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11. The transformation from competition to co-creation 

Short story: The Swiss WWF becomes a partner for business 

In the 90s, the World Wide Fund for Nature Switzerland (WWF) was mostly engaged in campaigning 

and had just started a number of convening activities. Convening activities included multistakeholder 

initiatives on sourcing paper or soy and involved the big Swiss retailers Migros and Coop. WWF soon 

realized that to make change happen, every initiative needed one major front-runner to pave the way. 

The NGO became involved by developing sector-specific ratings, outlining how the various industry 

players compared to their competitors. Such ratings served as incentive or as pressure for laggers to 

catch up and follow the frontrunners. The sustainable palm oil scorecard, for example, resulted in a 

few of the laggers starting to close the gap with the leaders, hence enabling the WWF to focus on the 

next topic they thought business needed to improve.  

When the WWF started to engage with business, they encountered a perception risk. How can they 

work out solutions with business, and at the same time be a credible boundary-pusher? The WWF 

needed to ensure that they clearly separated their rating activities from their collaboration with the 

businesses. To do this, the WWF outsourced the rating activities to independent external consultants. 

As a result, they can commission topical ratings and work with business to close the gap.  

Not all business sectors are as happy to work with the WWF as the Swiss retail sector. It takes a certain 

amount of consumer, investor, and political pressure for business to set more ambitious goals. Not all 

sectors face such pressure. While the awareness in retail and the food sector is significant, textile and 

jewelry sectors move slower. It is also essential to scientifically measure the required improvements 

in a core business so that the gap between the current and the ideal status can be highlighted clearly. 

This gap analysis then enables business to establish strategies with measurable and ambitious goals.  

Such cross-sector collaboration has its challenges. It is not always easy to communicate complex issues 

in a punchy manner so that consumers understand. The example of growing strawberries in Spain 

highlights such a complexity. Southern Spain is an important fruit and vegetable provider for Europe 

and is known for treating immigrant workers poorly and exploiting the regional groundwater. Retailers 

that engage in systems to improve the production and transport transparency and the local working 

conditions face the challenge of communicating the slow progress that accompanies the resulting 
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change. Another current food issue is the high climate impact of meat consumption. Obviously, for 

vegetarians and vegans it would be easiest to simply ban meat. Yet, there is also a space for sensitizing 

meat consumers to buy environmentally and socially responsible meat. The WWF has learned to 

broaden its approach and to incite its retail partners to develop transparent tools so that consumers 

can make better purchasing choices. This strategy requires a close collaboration with its business 

partners, building trust along the way. For example, the consumer tool, the M check, which Swiss retail 

giant Migros developed, is a result of such pressure and a good example to illustrate that the WWF 

can maintain its critical role as it collaborates with business.  

The WWF is well aware of the challenging position it finds itself in by collaborating with business, the 

often-perceived public enemy. As a result, its due diligence efforts have increased, as the institution 

cannot afford to be seen as supporting green washing. Today, businesses in Switzerland appreciate 

the WWF as a well-respected partner. This was not always the case; business has for a long time been 

reticent to work with NGOs. In recent years, NGOs like the WWF that engaged in partnerships with 

future-oriented businesses provide an important contribution to solve the growing environmental and 

societal challenges.  

Tanja Mächler, the Co-Head Corporate Relations at the WWF Switzerland, explored the above story 

with me. The story provides an insightful example of how a cross-sector collaboration can work and 

how stakeholders on all fronts are challenged to amend their positions so that they are positive 

contributors. This relates not only to NGOs like the WWF but also to business and government.  

Recognizing value in the difference of opinions 

Not many organizations have experienced the positive effect of working with players across sectors 

as is showcased in the short story of the WWF and the Swiss retailers. For a long time, the WWF has 

considered business primarily as a source for funding their core activities focused on protecting 

wildlife and biodiversity. Nowadays, NGOs like the WWF understand that business can be both a 

creator and a resolver of environmental problems and have found means to collaborate with it. 

Business is sometimes reticent of NGOs and consider them as a threat. Organizations need to undergo 

a mindset transformation to move beyond such a competitive or defensive spirit.  The challenge for 

organizations of any kind—be it a government, a not-for-profit organization, a startup, or a 
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multinational—is to redefine their role and to look beyond their own interests to see value in 

contributing to the society in which they operate.  

Our research into Positive Impact Organizations enabled us to understand what is involved in 

achieving such an organizational transformation. The transformation can be observed by the extent 

to which an organization has broadened its perspective regarding its stakeholders. In the past, 

business organizations have focused primarily on the interest of their owners or shareholders. Over 

the past two decades, many businesses have started to recognize value in engaging with a broader 

stakeholder group. Such stakeholders include their employees, their suppliers and sub-suppliers, as 

well as their clients, customers, and their end users. More recently, when attempting to contain their 

carbon footprint, advanced sustainability organizations engaged with stakeholders across the full 

value chain to close the loop of their product life cycle.  In 2021, Unilever has requested its 

shareholders to approve its climate transition action plan, ensuring endorsement for such a broad 

engagement of all stakeholders.35 The Unilever example illustrates a broader consideration of 

stakeholders and reflects an outside-in perspective of an organization.  

A well-functioning society requires all of its active participants, all organizations, and all institutions, 

to consider themselves not in the traditional inside-out perspective but rather in the light of their role 

for society. The inside-out perspective locates an organization at the center of its universe. An outside-

in perspective places an organization as one of the many players in a larger setting that serves society, 

and ultimately the planet. This outside-in perspective triggers a new awareness for organizations. In a 

first instance, an organization engages in a horizontal expansion to include all of its stakeholders 

beyond the traditional shareholder. In a second instance, the organization expands vertically and 

embraces the understanding that it is one of many stakeholders of society, with a role and a 

responsibility to society and our planet (see Figure 4).  
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Figure 4: Reproduced with permission from Dyllick-Muff 2021 

Adopting an outside-in perspective means that an organization must learn to collaborate with societal 

actors that hold distinctly different perspectives. Traditionally, stakeholder engagement processes are 

managed by the communication’s office, which is careful to ensure that the company’s reputation is 

not at risk. As a result, they have often assumed a rather defensive attitude toward external 

stakeholders. Activists are well known for their critical if not aggressive attitude toward business, 

which are consequently often reluctant to engage with them.  

Over the past decade, many organizations have benefitted from a positive experience in collaborating 

with stakeholders. This has opened the space for a broader and more diverse engagement with more 

external parties that often provide very different opinions and perspectives. The short story above has 

illustrated the transformation of the WWF in Switzerland and how it has become an appreciated 

partner for many business organizations. Embracing the outside-in perspective represents a 

fundamental transformation and requires courage to meet actors who think differently; it requires 

dropping the old defensive position to adopt an open perspective of learning and a desire to co-create. 

Truly sustainable organizations have developed a strong co-creation muscle and are increasingly able 

to consider differences of opinion as opportunities to develop and grow. They consider such 

differences as insights into how they might develop new business models in areas thus far ignored. 
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This muscle is called stakeholder co-creation and is based on the idea that a diversity of opinions in a 

room can result in new and better ideas. Positive Impact Organizations have learned that such co-

creation leads to new business models with new services targeted at resolving the environmental and 

social issues of our times.  

Embracing co-creation 

In its updated Vision 2050 report, the World Business Council for Sustainable Business (WBCSD) 

highlights that mindset transformations are an essential part of the business transition. One of the 

mindset transformations the WBCSD recommends is called regenerative thinking. Such thinking 

includes that business has to move beyond a doing-no-harm mindset. The WBCSD points out that it is 

time to unlock the potential for resolving issues impacting the society and the planet, both of which 

business depends on. The influential WBCSD calls for business to build their capacity to regenerate, 

thrive, and evolve not just for its own sake but also to ensure a healthy society and planet.36 This 

includes a collaboration with government, too.  

Observing Positive Impact Organizations, which have embedded this approach, has allowed us to 

identify three pathways to transform from a state of competition to a state of co-creation. 

 
Figure 5: Three transformation pathways for organizations 

The three pathways in Figure 5 suggest that an organization has several means of transforming its 

mindset. Let us explore these three identified pathways:  
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Market partnerships: An organization initiates it transformation by moving beyond a tribe focus that 

relies on trusted connections for partnerships with like-minded players in existing markets. When such 

new partnerships result in positive experiences, the organization builds on the resulting trust and is 

ready to reach beyond current business boundaries. This can, for example, occur when members of 

the innovation department present new opportunities to management. The more beneficial such 

opportunities and business models are, the higher is the interest in reaching out even further to 

explore co-creation with new partners beyond current market players.  

The quantum leap: Often triggered by a sudden aha moment, an influential member of the executive 

leadership team triggers a quantum leap transformation. They bring in entirely new ideas far from 

business-as-usual. New stories start circulating in the organization about such beneficial collaboration. 

The organization is able to let go of the tribe focus and embraces a new cultural logic. People feel 

encouraged to find a deeper purpose and new meaning in a broader definition of the organization’s 

purpose. The organization attracts new talent that builds on this expanded sensemaking to define the 

organization as a part of society with an important role to play in it. Such a transformation can happen 

quite speedily. 

Issue alliances: An organization may experience the benefits of collaboration by engaging with new 

players in a topical coalition. Such collaboration typically happens with little known, friendly players. 

For example, there may be a need to align to protect against an external market threat or pressure. 

The positive outcome of such a collaboration can create a foundation of trust to participate in further 

such alliances. Such efforts may be initiated by the chief strategy officer or the head of sustainability 

or somebody from business development. The more stories about the benefits of such collaboration 

circulate, the more employees will come forward with ideas for further alliances. The experience of 

benefits and opportunities of working on common solutions with new partners changes how the 

organization perceives itself.  

These are three pathways we have observed at Positive Impact Organizations. There certainly are 

others. Every organization has a different starting point and a different culture and leadership team 

and will hence develop its own transformation path.  

Organizational transformation is context and culture dependent. While the culture of an organization 

describes how the organization functions internally within its boundaries, the mindset of an 

organization highlights how the organization interacts externally within its larger, societal 

environment. The organizational culture and the organizational mindset are interconnected. Indeed, 

it is hard to imagine an externally open, co-creative organizational mindset in an internal culture that 
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is highly hierarchical and fear based. The more openly and collaboratively an organization operates 

outside of its boundaries, the more comfortable with risks it will need to be internally. It appears that 

the more decentralized and self-organized an organization is, the easier it is for its members to be 

open and collaborative with external organizations.  

 
Figure 6: The Change Readiness Assessment 

The change readiness assessment provides a good overview of where an organization is from a culture 

perspective (See Figure 6). It highlights an organization’s current culture as viewed by its employees 

on two axes: stability and control versus flexibility and discretion on the vertical axis; internal focus 

and integration versus external focus and differentiation on the horizontal axis. The more the 

organizational culture shifts to the top right “change agent” quadrant, the better the organizational 

culture will support a transformation to an outside-in perspective.   

 
35  Univeler seeks shareholder approval for transition action plan – 14.12.2020: https://www.unilever.com/news/press-

releases/2020/unilever-to-seek-shareholder-approval-for-transition-action-plan.html, accessed last Feb 26, 2021 

36  WBCSD (2021): Vision 2050 - Time to transform. Last accessed online July 8, 2021: https://www.wbcsd.org/download/file/12180  


