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Even leading capitalists admit that capitalism is broken. Green Swans is a manifesto for system
change designed to serve people, planet, and prosperity. In his twentieth book, John Elkington—
dubbed the “Godfather of Sustainability”—explores new forms of capitalism fit for the twenty-first
century.If Nassim Nicholas Taleb’s “Black Swans” are problems that can take us exponentially
toward breakdown, then “Green Swans” are solutions that take us exponentially toward
breakthrough. The success—and survival—of humanity now depends on how we rein in the first
and accelerate the second.Green Swans draws on Elkington’s firsthand experience in some of
the world’s best-known boardrooms and C-suites. Using case studies, real-world examples, and
profiles on emergent technologies, Elkington shows how the weirdest “Ugly Ducklings” of today’s
world may turn into tomorrow’s world-saving Green Swans.This book is a must-read for business
leaders in corporations great and small who want to help their businesses survive the coming
shift in global priorities over the next decade and expand their horizons from responsibility,
through resilience, and onto regeneration.

''John Elkington has once again proven his status as one of the great thinkers of our time.''Paul
Polman, from his foreword''Once again, John has found the right words at the right time to help
us make sense of what's going on. The insight, analysis, and reflection in Green Swans is
golden. So much of the storytelling and synthesizing resonates with my own experience
imagining the enterprises that I want to exist to deliver vital public goods, and then building them
with the help of others. Pioneers can see patterns early and have the courage, or naïveté, to just
try to add to the design. They can be too early. They can find arrows in their back, too. On
surviving and, if lucky enough to succeed, they know the impossible happens and that purpose
helps. To those that thought renewables would always be small and expensive, for example,
watch that beautiful Green Swan move! It's time to make friends with the exponential.''James
Cameron, Chairman of the Overseas Development Institute, Founder of Climate Change
Capital, and a former member of the UK Prime Minister s Business Advisory Board.''The best
leaders are willing to give up what is no longer working and commit to what is needed to
succeed in a new, completely changed operating environment. When John Elkington issued a
'product recall' for his groundbreaking concept of the 'triple bottom line,' it was because he is that
type of leader. If you want to be a leader that meets the demands of the 21st century, read Green
Swans, and then become one."Jay Coen Gilbert, Co-Founder of B Lab, the organization behind
the B Corporation movement.''John Elkington is one of the true pioneers in the sustainability
movement and has made a real contribution to the way business thinks about its role in the
world. With this new book, John uses his exceptional creativity and insight to give us further food
for thought on the challenges we face, and alternative and original ways of thinking about



them.''-- Dame Polly Courtice, Director of the University of Cambridge Institute for Sustainability
Leadership (CISL). Also Founder Director of The Prince of Wales s Business and Sustainability
Programme, and Academic Director of the University s Master of''Green Swans is a brilliant,
challenging, and enchanting book. Its brilliance lies in the way John has synthesized and built on
the thinking of so many others to put forward yet one more ''Big Idea'' which he has done many
times before. It challenges executives and investors to think and act at the system level. It is
enchanting in the way John weaves autobiography into a compelling narrative to make all of us
''qualified optimists.'' It is also brave. John puts his e-mail address in this book and invites all
readers to engage in a conversation with him. I hope you do. It is always worth talking to
John.''Professor Robert G. Ecclesis Visiting Professor of Management Practice, Saïd Business
School University of Oxford, Founding Chairman of the Sustainability Accounting Standards
Board (SASB) and one of the founders of the International Integrated Reporting Council
(IIRC).''Sustainable business legend John Elkington rightly declares that we have painted
ourselves into 'the mother of all corners.' In Green Swans, his most important book yet, one can
feel John's clever mind and earnest soul wrestling with the ultimate Rubik's Cube puzzle of all
human history: How to transform capitalism to an economic system that is actually regenerative,
like all other living systems on this planet. An essential guide for business leaders and a
profound yet realistic dose of hope for the challenging 'Exponential Twenties' that lie
ahead.''John Fullerton, Founder of Capital Institute, author of Regenerative Capitalism: How
Universal Principles and Patterns Will Shape the New Economy, and former Managing Director
of JPMorgan.''Green Swans is a delightful, disturbing, and hopeful read. As we enter what John
refers to as the 'Exponential Decade' of the 2020s, the stakes couldn t be higher for humanity
and planet earth. During these turbulent and promising times, I for one am extremely grateful for
the steady guidance, wisdom, brutal honesty, and insights John shares here. Drawing on his
decades of thought leadership on the role of business in creating a better world, John at once
validates the vital role that business will have in innovating and scaling new solutions, but also
gives a clarion call indeed an imperative challenge to shift from stakeholder value to system
value. Green Swans offers a blueprint for the future-fit businesses of tomorrow.''Nicholas Haan,
Faculty Chair, Global Grand Challenges, Singularity University.''Capitalism is entering a new
phase, as companies and investors acknowledge the need to address the interests of a fuller
range of stakeholders. John Elkington, one of the pioneers of the sustainability movement, is a
great guide to the changes under way. His critique is clear-eyed, but his underlying optimism
about Green Swan solutions is inspiring.''Adi Ignatius, Editor-in-Chief, Harvard Business
Review.''Welcome to the new renaissance. John Elkington does not fall into the trap of painting a
dystopian nightmare scenario that leaves us without hope. Instead, Green Swans makes us
believe in miracles. Not metaphysical miracles, but those that seem impossible today because
we look at their feasibility from a business-as-usual perspective, defined by the status quo. Like
John, I am realistically optimistic. Like him, too, I also say 'neutrality be damned.' I hope this
brilliant book kickstarts new and honest conversations in boardrooms around the world.



Conversations about what side of history we are on, and what steps we will now take to become
'future fit leaders'. Read on to get a sense of where breakthrough mindsets and innovation will
take us as we work to deliver the Global Goals. It always seems impossible until it's done.-- Lise
Kingo, CEO & Executive Director, United Nations Global Compact, the world s''Our economy
urgently needs re-orienting in a green direction, with governments, businesses and civil society
taking on together ambitious green missions. John Elkington's Green Swans, paradigm-shifting
innovation breakthroughs, point the way to this brighter future.''Mariana Mazzucato, Professor in
Economics of Innovation and Public Value at University College London and Founder/Director of
the UCL Institute for Innovation and Public Purpose. Author of The Entrepreneurial State and
The Value of Everything.''Japan is one of the most unsustainable advanced nations, with
demographic, economic, and environmental challenges. John Elkington explains that all such
countries now need to create new generations of Green Swan solutions, driving transformation
and regeneration. This book is a perfect guide for a Japan that rose from the ashes and must
now learn how to play a significant role in the regeneration of our planet.''Hiro Motoki, President,
E-Square, Japan.''When I produced my book 2052: A Global Forecast for the Next Forty Years
as a report to the Club of Rome in 2012, I invited John to contribute an essay on the future role
of the military in sustainability. Typically, he is more optimistic than I, although in this new book
he balances that out with a clear-eyed view of the ''Black Swan'' challenges we face in the
coming decades. But then his ''Green Swans'' fly in and we are back on track for rapid progress!
I hope he is right, in spite of the fact that my mood in 2052 was more somber and still
is.''Professor Jørgen Randers, Professor Emeritus of Climate Strategy at the BI Norwegian
Business School, and science-based activist since co-authoring The Limits to Growth in
1972.''In Green Swans, John Elkington gifts us his wisdom, vision and experience to guide us
through the business, social and environmental transformations we need en route to a
regenerative future. An urgently necessary book.''Cathy Runciman, Co-Founder, Atlas of the
Future, and former Managing Director of Time Out International.''All his life, John has been a
pioneer in the environment movement and in his acute understanding of how capitalism has a
central part to play in it. His insights have always been ahead of the curve and phrases of his
coinage are the currency of our age the Triple Bottom Line being just one of them. This book
captures the passion of a man at the peak of his powers, drawing together a lifetime of
observations into a manifesto for muscular humanism and capitalism with conscience. What
shines through it all is a belief that now the time is at hand for proving that the future remains
ours to make. No hollow intellectualism, just unfettered urging that we should bring out the best
in ourselves. . . now. A hugely important book.''Sir Tim Smit, Founder and Executive Vice Chair
of The Eden Project and Co-Founder of the Lost Gardens of Heligan.''We need John Elkington's
optimism, and his insight, more than ever, and here he sets out a bracing and inspiring vision of
the path we must take if we are to transform ourselves and secure the future for our
planet. Green Swans is a welcome and well-researched manifesto and should be compulsory
reading in every boardroom.''-- Tanya Steele, CEO, WWF UK.--This text refers to the hardcover



edition.About the AuthorJohn Elkington is a writer, thought-leader, serial entrepreneur, and, at
heart, an environmentalist. Described as the Godfather of Sustainability, he has now written or
co-authored 20 books, including the million-selling Green Consumer Guide series.Elkington has
worked with many scores of corporations, often at the board and C-suite level, as well as with
the financial community, industry bodies, government, the media, NGOs, academia, innovators,
and entrepreneurs. Along the way, he has co-founded four social-purpose businesses since
1978, including Environmental Data Services (ENDS, 1978), John Elkington Associates/
CounterCurrent (1983), SustainAbility (1987) and Volans Ventures (2008). All four still exist and
the last two were respectively the second and first certified British B Corporations in the
U.K.Over the years, Elkington has also served on over seventy boards and advisory boards,
advising companies, non-profits and policy-making organizations. He is a visiting professor at
the Cranfield School of Management, as well as at Imperial College London and University
College London (UCL).In 2004, BusinessWeek described Elkington as a dean of the corporate
responsibility movement for three decades. He has received many awards and honors, including
from the United Nations (Global 500 Roll of Honour, 1989). In 2005, he landed a Social
Capitalist of the Year award from Fast Company, and that year was also awarded a three-year, 1
million dollar field-building grant from the Skoll Foundation for Social Entrepreneurship. In 2011,
he was awarded the Spencer Hutchens, Jr. Medal by the American Society for Quality (ASQ), for
outstanding leadership, as an advocate for social responsibility, and for bringing about positive
social change. In 2014, he was awarded the Recycla/El Mercurio International Prize in Chile and
in 2015 the Ethical Corporation Lifetime Achievement Award.--This text refers to the hardcover
edition.
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PRAISE FORGREEN SWANS“John Elkington has once again proven his status as one of the
great thinkers of our time.”—Paul Polman, from his foreword“Once again, John has found the
right words at the right time to help us make sense of what’s going on. The insight, analysis, and
reflection in Green Swans is golden. So much of the storytelling and synthesizing resonates with
my own experience imagining the enterprises that I want to exist to deliver vital public goods,
and then building them with the help of others. Pioneers can see patterns early and have the
courage, or naïveté, to just try to add to the design. They can be too early. They can find arrows
in their back, too. On surviving and, if lucky enough to succeed, they know the impossible
happens and that purpose helps. To those that thought renewables would always be small and
expensive, for example, watch that beautiful Green Swan move! It’s time to make friends with the
exponential.”—James Cameron, Chairman of the Overseas Development Institute, Founder of
Climate Change Capital, and a former member of the UK Prime Minister’s Business Advisory
Board“The best leaders are willing to give up what is no longer working and commit to what is
needed to succeed in a new, completely changed operating environment. When John Elkington
issued a ‘product recall’ for his groundbreaking concept of the ‘triple bottom line,’ it was because
he is that type of leader. If you want to be a leader that meets the demands of the 21st century,
read Green Swans, and then become one.”—Jay Coen Gilbert, Co-Founder of B Lab, the
organization behind the B Corporation movement“John Elkington is one of the true pioneers in
the sustainability movement and has made a real contribution to the way business thinks about
its role in the world. With this new book, John uses his exceptional creativity and insight to give
us further food for thought on the challenges we face, and alternative and original ways of
thinking about them.”—Dame Polly Courtice, Director of the University of Cambridge Institute for
Sustainability Leadership (CISL). Also Founder Director of The Prince of Wales’s Business and
Sustainability Programme, and Academic Director of the University’s Master of Studies in
Sustainability Leadership“Green Swans is a brilliant, challenging, and enchanting book. Its
brilliance lies in the way John has synthesized and built on the thinking of so many others to put
forward yet one more ‘Big Idea’—which he has done many times before. It challenges executives
and investors to think and act at the system level. It is enchanting in the way John weaves
autobiography into a compelling narrative to make all of us ‘qualified optimists.’ It is also brave.
John puts his e-mail address in this book and invites all readers to engage in a conversation with
him. I hope you do. It is always worth talking to John.”—Professor Robert G. Eccles, Visiting
Professor of Management Practice, Saïd Business School University of Oxford, Founding
Chairman of the Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB) and one of the founders of
the International Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC)“Sustainable business legend John
Elkington rightly declares that we have painted ourselves into ‘the mother of all corners.’ In
Green Swans, his most important book yet, one can feel John’s clever mind and earnest soul
wrestling with the ultimate Rubik’s Cube puzzle of all human history: How to transform capitalism



to an economic system that is actually regenerative, like all other living systems on this planet.
An essential guide for business leaders and a profound yet realistic dose of hope for the
challenging ‘Exponential Twenties’ that lie ahead.”—John Fullerton, Founder of Capital Institute,
author of Regenerative Capitalism: How Universal Principles and Patterns Will Shape the New
Economy, and former Managing Director of JPMorgan“Green Swans is a delightful, disturbing,
and hopeful read. As we enter what John refers to as the ‘Exponential Decade’ of the 2020s, the
stakes couldn’t be higher for humanity and planet earth. During these turbulent and promising
times, I for one am extremely grateful for the steady guidance, wisdom, brutal honesty, and
insights John shares here. Drawing on his decades of thought leadership on the role of business
in creating a better world, John at once validates the vital role that business will have in
innovating and scaling new solutions, but also gives a clarion call—indeed an imperative
challenge—to shift from stakeholder value to system value. Green Swans offers a blueprint for
the future-fit businesses of tomorrow.”—Nicholas Haan, Faculty Chair, Global Grand Challenges,
Singularity University“Capitalism is entering a new phase, as companies and investors
acknowledge the need to address the interests of a fuller range of stakeholders. John Elkington,
one of the pioneers of the sustainability movement, is a great guide to the changes under way.
His critique is clear-eyed, but his underlying optimism about Green Swan solutions is
inspiring.”—Adi Ignatius, Editor-in-Chief, Harvard Business Review“Welcome to the new
renaissance. John Elkington does not fall into the trap of painting a dystopian nightmare
scenario that leaves us without hope. Instead, Green Swans makes us believe in miracles. Not
metaphysical miracles, but those that seem impossible today because we look at their feasibility
from a business-as-usual perspective, defined by the status quo. Like John, I am realistically
optimistic. Like him, too, I also say ‘neutrality be damned.’ I hope this brilliant book kickstarts new
and honest conversations in boardrooms around the world. Conversations about what side of
history we are on, and what steps we will now take to become ‘future fit leaders’. Read on to get
a sense of where breakthrough mindsets and innovation will take us as we work to deliver the
Global Goals. It always seems impossible until it’s done.”—Lise Kingo, CEO & Executive
Director, United Nations Global Compact, the world’s biggest sustainable business platform“Our
economy urgently needs re-orienting in a green direction, with governments, businesses and
civil society taking on—together—ambitious green missions. John Elkington’s Green Swans,
paradigm-shifting innovation breakthroughs, point the way to this brighter future.”—Mariana
Mazzucato, Professor in Economics of Innovation and Public Value at University College London
and Founder/Director of the UCL Institute for Innovation and Public Purpose. Author of The
Entrepreneurial State and The Value of Everything“Japan is one of the most unsustainable
advanced nations, with demographic, economic, and environmental challenges. John Elkington
explains that all such countries now need to create new generations of Green Swan solutions,
driving transformation and regeneration. This book is a perfect guide for a Japan that rose from
the ashes and must now learn how to play a significant role in the regeneration of our planet.”—
Hiro Motoki, President, E-Square, Japan“When I produced my book 2052: A Global Forecast for



the Next Forty Years as a report to the Club of Rome in 2012, I invited John to contribute an
essay on the future role of the military in sustainability. Typically, he is more optimistic than I,
although in this new book he balances that out with a clear-eyed view of the ‘Black Swan’
challenges we face in the coming decades. But then his ‘Green Swans’ fly in and we are back on
track for rapid progress! I hope he is right, in spite of the fact that my mood in 2052 was more
somber—and still is.”—Professor Jørgen Randers, Professor Emeritus of Climate Strategy at the
BI Norwegian Business School, and science-based activist since co-authoring The Limits to
Growth in 1972“In Green Swans, John Elkington gifts us his wisdom, vision and experience to
guide us through the business, social and environmental transformations we need en route to a
regenerative future. An urgently necessary book.”—Cathy Runciman, Co-Founder, Atlas of the
Future, and former Managing Director of Time Out International“All his life, John has been a
pioneer in the environment movement and in his acute understanding of how capitalism has a
central part to play in it. His insights have always been ahead of the curve and phrases of his
coinage are the currency of our age—the ‘triple bottom line’ being just one of them. This book
captures the passion of a man at the peak of his powers, drawing together a lifetime of
observations into a manifesto for muscular humanism and capitalism with conscience. What
shines through it all is a belief that now the time is at hand for proving that the future remains
ours to make. No hollow intellectualism, just unfettered urging that we should bring out the best
in ourselves . . . now. A hugely important book.”—Sir Tim Smit, Founder and Executive Vice
Chair of The Eden Project and Co-Founder of the Lost Gardens of Heligan“We need John
Elkington’s optimism, and his insight, more than ever, and here he sets out a bracing and
inspiring vision of the path we must take if we are to transform ourselves and secure the future
for our planet. Green Swans is a welcome and well-researched manifesto and should be
compulsory reading in every boardroom.”—Tanya Steele, CEO, WWF UKThis publication is
designed to provide accurate and authoritative information in regard to the subject matter
covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher and author are not engaged in
rendering legal, accounting, or other professional services. Nothing herein shall create an
attorney-client relationship, and nothing herein shall constitute legal advice or a solicitation to
offer legal advice. If legal advice or other expert assistance is required, the services of a
competent professional should be sought.Fast Company PressNew York, New YorkCopyright
©2020 John ElkingtonAll rights reserved.Thank you for purchasing an authorized edition of this
book and for complying with copyright law. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a
retrieval system, or transmitted by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording,
or otherwise, without written permission from the copyright holder.This work is being published
under the Fast Company Press imprint by an exclusive arrangement with Fast Company. Fast
Company and the Fast Company logo are registered trademarks of Mansueto Ventures, LLC.
The Fast Company Press logo is a wholly owned trademark of Mansueto Ventures,
LLC.Distributed by Greenleaf Book GroupFor ordering information or special discounts for bulk
purchases, please contactGreenleaf Book Group at PO Box 91869, Austin, TX 78709,



512.891.6100.Design and composition by Greenleaf Book GroupCover design by Greenleaf
Book GroupFor permission to reproduce copyrighted material, grateful acknowledgment is
made to the following: For excerpt from “The Best-Performing CEOs in the World” by Harvard
Business Review staff from Harvard Business Review. November 2015 issue. Copyright © 2015.
Reproduced by permission of Harvard Business Review.From “Novo Nordisk CEO Lars
Sorensen on What Propelled Him to the Top” by Adi Ignatius and Daniel McGinn from Harvard
Business Review. November 2015 issue. Copyright © 2015. Reproduced by permission of
Harvard Business Review.From “The History of Antibiotics” from the Microbiology Society
website. Accessed October 2, 2019 at . Copyright © 2019. Reproduced by permission of the
Microbiology Society. All rights reserved.Publisher’s Cataloging-in-Publication data is
available.Part of the Tree Neutral® program, which offsets the number of trees consumed in the
production and printing of this book by taking proactive steps, such as planting trees in direct
proportion to the number of trees used:Printed in the United States of America on acid-free
paper19 20 21 22 23 24 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1First EditionDedicated to my father, Tim Elkington
(1920–2019),A pilot who helped me love flight and things with wings.To my mother, Pat
Elkington (née Adamson, 1922–2019),Who encouraged my love for wildlife, women, and
words.And to their great-grandson, our grandson, Gene Lushington,Born in 2018, into this world
of Black Swans and Green.ContentsWelcome: Upending CapitalismToday’s capitalism is unfit
for purpose—and it’s getting worse.Foreword:By Paul PolmanIntroduction: Diving Into
TomorrowThe exponentially different worlds of Black, Gray, and Green Swans.Chapter 1:
Miracles On DemandMiracles can be impossible within one paradigm, inevitable in the
next.PART I: THE BLACK SWAN BLUESKey trends pushing and pulling us toward
breakdown.Chapter 2: A Wicked WorldWhy the world is becoming increasingly “wicked,” even
“super wicked.”Chapter 3: Black Swan CapitalismCurrent capitalism robs the future to reward
some of those alive today.PART II: BLACK VERSUS GREENBlack, Gray, and Green Swans are
battling it out all around us.Chapter 4: Swanning Round BoardroomsHow incumbent boards and
C-suites view the relevant challenges.Chapter 5: Getting Future FitA blueprint for Green Swans:
How to create system value.PART III: NEW PECKING ORDERSGreen Swans will upend current
market realities.Chapter 6: Incubating Ugly DucklingsWhy “Ugly Ducklings” seem ugly today—
but won’t tomorrow.Chapter 7: Green Swans Take OffPoliticians, governments, and markets
must boost Green Swans.Chapter 8: Exponential MigrationsHow we get from here to there—
faster.The AuthorAcknowledgmentsAnnex: The Swanspotter’s Guide 1.0How to distinguish
between Black Swans and GreenEndnotesIndexWELCOMEUPENDING CAPITALISMGenesis
of the Green SwanThe Green Swan is a symbol of radically better times to come. It’s also a
template for exponential change toward the distant goal of a sustainable future for all. Getting
from here to there will be no trivial task, however. Times of disruptive change upend market and
political pecking orders, creating political shock waves that can last for decades—even
generations.As a decade, meanwhile, the 2020s do not yet seem to have sticky branding like the
“Noughties” or the “Teens,” but they will, and that branding will likely reflect a period of



exponential change. The Exponential Twenties? To paraphrase Dickens, this will be the worst of
times for those clinging to the old order, yet potentially the best of times for those embracing and
driving the new. Buckle your safety belt.This book, my twentieth, has had an unusually long
genesis. It has morphed and mutated considerably along the way. You can expect an often
personal account of a learning journey that has taken me around the world and, at times, deep
into the future. It’s an investigation, an exploration, not a definitive, unified field theory. It is
intended as the beginning of a conversation, not the end.Like the fictional Forrest Gump, played
by Tom Hanks in a film of the same name featuring a slow-witted man who was witness to—and
sometimes unwittingly had a hand in—major cultural events, I have been involved in many
initiatives that have shaped the change agenda. In citing some of those experiences, I aim not to
out-Gump Gump but to demonstrate that my conclusions and recommendations are based on
real-world interactions, not just desk research.I have also been profoundly influenced by what I
have read. Most obviously here, I have been inspired by the work of Lebanese-American author,
risk analyst, and former options trader Nassim Nicholas Taleb. In his 2007 book, The Black
Swan, Taleb provides a series of timely lessons about the “impact of the highly improbable,” as
his subtitle put it.1 His timing was impeccable, as the global economy descended that same
year into a financial meltdown few had seen coming.Early on in his book, Taleb noted that he
was sticking his neck out, in claiming that “against many of our habits of thought [. . .] our world is
dominated by the extreme, the unknown, and the very improbable (improbable according to our
current knowledge)—and all the while we spend our time engaged in small talk, focusing on the
known, and the repeated.”2 Nowhere is that more true than with the “wicked” and “super wicked”
challenges we will explore later.Rather than sticking tightly to Taleb’s definitions and
methodology, though, what follows riffs off his metaphor of the “Black Swan,” referring to
unpredicted—and generally unpredictable—events driven largely by negative exponentials, in
whose wake nothing is the same. Just as the world’s most populous nation vaunts “socialism
with Chinese characteristics,” we will explore aspects of capitalism, democracy, and
sustainability with either Black or Green Swan characteristics—and sometimes a combination of
both. Some working notes on how to identify Black and Green Swans can be found in the Annex
(page 254). People also now talk of “Gray Swans,” which are predictable and may have been
predicted, but which when ignored for too long erupt in ways that can rock the world on its
heels.3 One of the most obvious is the trend of aging in modern societies. There are many
benefits from our living longer lives, but it has been estimated that by 2020 the number of people
over sixty-five in the world would outnumber, for the first time in history, children aged five and
under. Again, there are many things to be said in favor of experience, but as Camilla Cavendish
put it in her book Extra Time, an aging world will bring many systemic challenges that we have
only just begun to think through.4This growing color spectrum of Swans is where the riffing
comes in. To the reasonably well-defined categories of Black and Gray Swans, I want to add two
other emergent concepts: “Green Swans,” which are systemic solutions to global challenges,
solutions that tap into positive exponentials, and “Ugly Ducklings,” defined as embryonic



innovations and trajectories that can take us in various directions—good, bad, or ugly.As this
book went to press, I soft launched the Green Swan agenda at a major business summit in
Copenhagen, hosted by Dansk Industri (Confederation of Danish Industry)—attended by the
country’s new prime minister, Mette Frederiksen; various committed royals from Denmark and
Sweden; and 1,300 CEOs and business leaders. I noted that this was highly appropriate, given
that one of Denmark’s most famous sons had been Hans Christian Andersen, author of “The
Ugly Duckling.” But what truly blew me away that day was the way that the Danish government,
the country’s leading industry federation, and the wider business community are now working
together to drive a wildly ambitious green transformation.A Green Swan economy in the
making? Certainly, their timing looks exquisite. For one thing I learned while working in Japan
over the years is that successful businesses and economies invest into a downturn, aiming to
emerge on the other side ahead of their competitors. My assumption in researching this book
has been that the world is headed into some sort of historic U-bend, well beyond a single,
normal recession, where the established macroeconomic and political order goes down the
tubes, and new ones surface. As we head deeper into the bottom of the U-bend, we enter a
period of maximum confusion and uncertainty. Historically, too, this is often the point at which
major wars occur.In the process, established ideologies and mind-sets are coming under
intense pressure—among them capitalism, democracy, and sustainability (a concept I helped
launch decades back). What follows is an investigation into the complex interplay of all three
ideologies. In retrospect, I have been on a learning journey that has taken decades to date and,
in some ways, feels as if it is only just beginning.All three concepts—capitalism, democracy, and
sustainability—represent fiercely contested territory. Don’t talk about capitalism, I was advised. It
triggers visceral, uncontrollable reactions. True, though such reactions can take people in very
different directions. Talk to some climate activists and you are told that capitalism can do nothing
but harm. But talk to some Americans, even those abused by that country’s most exploitative
forms of capitalism, and many will tolerate no criticism of “their” system—even when it does
them little discernable good.Figure 1: Into the U-bendSuch positions, quasi-religious in their
reliance on faith over evidence, serve as a red-flag warning that we are stepping into a giant
minefield. Still, the ways in which capitalism, democracy, and sustainability interact, for good or
ill, is our subject here. The timing is particularly interesting, given that even some leading
capitalists are now increasingly critical of today’s capitalist system, while many democratic
leaders are warning that democracies are at greater risk than at any time since the
1930s.Capitalism is partly in the spotlight because it has embedded pernicious forms of myopia
in our economies, which now threaten to crash the global biosphere. These problems were
massively accentuated by neoliberalism. Yet our default setting, neoliberal or not, is to deny the
very possibility of collapse, as professor Jem Bendell argues.5 Denial, however, cannot mask
the pace at which we are destabilizing the climate, unraveling the web of life, acidifying the
oceans, and creating teeth-rattling wealth divides. Indeed, the evidence suggests that the next
decade, the 2020s, will see flocks of those proverbial chickens coming home to roost—with the



prevailing scientific and economic paradigms shifting at unprecedented speed.American-style
capitalism has opened up immense wealth divides that are spurring intense concern and
criticism. As a result, newspapers like the Financial Times have been running full-page articles
with titles like “Capitalism Keeps CEOs Awake at Night.”6 Ray Dalio, an American investor worth
almost $17 billion by Bloomberg’s estimates, who has embraced capitalism since he was a
precocious twelve-year-old, took to warning his followers on social media: “I’m a capitalist, and
even I think capitalism is broken.”7 Capitalism is in crisis, concluded the economist Irwin Stelzer
in The Sunday Times, under a headline reading, “Save Capitalism from Capitalists.”8I am
pessimistic in the short term, and there will be times when it shows, but I am a qualified long-
term optimist. Our species may have backed itself into the mother of all evolutionary corners, but
sometimes such moments are when our best work is done. The qualification of my optimism
stems from the fact that we have to choose to evolve not only ourselves but also capitalism and
democracy, none of them trivial tasks.So what do I mean when I talk about capitalism? Don’t
quote Wikipedia, authors are told, but what a wonderful resource it can be, thanks to its anti-
capitalist business model. Yes, it’s true that I once discovered via my Wikipedia page that I had a
Danish wife I knew nothing about—but more often than not I find it genuinely distills the wisdom
of the crowd.Ask Wikipedia to define capitalism and it mentions private property, capital
accumulation, wage labor, voluntary exchange, a price system, and competitive markets.9 A
useful starting point, though most of us would add other things to the list. However long your list
may end up being, pretty much everything on it must now evolve at warp speed if capitalism is to
survive the twenty-first century and deliver on well-intentioned slogans pledging “a better world
for all.”As a long-time student of economic cycles, I sense that the likeliest outcome is a future in
which key elements of capitalism crash and burn, and some then rise again from the ashes—
something that has happened many times before. A future of dark and bright phoenixes, you
might say, rising from the smoking debris of our economies, societies, and, most tragically for
the deep future, our natural environment.Establishing this point does not make an individual
either pro- or anti-capitalist, but rather an observer of what it is that capitalism actually does, how
it behaves, and how it impacts the wider world. Like nature, capitalism goes through energetic
cycles, what popular economists would call “booms” and “busts.” In our economies, these are
periods of intense excitement shading into “irrational exuberance,” driven by new forms of
innovation that ride up and down the hype cycle, with a rising backbeat of investment and
growth. Typically booms are followed by various forms of bust, profound unravelings, triggering
adaptation, and, if things go well, recovery.Talk about capitalism, then, and you’re talking about a
high-octane and extremely volatile form of wealth creation and destruction. Over the decades, I
have explored capitalism and its alternatives, using a wide range of lenses and metaphors, such
as green capitalism, the triple bottom line, the chrysalis economy, and breakdown and
breakthrough. As I look back, the aim throughout was to compare and contrast two different
trajectories in our world: Black Swan dynamics that (in malign cases) led to chaos and even
extinction, and the Green Swan dynamics that potentially lead, via evolution and adaptation, to a



better place.As F. Scott Fitzgerald concluded, “The test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to
hold two opposed ideas in mind at the same time and still retain the ability to function.” I make no
claims for my intelligence, or for my brain’s ability to function under stress, but this book is
evidence of a lifelong and ongoing struggle to make sense of two radically opposed ideas.The
first idea is this: We are headed into a hellish world of systemic breakdowns. Key elements of our
climate, our biosphere, our economies, and our societies will come apart at an accelerating rate.
Start-up entrepreneurs talk of their “burn rate,” the speed at which they spend other people’s
money. Viewed as a start-up, the subspecies of post-industrialization Homo sapiens that some
call Homo economicus10 and others Homo industrialis has burned through the planet’s
resources at a dizzying rate—and is now entering a very different reality, what some call the “Age
of Consequences,”11 others “The Anthropocene.”This future, where a single species has a
global impact akin to geological forces, is a world first. As the process continues, the world will
be plagued by malign flocks of Nassim Nicholas Taleb’s Black Swans, understood here to be
challenges that get exponentially worse in ways that most of us struggle to understand, let alone
tackle and solve.12Black Swans are dramatic events that are outliers—beyond the realm of
normal expectations—have a major impact, and yet are often “inappropriately rationalized after
the fact with the benefit of hindsight.”13 In simple terms, that means we fail to learn from our
mistakes, unwittingly heading into the jaws of the next round of disasters.Think of the plight of oil-
rich Venezuela, once described as the Switzerland of South America. As I wrote these words,
the country’s central bank published statistics showing that the economy had shrunk by half
since President Maduro took office. Venezuela’s construction sector had shrunk by 95%,
manufacturing by 75%, oil production was lower than at any time since the 1940s, and the
official inflation rate was reported to be an inconceivable 130,060%.14Was Venezuela’s
meltdown a true Black Swan event, though? With standard economics predicting such
outcomes if economies are mismanaged to such a degree, some might question whether this
was truly unforeseeable. They would probably use the same arguments with the 9/11 attacks
and the collapse of the World Trade Center towers.15 In the same way, they might say, the
Chernobyl nuclear disaster was not a true Black Swan, because the safety systems were shut
down for technical reasons, with results that should have been foreseen.In what follows, we will
take a slightly looser approach, with the Black Swan labeling signaling that an event came as an
existential shock to many people, if not all of them. Hyperinflation in Germany after the First
World War, for example, set the scene for the rise of Nazism—so you could argue it was part of a
Black Swan unforeseen by those imposing punitive reparations on a defeated enemy.
Reparations of this sort were standard practice at the time, energetically practiced by the
Germans too,16 but the longer-term consequences were surely beyond the imaginations of
most of those putting pen to paper in 1919.17Similarly, some would say that climate change is
now merely a Gray Swan, given that we have been talking about the risks for many decades. On
the other hand, the levels of climate-induced societal collapse that are likely to follow our
crossing of the two degrees of warming threshold will likely be Black Swans. Our surprisingly



fragile economies, societies, and natural environment could well unravel at hitherto
unimaginable speeds.The second, radically opposed idea tussling in my brain is that at least
some parts of the world are now heading toward some sort of breakthrough future, and that
more could soon follow in their wake. This world is one of extraordinary creativity, innovation, and
enterprise. The environmental and natural resource burn rate of many key players here is
shrinking, often at an accelerating pace. This could be a radically different future, and one
increasingly characterized by Green Swans.Recent discussion of the financial impact of climate
chaos as a “Green Swan” is to mislabel a Black Swan.18 Instead, here is what I mean when I
say “Green Swans”:A Green Swan is a profound market shift, generally catalyzed by some
combination of Black or Gray Swan challenges and changing paradigms, values, mind-sets,
politics, policies, technologies, business models, and other key factors. A Green Swan delivers
exponential progress in the form of economic, social, and environmental wealth creation. At
worst, it achieves this outcome in two dimensions while holding the third steady.19 There may
be a period of adjustment where one or more dimensions underperform, but the aim is an
integrated breakthrough in all three dimensions.Green Swans are extraordinary—in the sense of
out-of-the-ordinary forms of progress—driven and shaped by positive exponentials. In a
counterintuitive pairing, they often rise phoenixlike out of the ashes left by Black Swans. Think of
the way the natural world can recover and flourish after a volcano erupts or after destructive
fishing pressure is removed. However, generally Green Swans are less likely to take us by
surprise, as we typically have to plan for and work toward them over a considerable period of
time.It will come as no surprise to hear that there are many different perspectives both on how
we should rein in Black Swan problems and how we co-evolve Green Swan solutions. While
developing this book, to capture and explore some of those perspectives, I worked with Atlas of
the Future to create a twenty-minute video called Green Swans: Sketching a Manifesto for
Tomorrow’s Capitalism.20The consensus was surprisingly upbeat. Indeed, those of us who grew
up in a world where incremental change was the best we could hope for now risk being wrong-
footed by a future where the potential for exponential solutions to exponential problems
undergoes explosive growth. Be very clear, though: These Black and Green trajectories are not
either-or scenarios. They are parallel realities, already emergent and slugging it out all around
us. Some Black Swans will sport green feathers, and vice versa.Much as we may want people to
be nicer to one another, the struggle between Black and Green sectors of the economy has
been, is, and will always be brutal. It is a Darwinian struggle for existence. People rarely
surrender what they see as their birthright and future without a fight, even if their efforts threaten
to crash the future for other people or other species. That said, we often misunderstand nature,
assuming it only uses competition to spur evolution, whereas the truth is that the natural world is
largely concerned with collaboration—symbioses. The following pages spotlight many examples
of symbioses linking our economies, societies, and natural environment. They sit at the very
heart of almost all Green Swans solutions.Meanwhile, various forces are turning up the heat
under the global pressure cooker. Some people conclude that the vessel can now only explode.



Climate-induced societal collapse is inevitable, they argue, preprogrammed into our global
system, and will accelerate in unimaginable ways.21 They conclude that the science now shows
that climate-induced societal collapse is imminent—and that at times it will impact rich nations
as brutally as it does poorer nations.A few years ago such warnings would have been dismissed
as ill-informed scaremongering, fit only for science fiction dystopias. No longer. In recent years
climate-induced societal collapse has moved sharply from the realms of sci-fi to everyday reality.
Think of New Orleans, drowned by Hurricane Katrina. Or, for various reasons including climate
change, of Indonesia’s plan to abandon its sinking capital city, Jakarta.22 The inconvenient truth
is that we are moving into a world of what some call “wicked” and even “super wicked”
problems.Finally, to stretch our brains still further, there is a fourth key term alongside Black,
Gray, and Green Swans that needs explanation before we dive in: “Ugly Ducklings.” In the fairy
tale of the same name, the Ugly Duckling is a baby swan dismissed by its community for looking
so unlike any of the other birds around—all of them ducks. Similarly, the future often looks totally
alien when we first spot it. Here is what I mean by the term:An Ugly Duckling is an early-stage
concept, mind-set, technology, or venture with the potential to become either a Black Swan
(often driven by “bad” exponentials) or Green Swan (driven by “good” exponentials). Its potential
future evolution is very hard to detect early on, unless you know what you are looking for.
Tomorrow’s breakthrough solution often looks seriously weird today. The net result is that we
give them significantly less attention and resources than they need—or than the future of the
2030s and beyond would want us to in hindsight.It seems to be hardwired into most of us to view
anyone who seeks to transform the future with suspicion, at least early on. In some cases, such
reactions rein in bad exponentials, stalling Ugly Ducklings that are latent Black Swans. But basic
statistics suggest that it is also likely to hold back—even derail—emerging Green Swan
solutions.There is nothing new about this problem; indeed, it was central to The Power of
Unreasonable People,23 a book I wrote with the late Pamela Hartigan. That book went into the
hands of all three thousand participants at 2008’s annual World Economic Forum summit in
Davos.24 One of my favorite perspectives on this theme had appeared a decade earlier, with the
extraordinary 1997 Apple ad celebrating “the crazy ones, misfits, rebels, troublemakers, round
pegs in square holes.” These are people who “see things differently,” who “push the human race
forward.” The punchline: “Because the people who are crazy enough to think they can change
the world, are the ones who do.”But are we crazy enough to rise to the challenges now headed
our way? To be truly future fit, we must completely rethink how we run our planet. In that spirit,
here is one step I took as I began to think through how to respond to this new epoch: the
Anthropocene. Perhaps counterintuitively, at a time when it was breaking through at long last, I
withdrew a key part of my life’s work from the market, or I at least signaled a desire to do so.So
how often are management concepts subjected to product recalls by the people who coined
them? It is hard to think of a single case. By contrast, if an industrial product like a car fails in a
well-run market, the manufacturer pulls it back, tests it, and re-equips it if necessary. In case
manufacturers grow careless, governments regulate and run periodic road safety tests to ensure



that public safety is being accounted for.Management concepts, by contrast, operate in poorly
regulated environments where failures are often swept under boardroom or faculty carpets. Yet
poor management systems can jeopardize lives in the air, at sea, on roads, or in hospitals. They
can also put entire businesses, sectors, and economies at risk.25With this in mind, I announced
a management concept recall via the Harvard Business Review. With 2019 marking the twenty-
fifth anniversary of the “triple bottom line,” a term I coined back in 1994 to mean a sustainability
framework that examines a company’s social, environmental, and economic impact, I
announced a strategic recall in order to do some “re-engineering.” That recall evolved into our
Tomorrow’s Capitalism Inquiry26—and then into Green Swans, distilling some of the lessons
learned along the way.My concern was that, misused, the triple bottom line could give people
the idea that they were on the right path, even as the world slips toward Black or Gray Swan
outcomes. The implicit question is: What would the triple bottom line look like in a future with
increasingly Green Swan characteristics? Perhaps, increasingly, each dimension would be fully
integrated—and all three pointed toward the regeneration of our economies, societies, and
biosphere?It turned out that I had dodged a bullet with the recall, even if that was no part of my
intention. A few months later, Anand Giridharadas published his provocative book, Winners Take
All.27 With a reputation for skewering plutocrats, Giridharadas argues that the wealthy are using
philanthropy to pretend they are changing the world, while maintaining the status quo. He gave
the example of the Sackler family, whose fortune derives from the same drugs that have caused
the US opioid crisis. An estimated two million Americans suffer from what is called opioid use
disorder, based on addiction to these powerful painkillers.28 Obsessed with their financial
bottom lines, opioid drug makers flooded America with seventy-six billion pills between 2006
and 2012 alone.29 Enough to supply every adult and child in the country with thirty-six opioid
pills a year—when a ten-day supply can hook one in five people.Even the fabled Johnson &
Johnson, with the “secret sauce” of its ethical “credo,” has been whacked with a $572 million
court claim because of its role in causing the opioid crisis.30 Another dark Gray Swan, which a
former head of the US Food and Drug Administration has described as “one of the greatest
mistakes of modern medicine”:31 Really, what were we thinking?Whereas some might argue
that it is better for people like the Sacklers to spend at least a modicum of their wealth on good
works rather than luxuries, Giridharadas disagrees, emphatically. “If they’d bought yachts,” he
counters, “they would have been brought to justice by journalists and regulators and criminal
investigators way faster.”32 Even such well-received interventions as BlackRock CEO Larry
Fink’s letters to shareholders, encouraging greater action on ethical, social, and environmental
matters, can be seen as an evasive tactic as long as BlackRock continues to hold shares in
climate-destabilizing companies like ExxonMobil. Nor did Giridharadas have much time for the
triple bottom line, quoting my recall of the concept.In the same spirit, our Tomorrow’s Capitalism
Inquiry has been driven by a growing sense that the failings of modern capitalism cannot be
solved simply by individual companies working with their supply chains, or even in concert with
other committed companies. Such approaches are crucial in exploring the limits of the possible,



no question, and in co-evolving solutions to global challenges. But, ultimately, the challenge now
facing us is political.Even so, I was delighted to be quoted by Fast Company when the news
broke that the Business Roundtable, a lobbying group composed of leading American CEOs,
had announced that they would no longer put shareholders before everyone else. That
shareholder primacy, in effect, would be a thing of the past. As Rick Wartzman reported: “The
Business Roundtable, a lobbying group composed of the nation’s leading CEOs, just announced
that its members ‘share a fundamental commitment to all of our stakeholders’—each of whom ‘is
essential’—while pledging ‘to deliver value to all of them, for the future success of our
companies, our communities, and our country.’”33He went on to say, “With its ‘Statement on the
Purpose of a Corporation,’ the Roundtable has affirmed the need for ‘meeting or exceeding
customer expectations;’ ‘investing in our employees,’ including by ‘compensating them fairly and
providing important benefits,’ as well as offering training and education so that they can ‘develop
new skills for a rapidly changing world;’ ‘dealing fairly and ethically with our suppliers;’
‘supporting the communities in which we work;’ and ‘generating long-term value for
shareholders.’”Jamie Dimon, the CEO of JPMorgan Chase and the Roundtable’s chairman,
noted that he hoped that this declaration “will help to set a new standard for corporate
leadership.” Wartzman commented, “It is, without question, a huge deal.” My own comment was
to the effect that leading companies “would resign from all trade and industry groups which
lobby to slow or stall necessary systemic changes.” Then they would turn around and “forcefully
and publicly lobby for a meaningful price on carbon and for the breakup of monopolies and
oligopolies.”In this context, and with encouragement from colleagues and a wide range of
stakeholders, I have decided to double down—or perhaps that should be triple down—on the
triple bottom line. Its meaning may have been diluted over time, but here in Green Swans I take a
crack at updating it for the 2020s. Indeed, the wider context of a world in growing turmoil
suggests that such multidimensional thinking and tools are needed more urgently now than
ever.“Capitalism is under threat,” concludes American economist Irwin Stelzer. But the growing
calls for systemic change, he says, are too often ignored by capitalists who fail “to hear the
sound of approaching tumbrils.”34 Over half of Americans aged twenty-three to thirty-eight
“would prefer to live in a socialist (46%) or communist (6%) nation.”Unfortunately, many
capitalists who can see this growing threat to the system upon which their wealth depends still
limit themselves to what Stelzer defines as “virtue-signaling,” including calls for modest
increases in their own tax burdens and increased philanthropy. Without fundamental changes to
such things as inheritance taxes, immigration, free trade rules, executive compensation, median
pay for all employees, and the re-pricing of things like carbon—in short, real systemic change—
capitalism will come off the rails.Intriguingly, we see a number of business leaders now
acknowledging this publicly, notably Salesforce Chairman and co-CEO Marc Benioff. He says,
“Nationally, increasing taxes on high-income individuals like myself would help generate the
trillions of dollars that we desperately need to improve education and health care and fight
climate change.”35Such changes will take sustained, bare-knuckled politics. I believe that



systemic change is possible, indeed inevitable. Over almost five decades, I have worked to
understand the thinking behind capitalism and to nudge it in new, more sustainable directions.
An early book of mine, published in 1987, was called The Green Capitalists. 36 This was a
couple of years before the Berlin Wall fell, and the message was that while capitalism was our
future, it was unfit for purpose—so we needed to reinvent and transform it. The beat goes
on.Along the way I have been hugely privileged to operate at the leading edge of a growing array
of social movements, helping bring the relevant agendas—along with the relevant rebels,
troublemakers, and apparently crazy ones—into the business world and, crucially, into
boardrooms and C-suites. It is not always possible, and not always successful even when it is
possible, but we have made a fair amount of progress. That said, these are not normal times.
Today’s capitalism cannot survive in anything like its current form, so it must be upended. All
around, tomorrow’s capitalisms are struggling to be born. We must help select out the best
among them and give them a head start.Consider what follows as an invitation to engage. My
email address is john@volans.com. Without wanting to tempt fate, I sense that the next decade
will be the most exciting, challenging, and, at times, dangerous of my working life. Either
capitalism must be transformed root and branch, with new definitions of impact, value, and
wealth creation—or it will be replaced. The ultimate test is whether whatever form of wealth
creation we do evolve by the 2030s is capable of actively restoring and regenerating our natural
environment and, in parallel, our economies and societies.If that sounds strikingly like the sort of
Green New Deals now proposed for the 2020s, that is no accident. As President Franklin D.
Roosevelt, architect of the original New Deal, summed up both the opportunity and the risk: “In
our seeking for economic and political progress, we all go up—or else we all go down.” By
extension, will we now allow Black Swans to pull us down, or will we harness Green Swan
dynamics to create forms of wealth that many of today’s minds would consider improbable or
even impossible? For those minded to go in the second direction, what follows is more of a
manifesto, not yet a detailed road map. That comes next—although if you know where to look, it
is already surfacing all around. In this book’s concluding section (page 248) I spotlight Stanford
University’s $73 trillion plan to switch 143 countries around the world to 100% renewable energy
by 2050. Now that really would be a Green Swan worthy of the name.John Elkington,London,
December 2019FOREWORDBY PAUL POLMANJohn Elkington has once again proven his
status as one of the great thinkers of our time in Green Swans. Charting the course of the
changing face of capitalism and its corollary to the evolving green economy, this book paints an
optimistic picture of the future for people and the planet, built around clean energy and carbon-
free industries.But change will be unpredictable and disruptive, as traditional commerce and
market realities are upended and the world gravitates towards new circular and regenerative
models of growth—a transition that is both necessary and inevitable as we head towards a
global population of ten billion people that places ever-increasing pressure on our natural
capital. It’s become an over-used expression, but a world full of plastic, deforestation, and
pollution is quite simply “unsustainable.”Fortunately, we have the means to undo this damage.



Focusing capital on the long-term; greater energy efficiency and use of renewables; more
sustainable food systems; smarter infrastructure planning; changing consumption patterns; and
better use of technologies can all help us to live within our planetary boundaries. And provided
we fully embrace these opportunities, we can create a historic U-bend moment that
exponentially transforms our global economy beyond recognition.To reach the necessary tipping
points it’s clear that we need a new generation of fearless and accountable leaders who
understand that capitalism is a damaged system. It’s an ideology whose credibility is fatally
compromised because of the perverse outcomes it has engineered: runaway climate change,
the biggest inter-generational crime ever committed, and gross inequality—a scar on the
conscience of humanity.Capitalism needs to be reinvented for the 21st century. This means
discarding the tired reflex that has driven economic development since Adam Smith first
proclaimed its utility over two hundred years ago—self-interest—in favor of working for the
common good. The famous “invisible hand” has reached its limitations and instead inclusive
capitalism is needed to establish a new social contract that truly leaves no one behind.It also
requires supercharging inventive models of cooperation, which recognize that you can only
deliver real transformational change—at speed, at scale, and with maximum impact—provided
you join forces in deep and purposeful collaboration with others. Cross-sectoral, public-private
partnerships—across business, government, NGOs, civil society, academia, and local
organizations—that simultaneously draw on individual strengths and expertise and collectively
raise ambitions. No single actor has the capacity or license to act alone.However, as this book
identifies, there is one group that can make an outsized contribution in helping to put the world
back on track: the business community. Its resources and innovation make it ideally positioned to
leave a lasting impression. And it’s in business’s best interest to do so. A world where systemic
environmental and social challenges persist is not a world in which business can thrive and
prosper over the long-term. Business cannot succeed in failed societies, nor can it afford to be a
bystander in a system that gives it life in the first place.Indeed, in the face of deteriorating global
governance and increases in populism and nationalism, responsible business needs to step up
and de-risk the political process. Without this engagement, politicians will lack the confidence
and mandate needed to completely redesign our social and economic structures, which have
plainly become outdated and are holding us back.John Elkington’s prescription for a new way of
doing business—one that nurtures the “Green Swans” of the future—could not come at a more
crucial time. As we race towards a doomsday scenario where we do irreversible damage to our
planet, we have to urgently hit the reset button.It’s time to embark on a “decade of delivery” that
ensures we fully realize the 2030 development agenda. And while the moral case is
overwhelming, the economic argument is equally compelling, as the cost of inaction already
significantly exceeds the cost of action. The UN’s Sustainable Development Goals are quite
simply the world’s greatest business plan—the growth story of the century.We still have a small
window of opportunity to act, but it’s a window that’s closing. For anyone interested in playing a
positive and constructive role in support of this crucial movement for change this book is



compulsory reading.Paul Polman is a former CEO of Unilever and now the Co-Founder and
Chair of IMAGINE, and Chair of the International Chamber of Commerce, The B Team, and the
Saïd Business School.INTRODUCTIONDIVING INTO TOMORROWBlack, Gray, and
GreenSwans have long been symbols of beauty, elegance, and effortlessness. But this
extraordinary bird also symbolizes the potential for change and, in particular, for transformation.
That is highly relevant here given that the coming decade, the Exponential Twenties, will see the
pressures for both transformational change and regeneration heading off the scale.In the work of
Nassim Nicholas Taleb, particularly as outlined in his highly influential book The Black Swan, the
focus was frequently on transformations that were degenerative. For him, a Black Swan—both
words capitalized—is a rare event characterized by its extreme impact and its retrospective
(though not prospective) predictability. A typical question after a Black Swan event would be the
following: “How did we/they fail to spot that one coming?” Think about the 2007–2008 market
crash or the 2011 Fukushima nuclear disaster in Japan.Interestingly, even the blackest of Black
Swans will generally have been foreseen by someone, at least in broad terms, as with maverick
economist Hyman P. Minsky’s insight that in modern economies “stability is destabilizing.”1 So
when British prime minister Gordon Brown lauded the stability of his country’s economy,
predicting an end to the cycles of “boom and bust,” knowledgeable investors should have
headed for the hills.2 They didn’t, because most had forgotten what Minsky (who died in 1996)
had said, if indeed they had ever heard of him or his warnings.Black Swans, Taleb concluded,
generally create negative, unwelcome, and above all systemic impacts. A bit further along the
color spectrum, we find Gray Swans. They display many of the same characteristics as Black
Swans, but differ in that they can be anticipated, at least to a degree. Gray Swans, according to
the president of the Population Institute, Robert J. Walker, are “unlikely occurrences that are just
likely enough that they should be anticipated.”3 While they can—indeed ought to—be seen
coming, it can still be very hard to get a grip on their implications and potential impact before
they happen.Walker argued that “a confluence of events—including climate change, population
growth, debt loads and the world’s rising demand for food, energy and water—are dramatically
increasing the overall levels of risk in the world.” Exactly the sort of world, you might conclude, in
which both Black and Gray Swans proliferate, and in which capitalism and democracy come
under existential pressure.Pushing the slider further along the spectrum, we come to what we
might call “White Swans”—sets of exponential dynamics that could take us either toward
breakdown or breakthrough. Like whiteboards, White Swans are templates that can be filled in
by people with good, bad, or ugly intentions.Further along still we find the “Green Swans” of our
story. At one level, they show very similar characteristics and dynamics to their typically
degenerative cousins, Gray and Black. They too take the world by surprise, in large part
because of their exponential character and because they produce outcomes previously
considered to be not just improbable but impossible. But rather than driving degeneration like
many Gray and Black Swans, they spur regeneration. And regeneration is now our task, across
our economies, our societies, our natural environment, and, perhaps most important of all, our



politics. The role of politicians, governments and public policy will be critically important in
determining the pace, direction and success of our collective change efforts.Green Swans, it
turns out, often evolve as responses to earlier Black or Gray Swan problems and impacts. By
way of a public health warning, just as even the very worst of Black Swans may sport a few
green feathers, or upsides, so even the most welcome of Green Swans can grow black feathers
—and in some cases even black wings.Consider electric vehicles, part of one of the most
notable current Green Swan dynamics in the world of mobility. They generally depend on
batteries, and these, in turn, require materials like cobalt. This is where this Green Swan starts to
sprout darker feathers, with some 70% of the global supply of cobalt coming from the
Democratic Republic of Congo, one of the poorest, most corrupt, and intensely violent places on
Earth.4THINKING DIFFERENTA central challenge identified in what follows is to create the
market, policy, governance, and cultural conditions in which Black and Gray Swans are identified
and tackled early on, and that promote and support more, bigger, and better Green Swans.
Much needs to happen for this to become the new normal.It is human nature, for example, to
dismiss or ignore what we fail to understand. And we are particularly inclined to do so when
confronted with people and ideas that threaten our sense of reality, our hard-won certainties,
and our identities. Too often, we dismiss ideas or information that cut across our current sense of
reality as crazy. This is as true in business and financial markets as it is in our day-to-day lives.
Most people find it hard enough getting their brains around Black Swans, so Green Swans can
be an even tougher sell—seeming to stray into the realm of miracles.My favorite explanation of
what a miracle is in today’s world comes from Charles Eisenstein of Yale University.5 He
concludes that transformations of the sort we now need will be characterized as miracles. But he
provides a very different take on what miracles are. In his view, they are events that seem
impossible from an old worldview (an old story) but that become eminently possible within an
expanded, new story.6 So what is a modern miracle? He explains:It is not the intercession of a
supernatural being into material affairs, not an event that violates the laws of the universe. A
miracle is something that is impossible from one’s current understanding of reality and truth, but
that becomes possible from a new understanding.A miracle is more than an event: it is an
invitation. It says, “The universe is bigger than you thought it was.” It invites us to step into a
larger world, in which new things are possible. A miracle can blow apart our world if we accept it.
Indeed, sometimes we do not accept it; sometimes we relegate it to the category of “that was
weird,” an exception to life, and we preserve normalcy and think and live as we always have, as if
nothing had happened. When faced with an event that defies our usual explanations, we discard
the event to preserve the explanation.So people on the far side of such mental divides, who
have passed through some sort of looking glass, are typically viewed with intense suspicion.
Still, picking up on Apple’s inspirational “Think Different” ad campaign, quoted earlier, where
some see crazy people, others see genius.7 Where some see “misfits, troublemakers, and
round pegs in square holes,” they may be looking at—but still be blind to—some of the most
important people in today’s world and tomorrow’s. As blind both to Black and Gray Swan futures



some of those crazy people are warning about as they are to possible Green Swan
opportunities.We will explore how new forms of wealth are being created tomorrow by people
previously seen as marginal, irrelevant even. Ultimately, the genius of capitalism links to Adam
Smith’s “invisible hand,” with the individual self-interest of businesspeople driving the innovation
and production that potentially serve the interests of the many. Ideas that start on the margins
can push—or be sucked—into the mainstream. Failed experiments are allowed to die, with the
most productive capitalist economies allowing for a certain amount of failure.That, at least, is the
theory. The real world can be very different. This book bears witness to decades of the close-
quarters work I’ve done at Volans, and earlier on with Environmental Data Services (ENDS) and
then SustainAbility, with some of the world’s biggest and most successful corporations and
brands. This work has spanned a literal A-to-Z roster of companies and financial institutions—in
the latter case from Aviva Investors to Zouk Capital.True, other advisors could make similar
claims, but what perhaps distinguished my approach over time was that I sought to channel a
radically different—and potentially highly disruptive—future into boardrooms and C-suites. In the
process, I have come across many examples of capitalism’s “invisible elbow,” so to speak, a bit
of our economic anatomy much given to triggering painful—and sometimes catastrophic—
unintended consequences.Most business advisors, sensibly, aim to be professional, objective,
and neutral. By contrast, I have long told clients that my colleagues and I aspire to be objective
in terms of the change agenda some ten to fifteen years into the future. Neutrality be damned.
Working with leaders focused on making incremental changes to the status quo, I have
encouraged them to move from the tactical to the transformational, expanding their horizons to
embrace an exponentially mutating “future quo.” A future reality where their existing business
models, organizational cultures, teams, and mind-sets will no longer be fit for purpose.Over
decades, we have brought leading changemakers, seen by some as troublemakers, into the
control centers of business. We began with Amnesty, Greenpeace, and Oxfam campaigners, for
example, and then opened up the invitation to social innovators and entrepreneurs, including the
new breed of impact investors. Next came exponential innovators aiming for “10X, not 10%”
change.Unusually, too, we have warned our clients that if it ever came to the crunch, we would
side with the troublemakers, not our corporate hosts. That gave some potential clients pause,
given that some of the critics of capitalism-as-usual have argued that corporations, by their very
nature, are pathologically deranged. On Monday, October 25, 2004, for example, I chaired the
London launch of the film The Corporation—subtitled “The Pathological Pursuit of Profit and
Power.”8 Among the panelists were Joel Bakan, who wrote the book, and Jennifer Abbott, who
co-directed the film.The film eventually scooped dozens of awards, posing a simple, if deeply
provocative, question: If corporations are considered by law to be legal “persons,” then what
would happen if you put them on the psychiatrist’s couch? What sort of persons might they turn
out to be? The film crew had interviewed some forty insiders and critics, among them Milton
Friedman, Noam Chomsky, Vandana Shiva, Naomi Klein, and Michael Moore. Their conclusion:
At least as defined by law in the United States, corporations are psychopaths.Shareholder



activist Bob Monks, quoted by Bakan in the book, explained that the corporation is “an
externalizing machine, in the same way that a shark is a killing machine”—not because it is
malevolent but because that is the way it was designed. That is, the corporation imposes a
spectrum of economic, social, and environmental costs on society because it makes
commercial sense to do so, and, loosely interpreted, the rules of the game do not forbid it.In my
experience, most people who run corporations do not set out to promote waves of obesity and
chronic disease, to flood the oceans with plastic waste, or to destabilize our climate. Most are
horrified, some ashamed, when the consequences of their actions are spotlighted for all to see,
even as they struggle to work out what they can do in response.I have been involved in much of
the work that has led to many of the world’s biggest corporations becoming more transparent,
responsible, accountable, and—at least by their own claims—sustainable. But in what follows
we will take the advice given in the 1976 film All the President’s Men to “follow the money.”
However much individual business leaders and businesses may want to be nicer to people or
better for the world, the markets they operate in often have very different priorities.As we say at
Volans, there is little point in cleaning up corporate fish if we then release them back into dirty
market waters. Profit remains the key motivating force in markets and business. But while current
definitions of profit have served economists, accountants, and many investors well, they are
clearly not fit for purpose in the Anthropocene. It’s a remarkable fact that our era will be marked
in the geological record by such things as nuclear fallout, plastics, and, of all things, leftover
chicken bones. Who knew that the combined mass of the 23 billion chickens alive at any point in
time now outweighs all other birds on Earth?9 I didn’t. We live in worlds that often bear little
semblance to the realities that evolution has designed us to accept or ignore—the message of
Donald Hoffman’s extraordinary book The Case against Reality, subtitled “How Evolution Hid the
Truth from Our Eyes.”10The single-minded pursuit of profit, it turns out, is no way to think of or
run a planet for long-term health. To take just one illustration, none of the world’s top industries
would be profitable today if they had to pay for the unpriced natural capital they exploit.11 On the
upside, however, I believe that we are living through the early stages of another renaissance, at
least in terms of our understanding of profit, impact, and, crucially, value and wealth. Like the
first renaissance, it will be existentially unsettling.PARADISE BURNINGMost of us now sense
this emergent reality, not that we necessarily find it comfortable. A recent global study of public
opinion revealed that 79% of those interviewed felt that the world was “changing too fast”—and
82% felt that we live in an “increasingly dangerous world.”12 How terrible—and how fitting—that
Paradise, a California town, was recently consumed by flames in the most destructive fire in the
state’s history.Some of our great historic successes are now turning into looming catastrophes.
As environmental scientist Jonathan Foley has put it:Just think about this for a second: During
the last 50 years, we doubled the world’s population, grew our economic activity eight-fold, and
started using two to three times more global resources than ever before. Put another way, our
society changed more in the last 50 years than at any other time in history. More startling, we
changed more in the last 50 years than in the entirety of human existence.13 [Original author’s



emphases.]There are commercially successful super optimists on the theme of where all of this
is taking us. People like Steven Pinker and the late Hans Rosling have argued that we are living
in the most peaceful times ever, statistically speaking. In the last hundred years, we have seen
the average human life expectancy nearly doubled—indeed, as I wrote these words, my father
was ninety-eight, my mother ninety-six. Such things do not go on forever, however.14 And the
threat of the Anthropocene epoch is that our species, so successful in improving its own life
expectancy and living conditions over a generation or two, may so disrupt the wider world that
the very foundations of nature and civilization crack.Many scientists now track the beginning of
the Anthropocene epoch back to 1950, when the multiple exponential curves tracked in the work
of the likes of the Stockholm Resilience Centre (“Planetary Boundaries”15) and the International
Geosphere-Biosphere Programme (the “Great Acceleration”16) all began to rocket skyward. But
two scientists suggest a strikingly different starting date, underscoring just how tightly coupled
our species has become with its global habitat over recent centuries. In their book The Human
Planet: How We Created the Anthropocene, University College London professors Simon Lewis
and Mark Maslin argue that the Anthropocene began with the European colonization of the “New
World” back in the sixteenth century.17How so? Well, it is now estimated that the diseases that
those migrants carried with them, combined with the genocidal use of then advanced
technologies, led to the deaths of between 50 million and 80 million indigenous people in the
Americas. Unimaginable. A true Black Swan from the viewpoint of those whose worlds were torn
apart. Then as the original peoples faded from the landscape, trees grew back. And as the
forests recovered, they sucked carbon dioxide out of the atmosphere—with carbon dioxide
levels reaching a distinctive minimum around the year 1610.Who knew that our species could
have impacts of this nature and scale so long ago? But, however momentous those changes
may have been, those we have now set in motion threaten to have effects that will be many
orders of magnitude greater.So how can we rethink today’s market realities and assumptions?
How can we learn to think the previously unthinkable? And how do we learn to do things
previously thought impossible? These are just some of the questions to which we must now
urgently find answers.RECALLING THE TRIPLE BOTTOM LINESuch questions drove me to do
something intuitive, even if counter-intuitive for many. The publication of Green Swans was
always intended to coincide with the twenty-fifth anniversary of the triple bottom line, a concept I
coined in 1994. This idea went into the language, particularly after the publication of my book
Cannibals with Forks in 1997. This was subtitled “The Triple Bottom Line of 21st Century
Business.” The term became a mantra for champions of sustainable business.Meanwhile,
however, the “software” controlling capitalism today includes the millions of algorithms that churn
away constantly, out of sight and out of mind, but it also includes the values and assumptions of
generations of economists. Their focus on financial value above all other forms has delivered
huge rewards for those in capitalism’s driving seats, but also burned through unconscionable
amounts of natural, social, and human capital along the way.That was the reality that the triple
bottom line was intended to challenge. For those unfamiliar with the concept, the triple bottom



line is a management framework designed to examine a company’s social, environmental, and
economic impact. In 1995, I followed up with the simplified “People, Planet & Profit.” Together,
these terms have been among the more successful new entrants to the business lexicon over
the past quarter century. So why recall them? After all, since the 1990s, the sustainability sector
has grown rapidly, though at somewhere between one and two billion dollars in annual revenues
globally, it is no giant.18Still, market research suggests that future markets for its products and
services could be huge, with the UN Sustainable Development Goals forecast to generate
market opportunities of over $12 trillion a year by 2030—and that’s considered a conservative
estimate.19 But it is far from clear to whom that new wealth will go. At the same time, success or
failure on sustainability goals cannot be measured simply in terms of profit and loss. It must also
be measured in terms of the well-being of billions of people and the health of our planet, and the
sustainability sector’s record in moving the needle on those goals has been decidedly mixed.
While there have been unquestionable successes, our climate, water resources, oceans,
forests, soils, and biodiversity are all increasingly threatened.It is time to either step up or to get
out of the way. In that spirit, it is clear that the triple bottom line, variously shortened to TBL, 3BL
or the 3Ps (People, Planet, Profit), has been a powerful element of the genetic code of the
sustainability agenda. A decade ago, The Economist was already signaling that the term had
become part of the business lexicon.20 As the magazine explained, the approach “aims to
measure the financial, social and environmental performance of the corporation over a period of
time. Only a company that produces a TBL is taking account of the full cost involved in doing
business.”Well yes, but the original idea was wider still, encouraging businesses to track and
manage economic (not just financial), social, and environmental value added—or destroyed.
The basic idea later inspired platforms like the Global Reporting Initiative and Dow Jones
Sustainability Indexes, influencing corporate accounting, stakeholder engagement, and,
increasingly, strategy.Critically, though, the triple bottom line was never designed to simply be an
accounting tool. It was supposed to provoke deeper thinking about capitalism and its future,
even if many early adopters understood the concept as a balancing act, adopting a trade-off
mentality. With the financial (sic) element seen as dominant, social, or (even more likely)
environmental, trade-offs were only to be expected.As it happens, the concept surfaced exactly
500 years after Luca Paccioli published the world’s first treatise on double-entry bookkeeping,
the cornerstone for single bottom line thinking. It is now clear that the advent of the triple bottom
line was a key branching point. It helped inspire and was followed by Double and Quadruple
Bottom Lines; Social Return on Investment; multiple capital models; Full Cost Accounting; ESG
(a framework focusing investors and financial analysts on Environmental, Social, and
Governance factors); the Environmental Profit & Loss approach pioneered by Trucost, Puma,
and Kering; Net Positive; Blended and Shared Value; Integrated Reporting; Impact Investment;
and a range of proprietary versions, including consultancy BCG’s Total Societal Impact
framework. That’s even before we get into next-generation concepts like Carbon Productivity, the
Sharing Economy, the Circular Economy, and Biomimicry.
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Dyan, “Great book.. Everyone who thinks capitalism is perfect needs to realize there is a better
economic system out there. This one is 100 x better. Must read for everyone!”

Ebook Library Reader, “Spot on in the cuirrent state of affairs and the way to a regenerative
future. Very entertaining and enlightening perspective on the shift beyond profit great for the next
generation foundation for enlightened bottom line thinking and vision for business and society.
Thank you John, - BBS”

Christian, “A great framing on the mentality needed for the future. I really enjoyed the explanation
of the thinking processes and qualities required from leaders and green swans (regenerative
integrated exponential solutions)  for them to proliferate soon.”

MARTINA, “Superb. Must Read!”

Ebook Library Reader on the Lake, “Look for the slow shifts and get on board early!. I have to
admit, when I put in for Goodreads giveaway on this book, I was a little fearful of potentially
receiving a tomb that would be difficult to read, and even more difficult to digest. The topic,
however, intrigued me. I'm so happy I took the chance . . . and even more grateful that I won the
giveaway. This book is AMAZING!.The language is easy to follow, and no matter how complex
the subject, the approach Mr Elkington takes allows the reader to fully understand the points and
nuances of his call for us to "be grit in the corporate oyster." He masterfully sets up a concept,
talks to the current way of thinking, and then identifies the needed way of thinking before
following with examples that make the concept and logic easy to understand. For example, Mr
Elkington frequently talks to change starting slowly, and then arriving with a bang of super-
consequences. One such change is the introduction of plastics. Where plastics were once an
answer to a problem, they now represent a problem of far reaching consequences. To make the
point, he identifies the environmental impact of plastics polluting our oceans - a super wicked
problem which cannot be simply answered and where answers each have further
consequences.I'm particularly drawn to the potential implications for both business and
Government in facing our current environment as well as the future. We need to look for the slow
shifts and get on board early if we want to stay at the forefront of building a future proactively,
vice living in a future not of our making.I can easily see this book used in education
environments as well as board room material. If I didn't know who Mr Elkington was before, I am
certainly a follower now!”

Jonathan Oates, “A highly informative read. A highly informative and inspirational read which
opens ones eyes to the immense challenges we face but also the immense opportunities. Highly
recommend.”



Simon Rotelli, “Analisi impeccabile!. Davvero interessante approfondire l'argomento e le
dinamiche esponenziali dei cigni neri, grigi e verdi.Il libro aiuta a ragionare sui cambiamenti di
paradigma e a coglierne i primi segnali, quindi infonde grande fiducia sull'esito della lotta contro
il cambiamento climatico perché genera l'aspettativa positiva riguardo la presenza di uno o più
cigni verdi tra le diverse nuove tecnologie.Purtroppo il quadro politico internazionale post covid
non mi sembra vada nella direzione di una grande collaborazione sui temi climatici, e il G20 di
questi giorni sta confermando il classico stallo e rinvio sul tema.La stella in meno è solo perché
una riflessione così profonda sull'attualità, pubblicata pochi mesi prima del Covid risulta
necessariamente priva di un avvenimento epocale essenziale per l'analisi.”

Thiago Marquini Machado, “uma proposta importante para a civilização ocidental. Um chamado
importante para revisão do modus operandi da civilização ocidental.Mas haja boa vontade e
esperança pra crer que os donos de negócios do mundo vão pensar assim tão fácil.”

   , “  .                            ”
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