilemma, trace how his theories evolved, weigh his 

critics, and above all connect his ideas to the challenges small companies face today. Because 

disruption is no longer only about technology. It's about survival on a planet with boundaries. 

 

The Man Behind the Theory 
Clayton Magleby Christensen was born in 1952 in Salt Lake City, Utah. He was tall, two meters, 

with a gentle presence that somehow combined authority and humility. What makes him 

remarkable is not only intellectual brilliance but a rare gift for humanizing complexity. Business-

school professors are never short of equations and frameworks, but Christensen spoke and 

wrote with unusual clarity. He told stories. He illustrated theory with disk drives and steel 

minimills rather than abstractions, and he made managers see why their smartest decisions could 

paradoxically doom their companies. Many of his talks live on YouTube, and they remain 

inspiring. 

In 1997 he published The Innovator's Dilemma, and with it the concept of disruptive innovation 

was born. The book was a revelation. Suddenly executives had a vocabulary for why successful 

companies failed while doing "all the right things." It was named business book of the year and 

still resonates more than two decades later. 
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But Christensen was never a pure technocrat. His life was shaped equally by faith, family, and 

illness. Later in life he faced cancer, a stroke, and a heart attack. Those trials deepened his 

reflection on purpose, culminating in How Will You Measure Your Life? where he urged readers to 

apply the analytical tools of strategy to their own values and relationships. What strikes me is the 

combination of rigor and humility. He was a giant of management theory, yet when he spoke, 

he radiated patience, as if he knew ideas only matter when people can absorb and use them. 

Unlike gurus who market themselves as visionaries, he remained a teacher at heart. And his 

influence stretched far beyond academia. Steve Jobs read him. Andy Grove at Intel called him 

indispensable. Reed Hastings credits his ideas with shaping Netflix's strategy. Governments, 

hospitals and schools used his theories to rethink their systems, and through the Christensen 

Institute, his colleagues carried disruption into healthcare, education and economic 

development. In short, Christensen didn't just study innovation. He disrupted how we think 

about it. 

He was also, inevitably, polarizing. Some critics accused him of overextending the theory or 

retrofitting cases to fit it. Others argued disruption lacked predictive precision. Christensen 

acknowledged the limits himself, revising and clarifying his definitions over the years. Disruption 

is not a deterministic prophecy. It is a lens. And as a lens, it changed how managers, 

entrepreneurs and policymakers see the world. That is why this book makes room for him. If 

you want to master innovation in the service of the transition, you need to understand disruption. 

Not the buzzword, but the rigorous pattern Christensen uncovered. 

 

The Innovator's Dilemma 
In 1997, Christensen published the book that etched his name into the canon. At first glance it 

looked like another management title full of case studies. Inside was a theory so counterintuitive 

it forced executives to confront an uncomfortable truth. Sometimes doing everything "right" is 

exactly what makes you fail. 

The heart of the book is a distinction so simple that, once seen, it cannot be unseen. There are 

two kinds of innovation. Sustaining innovations are the bread and butter of established firms. 

They make products better, faster, more reliable. A car gains horsepower, a smartphone a 

sharper camera, a razor an extra blade. Customers ask, companies deliver, margins stay healthy. 

Disruptive innovations, by contrast, are the oddballs. They enter the market with lower 

performance on traditional measures. Clunky, underpowered, sometimes embarrassing next to 

the incumbent's offer. But they are cheaper, simpler, more accessible, and they appeal not to 

core customers but to people on the margins. Non-consumers, hobbyists, students, small 



 141 

businesses. Over time they improve, creep upmarket, and one day the mighty incumbents wake 

to find themselves displaced. 

Hence the dilemma. If you listen to your best customers, you will always prioritize sustaining 

improvements, because those customers demand better features and pay for them. Disruptive 

entrants look unattractive. Small markets, low margins, no interest from the profitable base. By 

ignoring them, incumbents leave the door open to upstarts who slowly grow strong enough to 

take over. 

Christensen didn't invent this story. He unearthed it in industries where it was already playing 

out, and his favorite examples became management folklore. Disk drives. Through the 1970s 

and 80s, incumbents served mainframe and minicomputer customers who wanted ever larger, 

faster drives, while startups introduced 8-inch, then 5.25-inch, then 3.5-inch formats for 

hobbyist PCs and portables. Each time, the established players ignored the "toy" market, until 

the toys took over. Steel minimills. Integrated mills made high-quality steel for demanding uses 

and gladly abandoned the low-margin rebar segment to scrappy minimills. The minimills 

improved, step by step, until they could roll sheet steel good enough for cars. By then, many of 

the giants were gone. Excavators. Cable-actuated machines dominated heavy construction. 

Hydraulic ones arrived weak and fit only for small jobs. The incumbents dismissed them, 

hydraulics improved, and cables vanished. The pattern repeats with eerie regularity. Incumbents 

focus on their best customers' wants. Entrants serve the ignored niches. Entrants improve and 

move upmarket. And by the time incumbents react, it's too late. Innovating with positive impact 

can make your business that new entrant. 

 

What makes the insight devastating is that the failed companies weren't badly run. They were 

paragons of good management. They listened to customers, allocated capital wisely, chased the 

most profitable opportunities. And precisely those habits blinded them to disruption. That is 

why the book resonated so deeply. It flipped the narrative. Failure wasn't incompetence. It was 

excellence applied in the wrong context. 

 

What does this mean for a small or medium company navigating environmental pressures today? 

That you cannot chase only the biggest customers and the most obvious improvements. You 

must also watch the "small" opportunities others dismiss. Renewable energy began as "too 

expensive" and "too weak." Today it outcompetes fossil fuels in many markets. Plant-based meat 

was ridiculed as tasteless. It now sits on supermarket shelves worldwide. Circular models 

(renting, sharing, refurbishing) were once niche. They are becoming strategic imperatives. For 
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SMEs this is both a warning and an invitation. The warning: serve only today's customers with 

sustaining tweaks and you may miss tomorrow's shift. The invitation: as a smaller, more agile 

player, you sit naturally closer to the ignored niches. You can be the disruptor. 

Since 1997, countless executives have invoked the "innovator's dilemma." Some to justify 

reckless bets, others to excuse failure. The concept's true power lies in its precision. Disruption 

is a process with recognizable stages, not a catch-all for any industry shake-up. And for me, what 

makes the work brilliant is not only the cases or the theory but the moral undertone. That success 

can make us fragile. That humility outranks hubris. That today's fringe may be tomorrow's 

mainstream. A standing reminder to stay curious about whatever looks small or irrelevant, 

because that is often where the future is quietly being born. 

 

Refining the Theory 
A theory, Christensen liked to say, is not a final answer but a lens. "A good theory doesn't tell 

you what to think. It helps you see what you should pay attention to." After The Innovator's 

Dilemma put disruption on the map, he spent two decades refining that lens. Clarifying what 

disruption is, what it isn't, and how to use it. 

In 2000, with Michael Overdorf, he published Meeting the Challenge of Disruptive Change, built on a 

deceptively simple framework. Organizations are defined not only by their resources (people, 

assets, technologies) but by their processes (how things get done) and their values (what the 

company prioritizes and rewards). Resources are the easiest to change. Hire talent, buy machines, 

acquire a startup. Processes are harder, embedded as they are in routines. How budgets are 

approved, decisions made, success measured. Values are hardest of all, because they determine 

which opportunities even seem worth pursuing. The framework explained why incumbents 

struggle with disruption. Even when they buy into a new technology, their processes and values 

reject it. A sales team accustomed to high margins won't push a low-end product. A budgeting 

system that rewards scale won't fund a tiny niche. Unless you create an autonomous unit with 

different processes and values, the old culture strangles the new idea. For SMEs the lesson cuts 

sharp. Don't assume that being small makes you automatically agile. Young companies grow 

rigid too. Disrupting may require not just new tools, but new mindsets. 

 

If disruption explained why incumbents fail, Christensen's next contribution explained how 

challengers succeed. The Jobs to Be Done theory, introduced in Marketing Malpractice (2005) 

and deepened in Competing Against Luck (2016). The core insight: customers don't buy products. 

They "hire" them to do a job in their lives. The famous case is the milkshake. A fast-food chain 
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wanted to sell more of them and segmented by demographics, flavors, prices. Nothing worked. 

Christensen's team observed actual buyers and discovered many purchased milkshakes in the 

morning. Why? To make a boring commute bearable. The milkshake's job wasn't merely to taste 

good but to be thick enough to last the drive, portable enough to avoid mess, filling enough to 

hold off hunger until lunch. Framed as a job, the competition changed. Not other milkshakes, 

but bananas, bagels, and boredom. For our purposes, the lens is golden. People don't buy solar 

panels. They hire them to cut bills, project a green identity, or gain independence from the utility. 

They don't buy plant-based meat only for health. They hire it to fit into social meals without 

guilt. Ask "what job is my customer trying to get done?" and you discover the niches incumbents 

overlook. 

 

By the 2010s, "disruption" had become Silicon Valley's favorite word. Everything from Uber to 

blockchain wore the label, and Christensen grew uneasy. In 2015, with Michael Raynor and Rory 

McDonald, he published What Is Disruptive Innovation? in the Harvard Business Review, whose 

subtitle might as well have been: stop calling everything disruptive. He restated the precise 

definition. Disruption begins either at the low end (serving less profitable customers with "good 

enough" products) or in a new market (reaching non-consumers). Disruptors don't attack head-

on with superior offers. They start in niches incumbents are happy to ignore, then improve and 

move upmarket until they displace them. By that measure, Uber was not a true disruptor. It 

entered at the high end of urban transport, targeting existing taxi customers with a better service. 

Neither, strictly, was Tesla, which began with high-performance sports cars. Christensen wasn't 

dismissing their importance. He was protecting the theory's integrity. Words matter. If 

disruption means any shake-up, the framework loses its predictive power. The Christensen 

Institute has since documented the genuine pattern across fields. Minimills against integrated 

steel. Personal computers against minicomputers. Transistor radios against vacuum tubes. 

Community colleges and online learning against traditional higher education. Retail clinics and 

telemedicine against hospital-centric care. Each case reinforces the same logic. Disruption is a 

process, not an event. A matter of trajectories, not technologies. 

 

Why do these refinements matter to readers of this book? Because green innovations get 

mislabeled constantly. Is plant-based meat disruptive? Sometimes. Is solar power? Yes, but only 

once it moved from niche adopters to mainstream grids. Is circular packaging? It depends 

whether it enters as a low-end accessible option or a premium choice. Don't be seduced by the 

buzzword. Ask instead whether the innovation follows the pattern. If yes, incumbents are 
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vulnerable and SMEs have an opening. If not, the idea may still matter, but it demands a different 

strategy. 

 

The Broader Vision 
Christensen could have stopped there and spent a comfortable career repeating disk-drive case 

studies. It wasn't his way. He kept stretching the theory into new fields (education, healthcare, 

economic development, even personal life) until a broader vision emerged. Innovation not 

merely as business strategy, but as a tool for human progress. 

In 2008 he co-authored Disrupting Class, applying the lens to education. Schools, he argued, were 

built on a "factory model" of standardization that served some students and left many behind. 

Online and personalized learning, though initially clunky and inferior, could disrupt the 

classroom by serving those the mainstream underserves. Bold at the time. Prescient now, with 

MOOCs, adaptive software, and a pandemic that accelerated the whole trajectory. His point was 

never that technology would replace teachers, but that innovation could make learning more 

accessible, flexible and tailored. The lesson for SMEs is direct. Disruption often begins with 

those who are left out. Whether in education or energy, the opportunity lies where the system 

fails to serve everyone well. 

 

In 2009 came healthcare and The Innovator's Prescription. Hospitals and doctors, he argued, had 

become "general contractors" for every problem, from routine tests to complex surgery. A one-

size-fits-all model, inefficient and costly. Disruption would arrive through retail clinics, 

telemedicine, diagnostics and specialized providers. Entrants handling the simple, low-margin 

tasks, the "rebar of medicine," then improving and moving upmarket. The parallel with the green 

transition is striking. Incumbent industries also try to solve everything with one model. 

Centralized grids, globalized chains, mass production. Disruptive entrants (rooftop solar, local 

food systems, community cooperatives) start small and chip away at the inefficiencies. 

 

Later still, his attention turned to global prosperity and what he called market-creating 
innovations. Products and services that make something affordable and accessible to people 

who previously had no access at all. His favourite example was the Singer sewing machine, which 

in the nineteenth century didn't just sell hardware. By putting sewing within reach of ordinary 

households, it unlocked an ecosystem of clothing, employment and economic activity. Modern 

equivalents include mobile banking in Africa, low-cost telecoms, and micro-solar grids. 

Innovations that don't merely disrupt incumbents but create entire markets and lift millions out 
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of poverty. For SMEs working on the transition, the idea is electric. The future isn't only about 

pleasing ESG auditors. It's also about creating markets that didn't exist. Affordable circular 

packaging, accessible energy storage, regenerative agriculture. Climate solutions that double as 

prosperity engines. 

 

His most personal work arrived in 2010. The essay, then book, How Will You Measure Your Life? 

Having battled serious illness and watched his students wrestle with purpose, he turned his own 

theories inward. Just as companies allocate resources according to incentives, individuals allocate 

time and energy. Many chase career and money only to discover, too late, that they underinvested 

in relationships, integrity and meaning. The "job to be done" of a life, he suggested, is not 

accumulation but service, love and faithfulness. He urged his Harvard MBA students, bound for 

Wall Street and Silicon Valley, to decide in advance how they would measure success when they 

looked back. The message resonates with everything this book stands for. The transition isn't 

only about CO₂ and regulations. It's about meaning, legacy and purpose. What will we leave 

behind? How will our businesses be remembered? Innovation without purpose, Christensen 

reminds us, is hollow. 

 

By extending disruption across education, healthcare, development and life itself, he showed 

that innovation theory is no narrow corporate trick. It is a lens on how progress happens in 

human systems. Why some institutions fossilize while others evolve. Why some societies 

stagnate while others thrive. Critics may quibble over predictive precision. The broader vision 

stands. If we want a more inclusive, livable world, we must pay attention to the dynamics of 

disruption. Because it is often on the margins, with simpler, humbler solutions, that 

transformation takes root. 

 

Critiques, and My Two Cents 
No theory this powerful stays pristine. Once The Innovator's Dilemma entered boardrooms, 

"disruption" spread like wildfire. Journalists loved it, consultants brandished it, startups tattooed 

it on pitch decks. Until the precise analytic framework had become a buzzword slapped on 

anything new, edgy, or vaguely digital. Christensen himself led the pushback with the 2015 HBR 

article we've already met. And the academic critics arrived too. Some argued his case studies 

were retrospective storytelling. Neat narratives crafted after the fact rather than predictive 

models. Jill Lepore, writing in The New Yorker in 2014, dismissed disruption as "a competitive 

strategy for an age seized by terror," more ideology than science. Others noted that not every 



 146 

disruption follows the clean trajectory, or that the framework underweights luck, regulation and 

macroeconomics. Christensen conceded the theory wasn't perfect. He revised definitions, 

acknowledged exceptions, clarified boundaries. In that sense he was more scientist than guru. 

Willing to refine the lens rather than defend it blindly. 

 

Here is where my admiration edges into stubbornness. Yes, disruption theory has limits. Yes, it 

is often messily applied. But dismissing it because it doesn't predict everything is like dismissing 

evolution because not every fossil fits neatly. Christensen never claimed his theory explained all 

innovation. He claimed it explained a powerful, recurring pattern. And on that front the evidence 

remains overwhelming. Disk drives, minimills, transistor radios, retail clinics, online learning. 

The pattern repeats. Critics can quibble about exceptions. The intellectual contribution is 

undeniable. He gave managers a vocabulary, a mental model, and a way to see threats before 

they turned fatal. That is no small gift. And frankly, part of the hostility stems from disruption's 

most uncomfortable message. Being well-managed can kill you. Executives prefer to believe 

failure comes from incompetence or laziness. Christensen forced them to face the possibility 

that their own excellence, their very discipline, could be their undoing. Not an easy pill to 

swallow. 

 

Why Christensen Still Matters for the Transition 
Disruption was never really about technology. It was about trajectories. The small becoming big, 

the cheap becoming dominant, the overlooked becoming inevitable. And if any field today is 

living that pattern at full volume, it is the ecological transition. When Christensen wrote The 

Innovator's Dilemma, his laboratories were disk drives, steel and excavators. Were he alive today, I 

have no doubt he'd be studying solar panels, electric bikes, plant-based burgers and recycling 

cooperatives with the same intensity. The dynamics are identical. Incumbents chase their most 

profitable customers while "inferior" green alternatives start small, clunky and underappreciated, 

then improve until they threaten the mainstream. 

 
Renewable energy: from niche to norm. For years the fossil incumbents dismissed 

renewables. Too expensive, too unreliable, too niche. Wind turbines: pretty on a hill, not serious. 

Solar panels: a gadget for hippies. Battery storage: a pipe dream. Yet the disruption pattern played 

out to the letter. Renewables entered by serving non-consumers. Off-grid rural households, eco-

minded pioneers. They were "worse" than coal or gas on capacity and reliability, but better on 

simplicity and access. The technology improved, costs collapsed, and the toy grew teeth. In many 
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regions, renewables are now the cheapest source of new power, and the incumbents who scoffed 

are scrambling. Christensen could have written the script. 

 
Circular models: the rise of "good enough." The linear economy (take, make, dispose) is the 

integrated steel mill of our time. Massive, entrenched, profitable. Circular alternatives started 

small. Repair cafés, rental platforms, resale apps. Short on scale, quality and efficiency, but 

serving customers the mainstream ignored. Students who couldn't afford new clothes. Families 

who preferred repair. Firms seeking affordable refurbished equipment. Step by step they 

improved. Platforms like Vinted and Back Market scaled. Furniture rental went mainstream. 

Refurbished electronics gained quality assurance. The incumbents who thought circularity 

irrelevant now face a creeping threat. Disruption, green edition. 

 
Plant-based and alternative proteins. Industrial meat is among the most resource-intensive 

industries on Earth. For decades its plant-based substitutes were mocked for taste and texture. 

Inferior on traditional measures, appealing only to non-consumers: vegans, vegetarians, the 

health conscious. Today, with Beyond Meat, Impossible Foods and a wave of startups, the 

products keep improving. They aren't displacing industrial meat globally yet, but they're claiming 

supermarket shelves and fast-food menus, with lab-grown and precision-fermentation proteins 

queuing up as the next wave. The classic pattern. Start at the margins, improve, move upmarket. 

 
Mobility: small wheels, big change. The car industry spent decades on horsepower, comfort 

and luxury. Sustaining innovations for its core customers. Meanwhile the "inferior" options crept 

in. E-bikes, scooters, ridesharing. Inconvenient toys for students and city-dwellers, until their 

accessibility and affordability found the non-consumers. Now cities are redesigning streets, 

automakers are buying into micromobility, and the very definition of transport is shifting. 

 

For SMEs, all of this is liberating. Large incumbents often cannot touch the disruptive niches. 

Their processes and values steer them toward high-margin, large-scale bets, and that leaves room 

for smaller players. A French startup offering energy monitoring for small cafés. A cooperative 

refurbishing ski equipment for mountain resorts. A digital marketplace for surplus building 

materials. Trivial next to the giants? These are Christensen's "toys." The low-end, small-market 

entrants the incumbents ignore until it's too late. And here lies the heart of this book. SMEs can 

convert environmental constraints into disruptive opportunities. A regulation like CSRD feels 

like a burden and simultaneously creates demand for solutions. Early conscious consumers look 
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insignificant and are the foothold for tomorrow's mainstream. The innovator's dilemma plays 

out daily across the transition. Applied here, Christensen's lens yields two rules worth framing 

on the wall. First: never underestimate the "inferior" green solution. Improvement trajectories 

are relentless. Second: look for the unserved. Wherever people are priced out, ignored or 

underserved by incumbents, that is where the next disruption begins. His message, that 

tomorrow's giants start as today's toys, is exactly what entrepreneurs, policymakers and transition 

leaders need to hear. 

 

A Final Tribute 
Christensen passed away in 2020, but his ideas ripple on. Through industries, classrooms, even 

living rooms. He showed us that innovation is not random chaos. It has patterns we can 

understand. He showed that good management can paradoxically sow the seeds of failure, and 

that good theory can prevent it. And he reminded us, gently but firmly, that in the end a life is 

measured not by market share but by the impact we have on others. In a world racing through 

its transitions, his voice still matters, and his message is as urgent as ever. Pay attention to the 

overlooked, the humble, the small. Because that is where the future is being born. Perhaps the 

most overlooked insight in all his work is this. Disruption is never just technological. It is human. 

Which brings us, at the end of this journey, to the thread that has run through every page: 

empathy. Not as decoration, not as a soft add-on, but as the constant reminder that innovation, 

especially the durable kind, is never built out of thin air. Every product, service or business 

model is a relationship, and relationships are sustained by understanding. Empathy sharpens our 

questions, widens our vision, and steadies us when turbulence hits. It is the one capability that 

cannot be automated, commodified, or easily copied. So, as you leave this book and step back 

into the messy urgency of your business, remember this. The real competitive edge is not just 

how smart your strategy is, but how deeply you are willing to see, listen, and care. Because in the 

end, the most resilient form of innovation is the one that remembers it is made for, and with, 

people. 
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APPENDIX II – KPI Cheat Sheets 
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Appendix III – Facilitation Guide 
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Appendix IV – Digital Toolkit 

 



 160 

Appendix V – AI Prompt Library 
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Appendix VI – Suggested Readings 
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Appendix VII – Positive Impact Innovation in 90 minutes 
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