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A woman from South Sudan was recently featu-

red on the Danish radio programme P1. South Su-

dan has been deeply affected by climate change 

and flooding, leaving the population facing over-

whelming misery. The interviewee we heard from 

on the radio is living near badly polluted water 

from which she has contracted river blindness. 

The dirty water has taken her sight. She can no 

longer see where the water stops, and the land 

begins. Nor can she see that her surroundings 

have been transformed into one big pile of brow-

nish mud. But she experiences the effects of this 

change constantly, as both her daily life and her 

livelihood have been washed away by the floods. 

She is but one example of the scores of people 

whose lives have already been directly affected 

by climate change.

South Sudan is an example of the challenges we, 

as leaders, are now forced to deal with. Not in 

the near future, but right now. Yet time and time 

again, we see that so-called climate action only 

ends up as flowery words, declarations of intent 

and politically correct statements. Where indivi-

dual pioneering countries are more the excepti-

on than the rule. We have seen this pattern re-

peating itself during the recent COP27, where it 

descended once again into no more than just a 

green tug-of-war on the path to the lowest com-

mon denominator.

We cannot wash our hands of our responsibility; 

just sit back and relax – leave it to the world’s po-

liticians. Things are simply moving too slow. These 

challenges may seem overwhelming, and that 

temptation to just leave it for others to deal with, 

well that’s just human nature. But it simply won’t 

cut it when our entire planet is gasping for breath.

If we are to effectively address the climate crisis, 

we need action – we need leadership!

In this report, Danish Association of Managers & 

Executives (Lederne) and the Navigating 360 re-

search network asked nine of Denmark’s leading 

climate and social scientists for their honest and 

accurate diagnosis of the climate crisis and its 

consequences for leaders and companies. Sadly, 

the conclusion is not particularly uplifting. Things 

are worse than expected and they are happe-

ning faster than most people probably realise. 

And according to the researchers, leadership is 

an important prerequisite for solving the climate 

crisis we are facing.

So, we have used the researchers’ insights to 

come up with 10 principles for future climate lea-

dership. These are the principles that we as lea-

ders can use to develop our leadership. Because 

we can, and we must buck the trend. The alter-

native, as the researchers say, is simply unthin-

kable.

As global warming spirals out of control, we will 

see climate wars, devastation, and refugee flows 

on a scale that we could never have imagined.

Right now, leaders are facing many challenges in 

the aftermath of the pandemic, the war in Ukra-

ine, inflation and the energy and supply crisis. 

Dear leader, 
this is why the climate crisis 
is your biggest challenge
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These are big – and for many of us – unmana-

geable crises. But the climate crisis is quite simp-

ly existential, and solving it is a prerequisite for 

our very existence.

At the same time, the crisis will only accelerate 

if we continue to treat the symptoms instead of 

the causes.

Activist leadership is needed in all sectors and 

industries across all of society.

In practice, this means that leaders face a fu-

ture where mitigating the consequences of the 

climate crisis by reducing CO2 emissions and 

minimising the negative impact on nature will 

not be their only task. They will also need to 

seek influence where new market conditions 

are created and ensure ambitious and fair fra-

mework conditions without compromising any 

individual leader’s room for manoeuvre. As a re-

sult of the climate crisis, companies will face in-

creased demands, and the activist leader must 

seek to mould these demands to ensure that 

they are ambitious enough, that they create 

value and that they best serve the company’s 

green transition.

Finally, activist leadership must be based on the 

virtues of humility, courage, honesty, and gene-

rosity.

Humility, because it depends on us as leaders 

to recognise that we are but a small part of so-

mething much bigger; we must possess a global 

consciousness. Courage, because the world ne-

eds activist leaders with clear, strong opinions 

who take responsibility and seek influence. Ho-

nesty, because leadership privilege must never 

be abused for power. And generosity, becau-

se we must dwell on our power to and not our 

power over – our power to make a difference to 

the society of which we are all a part.

In other words, as a leader, you need an inter-

nal sustainability compass – both professionally 

and as a human being.

Bodil Nordestgaard Ismiris, 

Managing Director, Danish Association of  

Managers & Executives (Lederne)

Thomas Thune Andersen, 

Chairman of Ørsted and VKR Holding
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Climate 
leadership needed
The climate crisis is a leadership crisis. The lack 
of global leadership has been a major cause of 
the acceleration of climate change, which has 
now reached such a level that we will no longer 
be able to avoid severe consequences for both 
current and future generations. To a large extent, 
we already have the technology and the finan-
cial resources needed to transform our society 
and our businesses, but leadership at all levels is 
still sorely lacking. Leadership may yet prove to 
be the most crucial, but so far most overlooked, 
resource at our disposal when it comes to solving 
the climate crisis.

This is just one of the startling messages given by 
nine of Denmark’s leading social scientists and 
climate experts. According to the researchers, 
the climate crisis overshadows any of the other 
urgent crises we face today, even the energy and 
inflation crisis. Their conclusion is that the clima-
te crisis is much bigger and much more acute 
than we thought, and it requires many more far-
reaching interventions

This raises key questions about the future of  
leadership:
·	 What kind of future are we looking at?
·	 What new conditions do leaders need  
	 to adapt to?
·	 What kind of leadership does it take to tackle  
	 this new future?
·	 How will the requirements be met?

In collaboration with the Navigating 360 re-
search network, Danish Association of Managers 
& Executives (Lederne) sent these questions to a 
group of researchers. Through in-depth intervie-
ws, they have uncovered the significantly chan-
ged conditions that Danish companies must na-
vigate, as well as the role and responsibility they 
see companies and their leaders having to fulfil. 

But just as importantly, they explain how leaders 
can anticipate crises, adapt, and find new solu-
tions.

The result is a very powerful and challenging de-
piction of the climate crisis and the demands it 
places on leadership: we will face unpreceden-
ted upheavals and adaptations in societies that 
will significantly challenge the ability of democra-
cy to act. According to several researchers, it will 
be as much a question of adapting to violent cli-
mate change as fighting it. We may have already 
passed several tipping points in natural systems 
meaning we can no longer avoid extensive con-
sequences in the coming decades.

What the climate crisis has in common with the 
coronavirus epidemic is that it must be solved 
both globally and nationally, and that the efforts 
of individual countries will be crucial. It is especial-
ly so because of the difficulties in achieving glo-
bally-binding agreements. This makes the need 
for the development of national role models all 
the more important.

For business leaders, it’s either about taking on 
new roles and responsibilities and leading the 
transition or risking extensive government regula-
tion. In other words, the new climate reality will 
be the greatest leadership challenge yet.
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1.  Scope
Few decision-makers understand the scale of 
the crisis and how much it will require from po-
liticians and businesses to address it, both in 
terms of adaptation and CO2 reduction. We are 
unlikely to avoid a 3°C temperature rise by the 
end of the 21st century - and thus in the lifetime 
of our children and grandchildren. Already with 
the current 1.1°C rise, we may have passed criti-
cal tipping points where we can no longer avoid 
severe consequences that will place great de-
mands on climate adaptation.

Therefore, all countries will be confronted with 
demands for landmark transformations of their 
social systems and supporting structures. Ac-
cording to researchers, this situation may well 
challenge the democratic capacity to act and 
require new political decision-making processes.

2. Resources
Regardless of the scale and impact of accelera-
ting climate change, the biodiversity crisis could 
actually prove to be the biggest threat to our way 
of life. We are depleting the natural resources on 
which we have built our wealth and prosperity. 
This includes rare metals, soils, plants, animal 
species and more. There are no substitutes for 
these resources. Their depletion may seriously 
slow down economic growth and undermine our 
civilisation. Therefore, companies must prepa-
re themselves to understand and address their 
resource use throughout the supply chain to a 
much greater extent and, in principle, aim for 
100% reuse, i.e., resources must circulate.

If everyone lived like Danes, that would require 
the resources of four whole Earths, and this is 
the case for many wealthy countries.

3. Conflicts
Climate change will create conflicts in many coun-
tries, partly due to widespread scarcity of resour-
ces, especially water. Drought is historically the 
most common cause of war. Migration pressure is 
therefore expected to increase significantly in the 
coming decades, affecting many countries. There 
will also be a risk of significant polarisation, tensi-
ons, and conflicts in society, both in the event of a 
lack of climate action, or as a result of drastically 
introduced climate measures that will be keenly 
felt by the population. It is imperative to prepare 
the population ahead of time for these extensive 
changes to their way of life, and this will require 
leadership.

4. Regulations
Leaders and businesses will face increased re-
gulation in the form of taxes, but possibly also 
bans and rationing. The current regulatory regi-
me has been deemed insufficient to meet our 
targeted reductions. Several of the researchers 
warn against political statements declaring that 
climate solutions must not be felt by the popu-
lation. Substantial behavioural changes will be 
inevitable.

5. Political processes
Experts point to the problem of sluggish political 
decision-making processes that slow down pro-
gress. Setting ambitious goals is one thing, imple-
menting them is quite another. There is an urgent 
need to rethink systems, and reference is made to 
the experience of the operational staff brought 
together during the coronavirus epidemic. Simil-
arly, a stronger involvement of the business com-
munity and their leaders, and the establishment 
of new partnerships between the public and pri-
vate sectors is what is needed within the context 
of this crisis.

The 8 burning platforms  
of climate leadership
The findings of the contributing researchers can be summarised in terms of 
eight burning platforms describing the landscape that leaders must navigate 
and that will challenge their current competencies.
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6. Misinformation
The climate crisis increases the risk of misinfor-
mation, conspiracy theories and polarisation, 
especially due to the demand for large and ra-
pid behavioural changes. This is especially true 
of anti-systemic forces that always direct atten-
tion to where the political focus is - in this case, 
the climate crisis. This problem is compounded 
by increasingly poor access to quality informati-
on and the presence of misinformation on social 
media, which many people now use as a news 
source. The extent of misinformation can there-
fore have a decisive impact on public support 
for climate solutions and, not least, impair the 
business community’s basis for decision-making.

7. Reputation
Researchers agree on the major role and respon-
sibility of organisations and leaders in adapting 
to the new landscape of climate change. This 
means that leaders face major challenges, in-
cluding new demands for extensive transparen-
cy and greater public scrutiny. This increases the 
risk of PR disasters and loss of reputation, not 
least caused by attempted greenwashing. Stric-
ter requirements and consequences for this are 
predicted.

8. Speed
The biggest challenge of the climate crisis is the 
speed at which it is developing. The accelerati-
on has surprised even those scientists who fol-
low climate change closely. 

This is especially true of the dramatic impact of 
the current 1.1°C temperature rise. But this acce-
leration is predicted to continue, which will only 
serve to amplify the consequences of climate 
change.

This situation will require an unprecedented le-
vel of adaptability, confronting both political 
and business leaders with difficult dilemmas: if 
the transition is too slow, all control and influen-
ce will be lost. If it happens too quickly, the tran-
sition may trigger immense public resistance.lar 
resistance.
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Succeeding in our new reality will require every leader to rethink the principles on which they base their 
leadership – and this applies to leadership at all levels, in all parts of society. Based on the researchers’ 
assessments, here are 10 principles for ways in which leaders can potentially convert the crisis into new 
opportunities.

10 principles for 
future climate leadership

 Goal: Who do you want to be as a leader?

In order to create positive change and future-proof your organisation, it’s essential to have the 

higher purpose of contributing to a better world. It’s important to have a vision for both your busi-

ness and the society you’re a part of. This means re-evaluating your success criteria for the business: 

how can the company become part of the solution to the climate crisis? What new position should 

it establish and what new markets should it pursue in a world that requires new solutions? In short, 

what do you want the company to be known for? And what would the world be missing out on if the 

company no longer existed?

 Business: The company is part of nature

The companies of the future must radically minimise their impact on nature. Therefore, understan-

ding the total footprint on nature and climate and being able to provide visible data on the con-

sumption of natural resources will become a competitive factor. The goal is an approach where all 

materials and resources are renewable and can be recycled. Growth must not be at the expense of 

the climate and natural resources.

Knowledge: Expand your horizons

A turbulent and constantly changing landscape requires leaders to have a well-developed ”GPS 

tool”. In other words, a strategic radar that continuously detects changes in the terrain as well as 

the changes that the climate crisis is constantly triggering. This places increased demands on the 

individual leader to seek out knowledge. Quite simply, the curriculum has expanded, and it is no 

longer enough to simply be an expert in your own field. You risk getting stuck with solutions that were 

defined as green yesterday, but in all likelihood won’t be in a few years’ time.

Risk scenario: Crisis management is a condition

Climate change is hitting harder and harder, and at shorter intervals. This means that leaders must 

deal with a constant crisis situation where one extreme follows another. There is a need to react 

even faster than we have done before, and the company that adapts to this new reality the fastest 

will win. To succeed you need to have an understanding of the risks posed by climate change, 

something which is crucial when deciding where to invest. Risks may come in the form of changes 

within markets, disrupted supply chains or geopolitical conflicts.

Organisation: Shared values is a superpower

In order to respond to crises and create positive change, the entire organisation needs to be pulling 

in the same direction. This is a management task that calls for cross-collaboration and a corporate 

culture based on transparency, flexible processes, and cohesion. Key factors will be a workplace 

where responsibility is shared and where there is a strong community of values and sense of purpo-

se across the organisation. Psychological safety will be essential.

1.

2.

5.

4.

3.
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Partnerships: No one can change the world alone

Partnerships, knowledge sharing and innovation across disciplines, companies and industries 

will be crucial to achieving sustainable change. The climate crisis will have a wide impact and 

will require a breakdown of familiar structures, silos, and sectors. Solutions must be developed 

between new partners - both between the public and private sectors and across industries. It’s 

about new relationships - and also about seeing former competitors as new partners.

Responsibility: Become an activist leader

A political vacuum requires increased social responsibility from business leaders. Responsibility 

for society will become an integral and important part of a company’s position and reputati-

on. There will be increased expectations of businesses to participate in solving society’s great 

challenges. Navigating this will increasingly require activist leaders who dare to lead the way. The 

activist leader is built on strong value-based leadership.

Influence: Get involved in the climate agenda

The climate crisis will bring a host of new demands on the organisation, much of it in the form of 

legislation. The activist leader therefore seeks political influence to ensure that the demands are 

ambitious enough and create value, while still retaining his/her operating space to develop new 

solutions. The competition for talent, investment and markets will be fierce, requiring individual 

companies to engage and position themselves in the green agenda.

 Terms: Green DNA becomes the most important capital

The green transition must be part of a company’s DNA. That is simply a matter of survival, 

because access to favourable loans, customers, and new markets will be determined by a com-

pany’s green profile. At the same time, every company will be under far more scrutiny than ever 

before - an accusation of greenwashing and subsequent PR disasters could spell the end for a 

business.

10.  Role modelling: Become a frontrunner

Someone has to lead the way. All leaders should be on a mission to become a national or inter-

national role model or a green frontrunner in their industry, and they must help demonstrate the 

benefits of acting innovatively and first - attracting investors and talent. The leader of the future 

sees opportunities rather than limitations and understands that the sustainable transition is the 

most important market.

10.

9.

8.

7.

6.

These 10 principles are general and must be adapted and prioritised according to the individual company’s situa-

tion and conditions. However, adhering to them will be crucial to the competitiveness and conditions of existence 

for businesses in the coming years. Each company must foster a culture of preparedness ensuring optimal resili-

ence to significantly changed conditions that will come as a result of the climate crisis.

Erik Rasmussen 	
Founder of Navigating 
360, Mandag Morgen 
and Sustainia

Anders Nolting 
Magelund
Chief Climate Policy Ad-
visor, Danish Association 
of Managers & Executives 
(Lederne)
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Climatology

Sebastian Mernild

Understand what 
climate goals and 
the climate crisis  
require of you

Sebastian Mernild is Professor of Climate Change and Glaciology. His research focuses on 

climate change, polar and mountain ice, hydrology, and sea level change. He is a former 

pro-rector at the University of Southern Denmark, as well as one of the authors of the IPCC 

climate report from 2013 and 2021, most recently as lead author. In addition to his career as 

a researcher, Sebastian Mernild has a long leadership education from the Danish Armed 

Forces and is a trained officer in the army.
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When I look into the future, I see a world that 
is significantly hotter than today - significantly 
more extreme and with many more climate disa-
sters. A world unprecedented in human history. A 
world where climate change is happening much 
faster than we thought. Politicians want us to li-
mit ourselves to a 1.5-2°C temperature rise; but in 
my world, we are already at the point where we 
will inevitably pass 3°C. A target of 2.8°C has been 
mentioned, but this is a subjective judgement 
and depends on what political agreements are 
negotiated.

To me, it’s downright idiotic to talk about staying 
below a 1.5°C rise. It’s not realistic and can only 
exist in theory. Previous plans have underestima-
ted climate change, so there is no doubt that we 
need to up our ambitions. We will already see a 
1.5°C increase in the early 2030s, a 2°C increase is 
expected in the latter half of the 2040s - in other 
words, within the next 10-25 years. The develop-
ment is accelerating. If we are to keep up with 
such rapid changes and their consequences, we 
need to accelerate the pace of action and crea-
te much greater awareness and understanding 
of the development.

A scary example
The floods in Pakistan during the summer of 2022 
are a terrifying example of the extremes we 
now need to adapt to. It’s bad enough that the 
monsoon was heavier and more intense than 
ever before, and that a glacier melted. What’s 
even worse is the disastrous aftermath. When 
Pakistan’s farmlands were flooded, that removed 
the food base and access to drinking water for a 
lot of Pakistanis. It also led to a significant increa-
se in the spread of diseases due to the invasion 
of mosquitoes and other vectors. On top of that, 
their infrastructure was destroyed.

Climate change creates unmanageable conditi-
ons for developing nations that have neither the 
energy, the know-how nor the money to recover 

when they are affected. And there were many 
other examples of climate extremes in 2022: 
China had an extreme drought, Europe experien-
ced the worst drought in 500 years, the US suffe-
red from both drought and heavy rainfall, includ-
ing in the state of Kentucky, where floods caused 
severe damage. These are all clear early warning 
signs of what to expect in the future.

The great uncertainty: Tipping points
At some point, we will pass critical tipping points, 
if we haven’t already. That is to say, climate da-
mage will be done that cannot be restored. Tip-
ping points typically fall like dominoes. Once the 
first tipping point is passed, we see knock-on ef-
fects with catastrophic consequences elsewhe-
re. Tipping points are part of the great uncertain-
ty around climate change. We cannot know the 
threshold for each tipping point, or how quickly 
they will develop and with what consequences. 
We know they are coming, but we can’t yet know 
their full impact.

For example, there are tipping points around 
sea ice in the Arctic and around the Greenland 
ice sheet. One of my studies shows that around 
2042 we will pass a tipping point in terms of the 
ice sheet melting, when the global mean tem-
perature rise is 1.6°C. This will trigger a number 
of self-reinforcing processes and is expected to 
further affect the Gulf Stream and, among other 
things, mean that we can expect a regional cold 
zone in Northern Europe, while the rest of the 
globe warms up rapidly. A weakening of the Gulf 
Stream also means that rainfall patterns over the 
rainforest - the Amazon - will change, with fatal 
consequences for forest and tree production. It 
will also accelerate the melting of ice in Antarcti-
ca because there is a connection between what 
happens in the north and south when it comes 
to the Atlantic Ocean. These are just some exa
mples.                                         
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We are living in two realities
Right now, I see a huge gap between what we 
say we want politically - the big plans for clima-
te neutrality and CO2 reduction - and what we 
actually do. The disparity has never been bigger. 
As a result, the situation has accelerated, and cli-
mate change has started to outrun us. We need 
to recognise that our societal model and political 
setup - our bureaucratic way of solving problems 
- may be too slow and not adapted to the scale 
and speed of the challenges ahead. If that gap 
continues to widen in the coming years, we will no 
longer be able to avoid major disasters.

When you listen to politicians, it’s as if we are living 
in two realities: the political reality and the clima-
te reality. They are developing at two speeds, 
with climate change by far the faster of the two. 
If politicians don’t understand this dynamic, they 
will face much bigger problems in the next elec-
tion. While the challenge is global, it’s important 
that every nation realises that they each have an 
independent responsibility. This is especially true 
for a rich country like Denmark, which per capita 
is among the countries with the largest climate 
footprint from private consumption.

I really don’t think that many of our politicians 
and leaders understand the consequences of 
this lack of action. They don’t know the scale 
that we need to reduce by. When the politicians 
sat down in Paris in 2015 and agreed on a ma-
ximum temperature increase of 1.5-2.0°C, they 

didn’t even know how much we would need to 
reduce globally to reach those targets. We have 
to be open and honest and recognise that we will 
probably end up with 2.5°C - 3°C or maybe even 
3.5°C. We need to work on that basis, instead of 
talking about 1.5-2°C all the time.

Time and time again, we rely on the COP me-
etings. I just have doubts about whether it is the 
right place to solve the climate problems. With all 
the COP meetings we’ve had, we’ve only reached 
five agreements so far: Kyoto, Copenhagen, Pa-
ris, Katowice, and Glasgow. Perhaps it’s time to 
rethink the entire governance structure surroun-
ding the COP process. These meetings often end 
up with everyone pulling in different directions 
to get their piece of the pie, leaving us struggling 
with the lowest common denominator. Therefore, 
only the basics are ever agreed upon. I don’t have 
the answer, but I can see that the existing system 
just doesn’t work.

 
Most leaders don’t even realise what we’re up 
against
In May 2022, I had an experience that, for me, 
clearly illustrates part of the reason behind the cli-
mate problem. I was invited to speak to 50 clima-
te ministers from around the world at a summit in 
Copenhagen. I showed them some figures on the 
scale of the crisis, and many of the participants 
were almost shocked. They had probably never 
been confronted with this reality before. It ama-

To me, it’s downright 
idiotic to talk about 

staing below a 1.5°C rise. 
It only exists in theory.

Sebastian Mernild
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zes me that climate ministers could be surprised 
by such basic knowledge about how quickly our 
climate system is changing when we look back at 
what has happened since industrialisation going 
back around 22,000 years. Afterwards, several 
people said that the figures I showed them were 
indeed worrying (and that they would like to re-
ceive a copy). But what was most worrying, for 
me, was the lack of knowledge that should have 
already been widely known - especially by the 
ministers, politicians, and decision-makers re-
sponsible for finding the solutions.

But quite apart from the matter of whether or not 
politicians read and understand climate science, 
there’s a more general question: how do you get 
across complex messages such as climate chan-
ge in the everyday world where people are busy 
with practical tasks? People go to work, pick up 
their children, go shopping, go on holiday or tra-
vel to the US, Thailand, or Southern Europe. Most 
people probably don’t even think about the cli-
mate or climate change. It is an abstract concept 
with timeframes such as 2030, 2050 or 2100. It is 
a huge communication task to connect climate 
change to people’s everyday lives and make it 
real for them, so that they understand the serio-
usness of the situation. Sadly, we’re just not good 
enough at it yet.

Our shared responsibility
We all have a responsibility for development; as 
citizens, as politicians and as businesses. As citi-

zens, we need to push our politicians to increase 
ambitions faster. But unfortunately, to date, po-
liticians have not taken this challenge seriously 
enough - in Denmark and even more so around 
the globe. For various reasons, they have cho-
sen to prioritise all sorts of other agendas around 
growth, economy, inflation, security of supply, 
unemployment, and local challenges – all at the 
expense of the climate. It’s only since the pro-
blems have really accelerated and become visi-
ble that more people have realised the serious-
ness of the issue - despite the fact that science 
has been sounding the alarm for many years.

Businesses and leaders are just as responsible as 
politicians on this issue. Politicians set the directi-
on and framework for how businesses can opera-
te within a complex legal landscape. But busines-
ses must fulfil these ambitions. Many of them do, 
but not enough of them. We also need to make 
the necessary breakthroughs faster. The reality is 
that driving these efforts will not only make a ne-
cessary contribution to solving the crisis, but may 
even create new sustainable growth opportuniti-
es for businesses. For business leaders, it’s about 
quickly recognising this potential and acting on it. 
Climate solutions are predicted to be one of the 
biggest market opportunities in the coming years, 
and without doubt the best opportunities will go 
to the frontrunners.
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Calculate your overall 
resource consumption. 
It determines 
your future
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Katherine Richardson

Katherine Richardson is Professor and PhD in Biological Oceanography, Director of the Sus-

tainability Science Centre at the University of Copenhagen and a member of the govern-

ment’s independent advisory body, the Climate Council. Appointed by the UN Secreta-

ry-General as a member of the expert group responsible for the preparation of the 2019 UN 

Global Sustainable Development Report (GSDR).
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The crisis surrounding climate change and bio-
diversity confronts us with enormous existential 
challenges. We face two types of urgent crises in 
two of our natural systems - a geophysical system 
(nature’s energy budgets) and a biological system 
(animals and plants), which we humans are dis-
rupting in unprecedented ways. We’re in a big ”de-
ficit” in both areas, and yet we carry on spending. 
If everyone lived like Danes, we would need over 
four Earths. You can’t party forever; especially not 
if you’re overdrawn on your account.

Perhaps the biggest challenge is everything we 
don’t yet know. We know a lot about what might 
happen in the coming decades, but not much 
about what happens after that. We may have 
already set processes in motion that will have 
enormous ramifications. But we can’t yet know 
what those might be. That’s why it’s so hard to 
prepare. We have already been surprised by just 
how serious the effects have been with the cur-
rent 1.1°C temperature increases. Just ten years 
ago, we could not have foreseen the extreme we-
ather conditions and widespread droughts that 
1.1°C has caused today. We had very little under-
standing of the importance of small temperature 
increases and the risk of tipping points - irreversi-
ble damage to natural systems.

The risk: Total meltdown
One potential risk we face is that we will experien-
ce a total meltdown of society as we know it. This 
means, among other things, that the areas where 
we can grow our crops will be limited, that many 
of the plants and animals that we know and de-
pend on will have disappeared, and that there 
will be large areas where people cannot live. With 
the current heatwaves we are seeing, we have 
experienced just how lethal extreme heat can be. 
Add to this the ice that will melt if we reach a 4°C, 
5°C or even 6°C warmer climate, which will lead 
to dramatic rises in sea levels. In the worst-case 
scenario, this could mean that our societies’ in-
frastructure, our trade agreements, and relati-
onships between countries will break down, mas-
ses of people will flee or die, and climate wars will 
lead to widespread destruction.

I expect politicians to take responsibility for this 
situation and recognise that we need to act 
because we don’t know which scenario will actu-
ally come to pass. With the prospect of existential 
crises, we need to change both the way we talk 
about the situation and the way we act. It’s not 
hard to see that we can’t feed 10 billion people 
the way our food system is organised today. If we 
were to simply scale up our current food produc-
tion, we would increase greenhouse gas emissi-
ons by about 90% and we would need 50% more 
land. This is clearly not an option. Likewise, scaling 
up the energy system we have today is just not 
an option either.

Even if the worst-case climate scenarios don’t 
ever materialise, what will we have lost by simply 
making our society resilient to a future with limi-
ted resources?

We have lost control of Earth’s resources
The burden doesn’t just fall to politicians. Com-
panies - and therefore business leaders - have a 
significant responsibility here. The main problem 
is not just climate change, but the way in which 
we currently live off Earth’s scarce resources. 
They are limited and under heavy strain. After 
all, a great deal of companies are dependent on 
extracting minerals from Earth. Right now, many 
of these companies have targets such as 20% re-
cycling of minerals or materials. But when those 
minerals are no longer there, there are no mine-
rals to recycle, and that 20% will be simply irrele-
vant. We should be aiming for 100% recycling!

And on this matter, we cannot afford to just wait 
for the politicians. Businesses need to start incor-
porating the consumption of natural resources 
into their budgeting, planning, construction work, 
etc. They need to set price signals and calculate 
shadow prices for the natural resources they de-
pend on. They need to factor in expected higher 
prices for the resources they will depend on in the 
future, because taxes will inevitably be introdu-
ced, or resources will become scarce.
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We lack economic incentives to set the price 
of using natural resources. If we go all the way 
back in human history, we see that we started 
using money as a substitute for Earth’s resour-
ces because our ancestors bought and sold from 
each other in kind. For a very long time, we had 
gold standards for our money and thus still had 
the connection with nature and resources, so-
mething that we lack today.

Businesses’ most important capital: Nature
Now, in our ”wisdom” we have completely remo-
ved money from our interactions with natural re-
sources. But that doesn’t change the fact that we 
can’t eat money, we can’t wear money to stay 
warm, and we can’t live in money - money do-
esn’t make us rich, but Earth’s resources do. And 
unfortunately, they are very limited. This is a con-
cept we just can’t see in our economic models. 
Those models assume that we will always be able 
to find replacements for depleted resources. I’ve 
heard economists ask: ”When will scientists find 
a replacement for phosphorus?”. To which I reply: 
”Phosphorus? Phosphorus is one of the building 
blocks of life. It’s like trying to find a replacement 
for air!” This is where the main problem lies. The 
economic models - our behaviour and our way of 
life - do not recognise that Earth’s resources are 
finite.

In the future, this sensitivity will be uncovered 
through the use of big data and greater trans-
parency in resource flows, making it possible to 
follow the entire supply chain of a company and 
understand the overall impact on climate and 
natural resources. The concept of maximising va-
lue creation will no longer be solely about finan-
cial capital, but about minimising the draw on re-
sources for the benefit of both the company and 
society at large. Nature may prove to be the most 
important capital asset for companies yet.

All the resources that create our wealth - that 
give us our energy, our food, our water, or mate-

rials for infrastructure and consumption - we get 
from nature. And these resources are primarily in 
private hands. As such, companies do have the 
ability to regulate their use. But right now, busi-
ness leaders are waiting for politicians to set the 
rules. They are being reactive, even though most 
of them realise that this can’t go on forever. I be-
lieve that companies have a responsibility to act 
now.

Companies’ best response
We must acknowledge that we have brought 
this existential crisis on ourselves. And we must 
acknowledge that we are not above nature, but 
a part of it. We must abandon the idea of solving 
one crisis at a time. We are under the misguided 
impression that we have to solve a financial cri-
sis, then a pandemic, then a war, then an energy 
crisis. But the true existential crisis we face is the 
sum of multiple crises, and it only accelerates as 
we keep changing focus and treating symptoms 
rather than causes. The current energy crisis is 
partly created by the climate crisis and its con-
sequences. Among other things, we experienced 
energy shortages due to widespread drought, 
because nuclear power plants could not be 
cooled and had to shut down, or because the-
re were problems producing hydroelectric power 
in Norway. Thus, climate problems have alrea-
dy had a number of serious knock-on effects. 
COVID-19 was caused by the biodiversity crisis, 
among other things, and resulted in widespread 
consequences that are still disrupting our supply 
lines.

This is just one example of the need to under-
stand the context of crises. The best answer for 
companies is to build resilience and resistance to 
the various crises, including knowing how much 
they are drawing on the natural capital stock. It’s 
not just a question of access to financial resour-
ces, but of making sure that the necessary na-
tural resources are always available, this is what 
basically determines a company’s survivability.
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We can’t wait 
for politicians. 

Businesses also have a 
responsibility to act. 

Katherine Richardson
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See climate 
disasters as new  
coherent learning 
opportunities
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We need to talk less about what we can do about 
climate change and more about the need to fun-
damentally change the systems on which our so-
cieties are based. This is the widespread realisati-
on in the research environments I work in. In reality, 
we have created a societal structure based on a 
notion of stability - a structure that was about di-
stributing resources in a stable society.

However, climate change is predicted to trigger sig-
nificant resource struggles. The first thing I’m wor-
ried about is war. We know from history that when 
harvests fail, wars start. International analyses 
document that the best indicator of war was a fai-
led harvest. And harvests are going to fail in many 
places due to climate change. We will see food cri-
ses and thus more wars, especially in countries in 
sub-Saharan Africa, Asia, and South America. This 
will trigger huge refugee flows towards Europe. If 
I were to forecast the coming years, I would pre-
dict a militarisation on the border between north 
and south, i.e., around the Mediterranean, and a 
rearmament in an Asia that recognises that the 
future is about military muscle.

These crises will be compounded by two other 
challenges: firstly, an increasing instability in our 
governance structure. The hope that the climate 
crisis can be solved through global consensus will 
crumble and it will be replaced by global fragmen-
tation. Secondly, many of the countries that need 
to reduce their CO2 emissions the most will start a 
race to favour their own solutions. Since they don’t 
expect the climate crisis to be solved through glo-
bal agreements, it will be all about going it alone.

We need to prepare ourselves for a cascade of 
crises that succeed and reinforce each other. We 
mistakenly believe that they must be solved se-
parately, but the reality is that they are intercon-
nected and require collective solutions. Right now, 
we’re dealing with four major crises. A global epi-
demic like COVID-19, a widespread recession that 
will dominate political and economic life for a long 
period of time, accelerating climate change and 
an equally rapidly escalating biodiversity crisis. The 
problem is that while we are trying to contain the 
recession, both the climate and biodiversity crises 
are becoming increasingly unsolvable. This is why 
we need radical changes in our societal structures.

Three barriers to climate solutions
I see three huge problems occurring at the same 
time that are preventing us from taking action.

	 Science is just not equipped to deal with 
our new reality. It is not suited to predict the com-
plex phenomena we are now facing. We have 
fragmented science into “single pillars” and as 
such we lack a unified science that can uncover 
the systemic challenges we face. And while clima-
te science has been instrumental in moving policy 
forward, it has for many years been suspected of 
being politicised, and lobbyists have tried to fight 
it. This means that climate scientists are actually 
overly cautious about any messages they dare to 
send out. They tend to rely on an overly solid scien-
tific basis just to avoid being accused of taking a 
political position.

	 There is a lack of a common narrative or 
understanding that can connect media, scientists, 
and politicians. That is, the unifying narrative that 
can balance fear and hope while emphasising 
the need to transform both society and lifestyles. 
This framework must be created in order to move 
forward.

	 We have a fundamental democratic pro-
blem because we have organised our society 
to solve other problems. We see this when our 
democracy runs in maximum 4-year circles. It’s 
known as the ”NIMTOO effect” (”Not in my turn of 
office”), implying that this won’t affect the politi-
cian for the next three years, so it’s better to invest 
in something that appeals more to voters, such as 
kindergartens. We can also see this in the so-cal-
led politician’s dilemma: as a politician, you don’t 
get value for money by investing in something that 
doesn’t manifest itself and isn’t visible to everyone. 
For example, if you build a dyke because you think 
the water is rising, and the water is actually rising, 
then no one ever sees any flooding due to the new 
dyke, all they see is that it has been very expensi-
ve. The ”politician’s dilemma” is a classic disaster 
dilemma, which means that in the politician’s eyes 
it’s better to let the disaster happen – and then 
step into the leadership role and position themsel-
ves as the big hero – even if it’s more costly for so-
ciety than preventing the disaster in the first place.

1.

2.

3.
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Leaders must prepare for extensive legislation
Leaders will have to adapt to legislation introdu-
ced on a large scale sooner or later. Coronavirus 
was a good example of this - never before has 
so much legislation been implemented in such a 
short time. We suddenly found ourselves in a new 
situation that needed to be regulated with the to-
ols we had available to us at the time.

To those people who imagine it is possible to ele-
ct governments that can de-bureaucratise and 
de-regulate business, all I have to say to them is 
‘forget about it’ - the complexity we are facing 
will mean a gigantic increase in common require-
ments for business.

I think few people have realised the fundamental 
societal shifts that will be demanded of us. Every 
company must assess these new conditions and 
decide how they will fit into this new world. There 
will be a shift in the relationship between public 
and private. That divide will no longer be able to 
be maintained in the same way because private 
actors will have to work for a public purpose if we 
are to effectively address climate change and its 
impacts. If businesses don’t catch on quickly, the 
only option left will be to regulate them. The ad-
vice for leaders is to work on drastically reducing 
your company’s footprint on nature and to figure 
out what the climate crisis will mean for your busi-
ness, broaching matters such as which disruptions 
to global supply chains need to be addressed.

We have entered the century of disasters
No matter how you look at it, we are facing a cen-
tury of disasters. We will move from crisis to crisis 
from now on, over the next few decades. These 
crises cannot be handled by concrete contingen-
cy plans such as ”What do we do if there’s a war 
in Ukraine?” Or “what do we do if there’s a pow-
er cut?” It’s about creating an organisation and a 
workplace where people work in an interdiscipli-
nary way, a place where you want to work for the 
overall purpose, and there are meaningful activiti-
es. It’s about being open, caring, and adaptive. All 
of this goes against the way LEAN and streamlined 
organisations have been operating in a certain re-
ality over the last 20 years in particular. There will 
be a showdown between the new way of doing 
things and classic management ideals or models.

I was involved in an exercise in Greenland a few 
years ago to find out who in an organisation were 
the most important ”network points” when the 
military in Canada had to communicate with the 
police in Denmark, who then had to communica-
te with politicians in Greenland. It turned out that 
these key network points were the smokers! That’s 
not to say that we’re all going to start smoking, but 
those people were the glue in those organisations 
in a crisis situation – the ones who managed to 
make quick inroads and get the finance depart-
ment to work with someone else, to get the job 
done. It’s the employees who go out for drinks on 
Friday night after work. You actually need an orga-
nisation with people who are open to each other, 
you need to create somewhere people actually 
want to go to work and where there’s a good re-
lationship with your boss and colleagues. This will 
provide a huge competitive advantage in an un-
predictable world.

Coronavirus was just the litmus test - and in 
fact, almost all Danish companies passed: why? 
Because we had adaptive teams that could sca-
le and employees who actually bothered to work 
together across organisations. They weren’t suc-
cessful because there were leaders giving orders 
and controlling them, but because they worked as 
units that could take responsibility and adapt to a 
new reality.

We can learn a lot from disasters
The reality is that leaders will have to navigate 
a world with more and more frequent disasters. 
Therefore, we must learn to think about disasters 
in a new way, for example, as a sort of ’developer 
fluid’ that reveals how organisations function un-
der pressure - whether we can think outside the 
box and collaborate across the organisation. We 
should use the lessons that were learned from the 
coronavirus crisis on how to make decisions under 
pressure, how to communicate and how to organi-
se society during a prolonged crisis. Instead of se-
eing disasters as external disruptive crises, we can 
start to see disasters for what they are: cohesive, 
organised learning opportunities.
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We have organised our 
society to solve problems 

other than the climate crisis.

Kristian Lauta
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We can’t 
avoid more  
regulation and 
taxes

P
h

o
to

: L
a

rs
 J

u
st

/ 
P

o
lit

ik
e

n
 /

 R
it

za
u

 S
c

a
n

p
ix

Peter Birch Sørensen is a professor of economics at the University of Copenhagen and 

former chief advisor to the Danish Economic Council and former chairman of the Danish 

Council on Climate Change. His research focuses on issues within environmental, resour-

ce and climate economics. In addition, Peter Birch Sørensen is vice chairman of the green 

think-tank CONCITO.

Finance

Peter Birch Sørensen



25

UN experts expect the global average tempe-
rature to rise by 2.4°C if all countries implement 
all the climate action plans they have promised. 
However, the high uncertainty surrounding this 
estimate means there is a significant risk that we 
could end up at 3°C. And then we end up in a si-
tuation that the planet hasn’t been in for the last 
50 million years. Anyone in a leadership position 
would be wise to think about the risks such a cli-
mate would pose to the world.

My own biggest fear is that we will see much 
more economic and political instability. Global 
warming may lead to wars, conflicts, and mass 
migrations, meaning Europe will face much grea-
ter migration pressure than we see now. It is also 
a valid concern that our democratic institutions 
may not be able to cope. In any case, our chil-
dren and grandchildren will live in a more unsta-
ble world. We’re already seeing the tensions that 
the current energy crisis is triggering - there could 
be other regional shocks and extreme weather 
events affecting energy production and other cri-
tical infrastructure. Then there will undoubtably 
be severe social reactions.

The window of opportunity to keep global war-
ming below 1.5°C has realistically already pas-
sed, so while we continue the much-needed fight 
to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, we must 
adapt to the climate change we cannot prevent.

We in the West have a special responsibility in this 
respect, due to our historically large contribution 
to the concentration of greenhouse gases in the 
atmosphere. Therefore, we must take on greater 
reduction commitments than poorer countries. 
Countries such as China, India, South Africa, Bra-
zil, Indonesia, and Russia point out that the West 
has historically contributed the most to global 
warming, however those countries themselves 
will also have a great responsibility to face if they 
do not tighten their own climate policy. China is 
now by far the largest emitter and aspires to be-
come the leading global power - and if it wants 
that role, it must take responsibility for how the 
world as a whole is faring - and this includes cli-
mate change.

I believe that we in Denmark will reach our tar-
get of 70% reductions by 2030, but based on our 
historical responsibility for emissions, it could be 
argued that an Indian citizen, for example, should 

have a larger future CO2 budget than a Dane. 
This means that in practice Denmark would have 
to reduce far more CO2 than we are targeted.

We need to factor in the risk of a 3°C warmer  
climate
So far, we have focused heavily on reducing 
emissions, and we will soon be looking more clo-
sely at how we can adapt to a climate-changed 
world with a significantly higher average tem-
perature. Unfortunately, there is a significant risk 
that we will have to adapt to a world that is up to 
3°C warmer. Of course, we need to get emissions 
down as quickly as possible, but we can already 
see that some very significant changes have ta-
ken place in our climate systems which cannot be 
reversed regardless of what we do now or in the 
future.

The EU can play a role as a pioneering region 
when it comes to climate policy, but it is crucial 
that EU countries maintain political cooperation 
instead of pursuing their own narrow national 
interests first. The risk factors are piling up. How 
long will the war in Ukraine last? What will be the 
consequences of a prolonged energy crisis and 
a possible food crisis? Will we have new wars as 
a result of climate change? Will a new pandemic 
be triggered?

It is striking and worrying that many of the poor 
countries that will be hit the hardest by climate 
change are already politically fragile and at risk 
of heightened internal conflicts. This makes them 
less attractive to invest in, which in turn will exa-
cerbate global inequality and trigger other crises. 
This is an example of just one of the vicious circles 
we can get ourselves into.

All of this means that business leaders and inve-
stors will need to think more about the political 
and environmental risks associated with investing 
in different parts of the world.

Tougher regulation ahead
A world with a more unstable climate will likely 
lead to more extensive government regulation. 
We economists would prefer to use price and 
market mechanisms to drive the green transition. 
But it is well known that in many places there is 
strong political opposition to, for example, a high 
CO2 tax.
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There is also the perpetual problem of carbon 
leakage, the risk that if a country takes the lead 
on introducing a carbon tax, it may lose compe-
titiveness because parts of its production move 
abroad.

A carbon tax is actually a more cost-effective 
tool than direct regulation such as orders and 
bans. Unfortunately, the costs of direct regulation 
are far less visible making it a politically tempting 
choice of regulation, even though it is in fact less 
effective. As a result of this, we are likely to end 
up with a regulatory regime that is more rigid and 
costly than it needs to be.

There may also be situations where problems be-
come so acute that direct rationing is necessary, 
for example in the event of an acute energy sup-
ply crisis.

However, if you do what economists always re-
commend, and put a price on the environment 
and climate by introducing taxes that reflect the 
cost of emissions, people would then be able to 
choose between different goods and services ba-
sed on prices that actually incorporate environ-
mental considerations. In this scenario you would 
still have the freedom to choose, and taxes would 
be increased until we reach the climate and en-
vironmental goals we need to achieve. It would 
not be an encroachment on personal freedom. 
It would confront consumers directly with the en-
vironmental consequences of their choices. That 
would be my preferred solution.

I do recognise, however, that it is politically difficult 
to impose taxes that are actually high enough to 
achieve this. And it can also be administratively 
difficult to impose a tax in some places. So, we 
may end up living with a more rigid regulatory re-
gime with orders and bans or even, in extreme 
situations, with rationing. This will feel like a dire-
ct encroachment on personal freedom, but that 
may be where we end up if voters and politicians 
don’t go the economists’ preferred route.

We need new economic models
From an economics perspective, it has long been 
a problem that environmental economics, and 
more recently climate economics, have remai-
ned marginalised disciplines. The economics pro-
fession has been dominated by some excellent 

American researchers; but, unfortunately, they 
have just not been very interested in the environ-
ment and climate. This has affected the way we 
teach, with the consequence that environmental 
economics has not had the focus it should have 
had. I’m working to rectify this as head of a pro-
ject on Denmark’s green GDP. I’m also involved 
in leading a project on the development of a cli-
mate economic model for the Danish economy 
- called GrønREFORM (green reform) - which will 
be ready soon. It will help us calculate the effects 
on different economic activities from emissions 
of greenhouse gases and other pollutants.

In the project on Denmark’s green GDP, we are ad-
justing the traditional GDP to account for a wide 
range of environmental effects. This allows us to 
assess whether economic growth is occurring at 
the expense of the environment, and we can also 
gain a better understanding of which ecosystem 
services - i.e., services from nature - are impor-
tant to supporting our economic system. There is 
still work to be done to map the importance of 
biodiversity, for example, but we have now de-
veloped the relevant theoretical tools. Our task 
going forward is to incorporate them more syste-
matically into existing models as we get more and 
better data. This is good progress, but we must 
also recognise that economic activity will conti-
nue to have environmental and climate impacts 
that are difficult to capture and measure.

The new green calculation methods will hopefully 
lead to a greater integration of general economic 
policy with environmental, energy and climate 
policy. But in any case, we need to consider the 
risk of a world where the average temperature is 
2-3°C above pre-industrial levels. Therefore, I think 
future reports from the IPCC should focus more 
on describing the consequences of exceeding 
the Paris Agreement’s warming targets. I also be-
lieve it should be mandatory that each new IPCC 
report and each annual progress report from the 
Danish Council on Climate Change should trig-
ger a debate or hearing in the Danish Parliament 
among leading politicians on how they relate to 
the report and what Denmark and Danish busi-
ness can do.
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A world with a more 
unstable climate will 

likely lead to more extensive 
government regulation.
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If no one dares 
to lead the way, 
nothing will 
happen

Michael Bang Petersen is Professor at the Department of Political Science at Aarhus Uni-
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The biggest problem regarding the climate cri-
sis is that it is a so-called ”collective action pro-
blem”. This means that the only way to solve it 
is for everyone to take action at the same time. 
Which also means that we can quickly become 
paralysed and not achieve anything. Everyone 
is waiting for everyone else; we don’t want to 
contribute ourselves for fear that others won’t 
do their bit. This makes the climate crisis a huge 
psychological, behavioural and leadership crisis.

But we don’t have the time or money to stay 
paralysed by this collective action problem. Re-
search shows that such crises are best handled 
if some individuals take the initiative and move 
ahead with solutions that then trigger move-
ments in the collective. Someone has to take 
the lead. This applies to citizens, businesses, and 
nations alike. If Denmark takes the lead, we will 
have a far greater impact on the climate than 
simply the ensuing reduction of our own emissi-
ons, which would have a rather limited impact in 
a global perspective. It’s about leadership at all 
levels and understanding how to break the col-
lective action problem.

This is why value-based communication is cru-
cial. It is basically about having to accept costs 
that, in isolation, do not alleviate the climate cri-
sis, but where we take a stand to show that we 
do not want to just silently and passively watch 
the climate crisis accelerate. I could draw a pa-
rallel with Doctors Without Borders, where I have 
spoken to representatives who have been in si-
tuations where they invested blood, sweat and 
tears, knowing that it did not solve the real pro-
blems. The main motivation behind their action 
was that, as doctors, they couldn’t just stand by 
while children were dying. Taking action was an 
ethical imperative. It is essentially the same va-
lue-based leadership that should motivate Den-
mark to take the lead. We will not solve the cli-
mate crisis by doing so, but for ethical and moral 
reasons, it is unacceptable to do otherwise.

But we also have a special obligation because 
we in Denmark and the West have benefited 
from the growth that is one of the underlying 
causes of the climate issues we are facing. The-
refore, we in the West should bear a significantly 
greater burden. And we must recognise that it 

is necessary and in our own interest that we go 
much further and take on much greater costs in 
the part of the world where we live.

Disaster communication must empower us to act
Leadership is important in a crisis. My research 
shows that this was the case during the coro-
navirus crisis. It was a serious crisis that depen-
ded on people’s behaviour. What we saw was 
that you can – maybe not threaten people - but 
speak to them in very clear terms. In commu-
nicating disaster preparedness, it’s crucial to 
focus on the possibility that the disaster can be 
averted. This is where people’s motivation can 
be found - not just by describing the nature of 
the disaster. Where is the potential for action 
and opportunities? With an accelerating clima-
te crisis, it’s about continuously communicating 
the opportunities, even though the world will be 
a very different place in which to live.

The vast majority of the population is worried 
about this situation, but they lack answers as 
to what they, as an individual citizen, can do to 
help. The most important lesson from research 
on the coronavirus crisis is the crucial belief that 
your behaviour can also affect others and con-
tribute to solving the crisis. That belief super-
sedes any fears you may have. There is a clear 
need for leadership that can describe a strategy 
where you as a citizen can see yourself as a part 
of a bigger, more comprehensive plan. In that 
situation, I think people would be willing to do 
quite a lot. The key is to display very concrete 
leadership that says: ”this is what you need to 
do, and if you do that you will be helping to solve 
the problem”.

My concern is that there is a lot of talk about the 
consequences of climate change. But very little 
concrete leadership when it comes to politics. 
Besides eating less meat and cutting back on 
consumption, we are met with very general re-
commendations – and those recommendations 
are left open to individual interpretation.
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Leadership must also mitigate panic and  
polarisation
The climate crisis is, however, a different type of 
crisis that is not as obviously immediate as coro-
navirus. It places special demands on leaders-
hip. We need more of the kind of leadership that 
Danish Prime Minister Mette Frederiksen showed 
at the press conference on 11 March 2020, when 
the government shut down large parts of Den-
mark due to the rising coronavirus infection. And 
communication needs to be even clearer when 
it comes to the climate crisis. Because this crisis 
is more complex and more severe.

There is a need to assess disaster scenarios and 
use them as a starting point to get people in 
power to sit down together and commit to ta-
king action. This requires both private and pub-
lic actors. The private actors must put pressure 
on politicians because it is largely those private 
actors who will have to incur the costs involved. 
They must be willing to do so. But if the project is 
to have the necessary democratic legitimacy, it 
is the politicians who must ultimately outline the 
project. In this way, it requires everyone who has 
power in a society to come together.

We will come to see climate as a new polarisa-
tion risk, because anti-systemic forces always 
direct their attention towards the political sy-
stem. The sheer intensity of the political focus 
on climate means that anti-systemic forces and 
conspiracy theorists will surely take to the stre-
ets in demonstrations. That’s exactly why lea-
dership needs to establish the basic understan-
ding in the population. It is now that the basic 
support for taking action must be established, 
rather than waiting for the state to be forced to 
use more heavy-handed methods, which are far 
more likely to result in a harsh backlash. We will 
probably see polarisation in countries like the 
US and France, but we do not necessarily have 
to in Denmark, provided politicians are able to 
explain precisely what is necessary and why.

It is crucial that there is consensus at the elite 
level. If you can establish consensus among the 
political and business elites, the vast majority 
will essentially follow that consensus - just like 
with coronavirus, where there were ultimately 
only scattered pockets of resistance among po-
pulations.

Someone has to lead the way.
 This applies to citizens, businesses, 

and nations alike. 

 
Michael Bang Petersen
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Businesses
also carry out 
politics

Karen Lund Petersen is Professor II at the University of Stavanger, Norway. Her research 

interests include global risk and security, climate change, the organisation of preparedness, 

intelligence, resilience, and political risk analysis.

Geopolitics

Karen Lund Petersen
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Who is responsible? This is the burning question 
when dealing with disasters like climate change. 
At first glance, it seems to be a political responsi-
bility. Unfortunately, fewer and fewer people beli-
eve a political breakthrough will come. At the very 
least, there is a waning belief that it could ever 
happen under the auspices of the UN and th-
rough major international agreements. Therefore, 
more and more people believe that responsibility 
must be decentralised to individual communities, 
businesses and citizens.

This means, among other things, that companies 
should prepare for a new, larger political role in 
this crisis. As a consequence, the private sector 
will be held accountable for its political decisions 
and efforts to a much greater extent. And this is 
reasonable, as the private sector is responsible 
for most CO2 emissions and must therefore also 
contribute to solutions. This will, however, require 
a better understanding of what political accoun-
tability actually entails for business leaders.

The challenge lies in the fact that we are then 
asking companies for private sector solutions to 
a problem that has basically been created by ca-
pitalism. This is a paradox that the private sector 
must address. Many people – even those within 
the private sector - are starting to talk about 
’de-growth’ (i.e., setting limits to endless growth) 
and thus offering a counter-response to capita-
lism, i.e., a rejection of the idea that solutions can 
be found within a traditional market economy 
logic. This raises fundamental questions about 
whether the market is capable of coming up with 
the necessary solutions and whether the climate 
crisis can be solved on market economy terms.

But if the market alone can’t do it, what can? We 
risk finding ourselves in a vacuum where no one 
really takes responsibility: who will be in charge of 
the grand masterplan? Who will ensure progress? 
It may turn out that the biggest challenge of the 
climate crisis is that everyone is expecting some-
one else to solve it.

Businesses also carry out politics
The starting point of my research is that compa-
nies also make policy. Climate policy is already 
being made in companies and this will become 
more so as the climate crisis accelerates. When 
politicians say that ”private companies make 
technologies and we make policy”, I don’t think 
that’s necessarily true. Technology is politics. Ma-
nagement is politics. When it comes to climate 
change, it is very much politics when companies 
decide to – or not to - implement new business 
models or initiate new technological solutions.

The same is happening in the area of security 
policy, where we see that companies are increa-
singly having to follow security policy that is alig-
ned with national interests. This is an indication 
that more and more political agendas may move 
into executive and boardrooms - almost whether 
they want to or not. Having said that, companies 
may also have a vested interest in exerting grea-
ter influence on political decisions.

It is natural to question the extent to which so-
ciety can trust companies to have a responsible 
policy, for example in the area of climate. Let it 
not be forgotten that the new role and respon-
sibility of companies does not relieve politicians 
of their responsibilities or of the task of defining 
the regulatory framework; they will just outsource 
solutions to a much greater extent.

Furthermore, companies’ involvement and parti-
cipation in the management of major societal cri-
ses will be closely followed by a highly vigilant and 
critical public, which also includes politicians, in-
vestors, media, NGOs, activists, and others. The-
refore, a different kind of transparency around 
corporate behaviour will become a strong self-re-
gulating factor.
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Three ways out of the climate crisis for leaders
One solution is to highlight the need for new forms 
of leadership in business. In my research, includ-
ing a review of a large number of American bu-
siness magazines, I have identified three paths 
that leaders can take today in terms of climate:

	 The conservative path: 
Many leaders think they have to create a futu-
re in the image of the past. That is, to continue 
as before and work with ideas such as CO2 cap-
ture and storage, more nuclear power, securing 
coastlines, technological fixes to maintain the 
current economic order. This happens especially 
in American conservative circles but is also seen 
elsewhere.

	 The evolutionary path:
This is where company management gradually 
changes focus, for example, by reporting through 
standards, certifications, and compliance. This 
means streamlining internal processes and incre-
mentally  transforming the company. Sustainable 
goals are pursued, but within a clear market eco-
nomy capitalist logic. It will push the world tow-
ards sustainable goals through incremental steps.

	 The activist path:
This path has become more pronounced - espe-
cially in media such as the Harvard Business Re-
view - and is about radically changing the way 
we think about capitalism. It’s a bottom-up move-
ment and is based on the idea of de-growth and 
disruption, but with an activist logic. Examples of 
this type are CEO activists like Paul Polman, the 
former CEO of Unilever. The argument is that if 
we can get the company to think circularly, im-
plement new business models and incorporate 
reputation into their risk practices, we can revo-
lutionise capitalist market logic. This is the radical 
way of thinking and is more of a grassroots mo-
vement.

The revolutionary path requires a new kind of 
leadership. That’s why we’re increasingly talking 
about the activist CEO. That is, a CEO who recog-
nises and actively pursues more visible leaders-
hip. As well as having its benefits, it also presents 
challenges - depending on how the role is played 
and how authentically and credibly CEOs express 
themselves.

Who do you want to be in the future?
Something that will be more likely to provide be-
nefits, or indeed present challenges, is reputation. 
It will become a very important capital in the fu-
ture and should be monetised with as much care 
and precision as financial capital. Analyses show 
that a significant part of a company’s value is de-
termined by its reputation. One single high profile 
PR disaster can quickly reduce a large part of a 
company’s value.

We also saw this in Denmark with the war in Ukra-
ine and the companies that faced a reputational 
PR disaster because of their economic activities 
in Russia. Just because you are a private player, 
does not mean you are spared from any political 
backlash. You have to consider your potential re-
putation. You can’t assume that the climate crisis 
is not relevant to you because you don’t produ-
ce anything that is harmful to the climate, or you 
are a large company, or you are otherwise highly 
visible. You have to constantly consider the ”po-
tential self”. That is, who you want to be and how 
to become that. The idea of your ”potential self” 
is here to stay. It is part of the logic of uncertain-
ty that is particularly prevalent in security policy, 
where we don’t know what the world will bring 
- whether it will be a pandemic, climate disaster, 
war, or terrorism. But the answer is about deci-
ding for yourself what you want to be known for 
- what reputation you want to have.

1.

2.

3.
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Businesses are expected 
to play a new and much 

larger political role.
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We have to rethink  
political decision-
making processes

Connie Hedegaard is chair of the board of the green think-tank CONCITO and the climate 

fund KR Foundations. She is also a board member of the European Climate Foundation, 

Danfoss and the Sustainability Council at Volkswagen. Connie Hedegaard was first elected 

to the Danish Parliament in 1984 for the Conservative People’s Party. In 2004 she was ap-

pointed Minister for the Environment and in 2007 Minister for Climate and Energy. From 2010-

2014, she was also the first European Commisioner for Climate Action.

Climate policy

Connie Hedegaard
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The climate crisis confronts us with a major pa-
radox: while we are moving towards catastrophic 
scenarios, many politicians are trying to convince 
people that their lives will hardly change as we 
strive to solve the climate crisis. It will lead us into 
a dangerous cul-de-sac of division and polarisati-
on if we don’t correct this perception in time.

In the times we live in, it’s just insanely difficult to 
predict where we’re going. Much depends on how 
we deal with the crises we face right now. Unfor-
tunately, this uncertainty can lock us into a path 
that is maddeningly hopeless in the belief that 
we can keep to a 1.5°C temperature rise target. 
I personally have never believed in that target. 
That target was set purely for political reasons 
and has therefore never been met. On the other 
hand, I believe that the current crises can push 
us in the right direction by motivating a number 
of important initiatives focusing on raw materials, 
developing new materials, new technologies and 
circular processes. In other words, completely dif-
ferent ways of producing.

We all have a responsibility to solve this problem 
- politicians, businesses, investors, researchers, 
and consumers. This is especially true for those 
of us in the affluent part of the world. We need to 
change our consumption and our mindset about 
what a good life actually is. That’s why I think it’s 
dangerous to maintain the notion that this can 
happen without requiring substantial behavioural 
changes.
 
The most serious and overlooked polarisation
There is a huge need for politicians to do more 
than just set targets and introduce regulation, 
such as a price on CO2. We need to prepare ou-
rselves to live in a completely different way and 
work with completely different pricing mechanis-
ms. We need a complete overhaul of the way we 
tax consumption and production, with significant 
rewards for those who move in the right direction 
and the opposite for those who do not. This will 
require a joint dialogue on behavioural change 
and what a good life really is in the 21st centu-
ry, what kind of notion of growth and values we 
should focus on.

If politicians and businesses don’t succeed in this 
task, I fear that we will see a huge polarisation 
within society. When politicians argue that the 
transition must not cost anything in terms of way 
of life, it is usually because of the fear of the ’yel-
low vests’ (demonstrations in France against cli-
mate taxes on petrol, ed.), increased polarisation 
and losing popular support. The paradox is that 
instead we risk another and far more dangerous 
polarisation: young people becoming not just 
more activist but more frustrated, some even ra-
dicalised, while others give up faith in the system 
and believe it needs to be completely reinvented. 
We could spend 10 years discussing this, but we 
don’t have that long. Therefore, we must try to 
reach a broad consensus on where we want to 
go and not only set the goals, but also agree on 
how to get there.

Sluggish systems need to be challenged
We must also challenge the sluggish political sy-
stems and require a break with the zero-error 
culture that characterises administrations and 
means decision-making processes become bog-
ged down. Setting an end date for the extraction 
of North Sea oil, planning energy islands and 150 
GW of offshore wind, holding a Baltic Sea summit 
and investing in Power-to-X are all fine and dan-
dy initiatives. But it’s still a relatively small number 
of people sitting in public offices who will have to 
actually implement any changes.

When Ursula von der Leyen said at the offsho-
re wind summit in Esbjerg in 2022 that permits 
must be granted for offshore wind development 
within certain zones within a year, it was left to a 
– let’s say - 32-year-old administrator at the Da-
nish Energy Agency to find out what this actually 
meant for the Birds Directive, the Habitats Dire-
ctive and all those other bureaucratic conside-
rations. Despite everyone saying what they wan-
ted to do, it will just still take an incredibly long 
time for change to actually materialise. This is the 
case with wind farms or solar panels. Or when 
the electricity grid for electrification needs to be 
brought to the countryside, across a farmer’s field 
with kilometres of connections. Change must be 
democratically legitimised so that citizens feel in-
volved.
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Need for a national operational staff
If we don’t find more effective ways to do this 
without losing democratic legitimacy, it will be-
come abundantly clear over the next three to four 
years that it is one thing to have ambitions, but it 
is quite another to fulfil them. Failure to deliver on 
promises will create a deep crisis of confidence, 
which is already happening on many levels.

The challenge is that we need to integrate more 
of the solutions – and to see them in a holistic 
perspective. We haven’t been good at that up to 
now. But nonetheless, that’s what needs to hap-
pen if we are to have any hope.

There is a need to completely rethink the political 
decision-making processes around the climate 
crisis. We might take inspiration from the ”Situ-
ation Command Centre” that coordinated the 
many activities during the coronavirus epidemic. 
A national operational staff was established that 
included ministries and authorities, private repre-
sentatives, and retired experts with specialised 
experience. On one of the first days, for example, 
they realised that there wasn’t enough hand sa-
nitizer. People looked at each other and asked: 
who can take care of that? A former CEO from 
Novozymes could. It was just an example of how, 
if we know it’s urgent enough, we can actually get 
people together and say: ”This task must be sol-
ved, now”.

The climate operational staff must be anchored 
in the state, preferably the Ministry of State or the 
Ministry of Finance to be able to avoid getting 
bogged down in bureaucratic barriers.

The new role and responsibilities of leaders
Businesses have a responsibility to provide the so-
lutions and innovation that demonstrate it is pos-
sible to live your life in a fundamentally different 
way while maintaining modern conveniences. 
In the coming years, companies must therefore 
reach out further and wider with their solutions, 
which means they have a huge communication 
task on their hands. This is a particularly difficult 
task for business leaders. 

Right now, they are still buried in logistics issues: 
the aftermath of the coronavirus lockdown, ma-
terials that didn’t arrive, pandemics, energy pri-
ces, inflation, skills challenges. In a situation like 
this, it is extremely difficult to get leaders to take 
the long view.

The problem is particularly acute for the 95% of 
Danish companies that are small to medium-si-
zed. Many of them are running at a loss and don’t 
have the capacity to take on such tasks in a time 
of crisis. Small businesses know they need to do 
something, but they don’t know what. They will 
soon be faced with these demands however, as 
subcontractors to larger companies. It would be 
nice if the various industry organisations were 
better at equipping companies to solve such 
complex challenges.

In general, however, I believe that the climate cri-
sis unlocks great opportunities for Denmark to po-
sition itself as a pioneer. Therefore, I don’t buy the 
argument about leakage and loss of competiti-
veness. There is empirical evidence that we have 
benefited greatly from being at the forefront in 
a number of areas. It really would be strange if, 
having been a pioneer in investing in environmen-
tally-friendly products and renewable energy for 
decades, we were to be stuck in the middle of the 
pack just as the rest of the world starts recogni-
sing the green agenda and demanding our pro-
ducts.

Greenwashing becomes a big issue
Polarisation and sluggishness will also increase 
the risk of greenwashing, which is going to be-
come a big issue very soon. There is a proposal 
for a new marketing law in this regard because 
the consequences for greenwashing are far too 
lax currently: there should be such a huge repu-
tational cost to greenwashing that it becomes 
unattractive to ever do it in the first place. Orga-
nisations that fear being hit by tougher legislati-
on on greenwashing and fight against it on the 
grounds that the rules are unclear, should instead 
proactively contribute to clearer guidelines.

Greenwashing is becoming a hot topic becau-
se many NGOs want it as their main focus area. 
They are getting fed up with seeing companies 
coming up with climate goals, setting ESG targets, 
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Companies have a 
huge communication task 
to fulfil in order to reach a 
much wider audience with 

their solutions.
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talking about sustainability, etc. and then not fol-
lowing through on their targets. Therefore, reputa-
tional risks will certainly grow. Take finance as an 
example. It’s good that many pension funds and 
banks have started to take climate change much 
more seriously by setting targets and offering 
green investment options. But when the World 

Wildlife Fund (WWF) produces reports that show 
that there is no action behind those companies’ 
words, there will be a cost to reputation which will 
ultimately impact their ability to attract young la-
bour. Surely this is something to be avoided at a 
time when good minds are in short supply.
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Who 
and what   
should you 
trust?

Information

Rebecca Adler-Nissen
Rebecca Adler-Nissen is Professor of Political Science at the University of Copenhagen. Her 

research interests include international politics and diplomacy, citizens’ susceptibility to mi-

sinformation and fake news. She is currently leading the Diploface project, which deals with 

the conditions of international cooperation in an online universe. In addition, she is a former 

Head of Section in the European Policy Department in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

P
h

o
to

: S
ø

re
n

 K
je

ld
ga

a
rd



41

The more important an issue is to politicians and 
society as a whole, the more misinformation the-
re will be. This poses a major problem for politi-
cians, leaders, and businesses when it comes to 
the climate crisis. If climate challenges become 
larger and more complex at the same time as the 
quality of available information decreases, then 
a gap in understanding emerges. Along with the 
gap in action, this may prove to be another ma-
jor challenge for the green transition. The green 
transition cannot tolerate information pollution, 
as policy solutions rely on a well-informed public.

The war in Ukraine shows how worrying misin-
formation can be: right now, we’re seeing a lot of 
misinformation about the war. Italy was extre-
mely exposed to this in the run-up to their recent 
2022 elections, resulting in a shocking 35% of Ita-
lians believing that this conflict was primarily the 
fault of Ukraine, the EU and the US1. Fortunately, 
we know a lot more about misinformation than 
we did even 10 years ago - how it works, how it 
spreads and who is most exposed to it2.

The climate crisis is also an information crisis
Climate change is one of the topics on which the-
re is perhaps the most misinformation, precisely 
because there is so much at stake, and so much 
that challenges the population and our way of 
life. Misinformation can come in many formats. 
One example of this is the tobacco industry. Hi-
storically, we have seen them - and other sectors 
- invest large amounts of money in challenging 
science to advance their own financial interests. 
We also see this on a political and ideological le-
vel in places such as in the US, where being green 
has come to be considered unpatriotic in large 
parts of Texas.

In other words, there will need to be some allian-
ces with media and especially tech companies, 
who already take responsibility for information 
when it comes to violence or hate crimes, but do 
not yet take responsibility for climate misinforma-
tion.

Information cycles must be invested in as if they 
are critical infrastructure, just like our energy sup-
ply. That’s why it’s important that quality infor-
mation is supported and widely accessible. Qua-
lity information does not write itself. These days, 

we are discussing public service in Denmark and 
whether to cut back on, for example, science 
journalism. If leaders do not get the right informa-
tion about matters such as the climate crisis, it 
may be the case that this is due to a lack of ea-
sily accessible, easily digestible and credible in-
formation. We risk losing momentum in the green 
transition, in part because the business commu-
nity is simply unprepared. We know that educa-
tion and strong public service can help make us 
more resilient in the fight against misinformation.

The new challenge of misinformation: Deepfakes
The biggest change from the times when we only 
had two channels and three local newspapers is 
that today we no longer have any control over 
who influences us and where the information we 
receive comes from. In the near future, we will 
have problems with so-called deepfakes, where 
people receive misinformation that is much more 
convincing than that which we might see today. 
Even those within the media or researchers may 
not be able to tell that it is not actually Mette Fre-
deriksen or Al Gore speaking in the video they are 
watching, but that it is in fact a manipulation. This 
will be a colossal challenge for the green transiti-
on as well as action will only have to come when 
most people can agree on a diagnosis of the pro-
blem and when they accept the fact that we 
need to do something about this problem now.

Earlier this year, over a thousand French journa-
lists signed a charter stating that they will not 
engage in the classic journalistic presentation of 
”this side and that side” in their climate covera-
ge3. This means that they will not uncritically be 
microphone holders for disingenuous climate 
sceptics, but instead they will take climate re-
search and the latest knowledge seriously. They 
want to communicate more responsibly and in a 
more accessible way. It’s quite thought-provoking 
and innovative and this approach could win over 
a new audience if others were to follow suit.

 

1   https://ecfr.eu/publication/peace-versus-justice-the-coming-euro-
pean-split-over-the-war-in-ukraine/

2 https://doi.org/10.1093/joc/jqz006 

3 https://climate-concern.com/french-journalists-commit-to-more-re-
sponsible-reporting-on-climate-issues/

https://ecfr.eu/publication/peace-versus-justice-the-coming-european-split-over-the-war-in-ukraine/
https://ecfr.eu/publication/peace-versus-justice-the-coming-european-split-over-the-war-in-ukraine/
https://doi.org/10.1093/joc/jqz006 
https://climate-concern.com/french-journalists-commit-to-more-responsible-reporting-on-climate-issues/
https://climate-concern.com/french-journalists-commit-to-more-responsible-reporting-on-climate-issues/
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Tech companies rule our everyday lives
One major challenge we face is that most of our 
information is online and therefore not anchored 
in Europe or Denmark, but in Chinese or American 
tech companies. This obviously has an impact on 
our communication with the public and as such is 
a challenge that needs to be addressed quickly.

Fortunately, there are plenty of interesting initiati-
ves in the pipeline. In relation to technology con-
trol, legislation is on the way from the EU system, 
in which Danish parliamentarians are very acti-
ve, and this will have an impact on the quality of 
public debate online. There will be requirements 
ranging from age verification to setting limits on 
harmful content - especially for large companies.

One of the problems is that not only do we get 
bad information, we also view the wrong kind 
of information. We spend our time watching cat 
videos instead of reading about the climate cri-
sis. This is due to the ”attention economy” that 
tech companies create and monetise. In general, 
there is a need for tech companies to change in 
many ways, including regulating access to the 
data they collect about us. Right now, we’re get-
ting addicted to junk, to put it bluntly.

Fortunately, in Denmark, it is perhaps only 10-15% 
of people who are most exposed to misinforma-
tion. But the quality of what ”the silent majority” 
of ordinary citizens and leaders are exposed to 
simply must be improved. It affects our ability to 
act and also impacts not only our general well-
being, but also our social anxiety. It has been well 
documented that social media makes us more 
lonely, anxious, and insecure and it also reduces 
our sense of community.

I would hope that the next wave of tech regulati-
on is not just about privacy and rights, but also the 
harmful effects that certain content and forms 
of ”news” have in creating digital addictions. You 
can’t act on the climate crisis if you’re depressed. 
It’s such a big problem now that some of the pe-
ople at TikTok and Facebook blatantly know that 
this is addictive for both young and old but do 
nothing to remedy the situation; they will be jud-
ged for this in the future. We could perhaps draw 
comparisons with the tobacco industry, where it 
also took a long time to succeed in the fight for an 
effective policy on something so harmful.

Without credible 
information, companies 

cannot solve the 
climate crisis.

Rebecca Adler-Nissen
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Be aware   
of your great 
responsibility

Ethics

Mickey Gjerris
Mickey Gjerris is Associate Professor of Bioethics at the University of Copenhagen. His re-

search focuses on the ethical aspects of man’s relationship with nature, especially climate, 

biodiversity, food, and biotechnology applied to animals and plants from an ethical, philo-

sophical, and theological perspective. He is also a former member of the Danish Council of 

Ethics.
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I see two options when it comes to the future of 
the climate crisis - either we wake up and reali-
se we’re all on the same little ’spaceship’ in the 
universe, or we build higher walls. The latter is 
probably the most likely. We tend to turn inwards 
when threatened and try to protect what’s clo-
sest to us. This can happen very quickly. For a long 
time, we have been ”playing” with the climate as 
if it were a thermostat that we can turn up and 
down as we please, and we have overlooked the 
danger of tipping points - i.e., irreversible damage 
to nature and the climate.

Together with researchers from the Technical Uni-
versity of Denmark, I recently reviewed what has 
happened at the major climate summits since 
1972, the year of the UN’s first major conference 
on the environment. It is becoming increasingly 
clear that absolutely nothing has happened in 
terms of solving the climate and biodiversity cri-
ses. The challenge is that there are far too many 
participants at the summits who have an interest 
in maintaining yesterday’s world. Either because 
it secures political influence for them or ensures 
that their companies can continue to make mo-
ney. The fossil fuel industry is raking in money - 
and is still being subsidised with billions of dollars 
from governments around the world.

We are on the verge of the great ”revelation”
But it might create some optimism if the leaders 
we elect to solve these problems were to recog-
nise that we can no longer delude ourselves that 
we are green world champions in our part of the 
world. If that happens, I think we might be able 
to do something. There will be increasing pressure 
from below, which means that those politicians 
who have pretended to be green but allowed 
huge emissions to continue in order to preserve a 
minimal number of jobs at a handful of compani-
es will be exposed. Hopefully, this will trigger some 
degree of change.

Winston Churchill once said that you can fool 
some of the people all of the time, you can fool 
all of the people some of the time, but you can’t 
fool all of the people all of the time. Science is be-
coming more and more unambiguous; the cries 
of scientists are becoming more and more de-
sperate. I have so much faith in human rationality 
that at some point our population with its above 
average level of education must realise that con-
tinuing in this way just doesn’t make any sense.

The truth is that we in Denmark are nowhere 
near the 70% target we have set. We are protec-
ting ourselves against rising sea levels by building 
Lynetteholm (an artificial island off the coast of 
Copenhagen), with a number of climate-dama-
ging consequences - increased globalisation, 
increased transport of goods, increased urbani-
sation, increased growth. It doesn’t make sense. 
I think - and this is my hope - there are limits to 
how long you can keep deluding people. There’s 
a limit to how long large parts of the business 
world can pretend to be green and sustainable 
whilst selling more products that we don’t actual-
ly need. Leaders, wherever they sit in the system, 
have a responsibility to tell the truth.

Leader: Acknowledge your responsibility
The more power you have, the more responsibility 
you must also take on. That’s why you, as leaders, 
need to recognise the gravity of this situation. 
And then if you don’t act, you’re either being deli-
berately naïve or you’re making the wrong decisi-
ons based on a limited insight, which, while it may 
be well-intentioned, is just not good enough in the 
current situation. It is indisputable that, as a lea-
der, you have a responsibility to familiarise your-
self with the available knowledge and research 
and to operate with a precautionary principle.
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My advice to leaders would be not to see them-
selves in a limited role, but to recognise that they 
have a special responsibility because they have 
great power, and it must be used for the good of 
others. And what would be for the good of others 
would be to minimise the negative consequences 
of the ecological crises we are facing. Therefore, 
with the power that leaders now have, they need 
to figure out how they can contribute to making 
sure action is taken; they must not just pretend 
that we are on the right track, which only serves 
to exacerbate the problem.

The leader of the future has a vision of where 
we’re going - and gets their employees on board. 
Work isn’t just about earning money so you can 
go home and survive. Work should also give pe-
ople the opportunity to contribute to something 
that is significant and important in society. That, 
I believe, is a concept that will really engage pe-
ople.

We need to develop a whole new culture
No one promised us that there were any soluti-
ons - and certainly not easy ones. Centuries of 
culture and societal formation must be radically 
reversed - and this will be incredibly difficult. It’s 
not something you can do with one single political 
decision or a climate march.

In the short term, experts say that we should tax 
what we want less of - in other words, a carbon 
tax. But when we finally got a carbon tax in Den-
mark in the summer of 2022, it was so low that it 
is unlikely to have any impact.

In the long term, we need to educate each other 
so that we can learn to take care of the planet. 
This is something that needs to permeate lear-
ning right from nursery school, all the way through 
the education system and into adult life, in the 
form of conversations and education. We need 
better and clearer ideas about where we want to 
go. Is the best solution we can come up with real-
ly that we just put a wall up around us so we can 
be left alone to carry on watching a match every 
Friday night, while worrying about our to-do list? 
Or do we want a society where we focus on the 
values that we always say are important to us: 
love, family life, friendships, nature experiences?

Despite all of this, I believe there is reason to be 
cautiously optimistic. We can see that something 
is happening from the ground up, because the 
political system is being pressurised by the peop-
le. It’s something I see when I give lectures. It be-
comes clear to me that this isn’t just an issue for 
the young activists who chain themselves to the 
Great Belt Bridge, but there are plenty of com-
munities who want to get involved in all kinds of 
ways.

As leaders, don’t see 
yourself in a limited role - 

you have a huge 
responsibility.

Mickey Gjerris
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Biodiversity 
The planet’s biological diversity
Biodiversity is the variety of life found across the globe. 
Biological diversity is made up of all the species of ani-
mals, plants, fungi, bacteria, and other living organisms 
found on land and in water. Climate change is threate-
ning the planet’s biodiversity, and many scientists are 
talking about a new mass extinction of species similar 
to previous extinctions in Earth’s history - this time cau-
sed by human activity. According to the IPCC, with a 
temperature increase of 1.5°C, we risk extinction of up 
to 14 percent of terrestrial species.4

Circular economy
Allowing materials to circulate and be reused instead of 
being thrown away
In a circular economy, materials and products circu-
late instead of ending up in incineration or landfill. In 
other words, it’s a way for companies to minimise their 
material use. We are familiar with this from the bott-
le deposit system or when we buy other types of re-
cycled materials. For years, we have been producing 
and consuming in a linear mindset where products are 
produced, consumed, and discarded. But if we are to 
create a sustainable future, we need to produce in a 
much more circular way.

Carbon tax
A tax that makes it more expensive to emit carbon di-
oxide
A carbon tax is a political tool to reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions. The tax makes it more expensive to emit 
CO2. In Denmark, a gradually increasing CO2 tax on in-
dustry will be introduced from 2025 until 2030.

CO2
The greenhouse gas carbon dioxide
CO2 is a naturally occurring gas, but if there is too much 
of it in the atmosphere, the atmosphere will heat up. 
This is also known as the greenhouse effect because 
CO2 traps Earth’s heat so that it cannot escape into 
space. This is why CO2 is also called a greenhouse gas.

COP (Conference of the Parties)
The UN’s annual climate conference
The COP is the annual climate summit held between 
the 195 member states that have joined the UN Fra-
mework Convention on Climate Change. At the me-
eting, the results of current climate action are evalua-
ted and new binding additions to the agreement can 
be negotiated. Since 1995, 26 meetings have been held. 
In 2022, COP27 was held in Sharm el-Sheikh and COP28 
will be held in Dubai in 2023.

Deepfake
Deepfake is a term for manipulated videos, images or 
audio recordings that are produced using artificial in-
telligence. This type of digital forgery technology makes 
it possible to distort reality, for example, by distorting 
a person’s face so that their facial expressions match 
another audio track. With deepfakes, you can make a 
person appear to do or say things on video that never 
actually happened.

Greenhouse gases
Type of gas that retains the sun’s heat
Greenhouse gases is a term that covers a range of ga-
ses that are able to retain heat in Earth’s atmosphe-
re and thus help create a greenhouse effect on Earth. 
The greenhouse gases that are relevant in climate ac-
counting - and thus for business - are:

Carbon dioxide (CO2)
The most dominant greenhouse gas
- Methane (CH4)
- Nitrous oxide (N2O)
- Hydrofluorocarbons (HFCs)
- Perfluorocarbons (PFCs)
- Sulphur hexafluoride (SF6)

ESG
Reporting on the environmental, social and governance 
impact of companies
ESG stands for ’Environmental’, ’Social’ and ’Governan-
ce’ and is also known as the ’non-financial figures’. They 
are used as metrics to report on and assess a com-
pany’s sustainability in terms of how well it performs 
in environmental, social and governance sustainability 
- for example, in relation to CO2 emissions, water and 
energy consumption, gender equality, sickness absen-
ce, employee satisfaction and gender equality in ma-
nagement and board.

Phosphorus
Phosphorus is an element and a limited resource in the 
world. Phosphorus is used as a plant nutrient by ag-
riculture, where it is added to fields through fertilisers 
and agricultural feed. There is a need to reduce phosp-
horus emissions as it pollutes the aquatic environment. 
A higher content of phosphorus in agricultural soils in-
creases the risk of increased phosphorus inputs to la-
kes and fjords.

Glossary of terms
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Gulf Stream
A warm ocean current that runs from the Gulf of Mexico 
into the Atlantic Ocean
The Gulf Stream is the fastest ocean current in the 
world and flows from the Gulf of Mexico, up the North 
American coastline and out into the Atlantic Ocean. 
The Gulf Stream brings warm water to the east coast 
of North America and the coast of Western Europe. 
Without the influx, these areas would have a signifi-
cantly colder climate. Melting fresh water from the ice 
sheet, caused by the rising global temperatures, may 
lower the salinity of the northbound part of the Gulf 
Stream, which lowers the heat input to Northern Euro-
pe, causing significantly lower temperatures.

Greenwashing
False green product labelling
When you promise more than you actually do in the 
climate and environmental area. There are increasing 
demands on what it takes for a company to call itself 
or its products green or sustainable. The Danish Con-
sumer Ombudsman has recently published a guide to 
green marketing that, among other things, requires a 
full life cycle analysis (LCA) of a product that can docu-
ment environmental impact before it can be called 
green or sustainable.

IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change)
United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change
The UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
was established in 1988. The main task of the Panel is 
to provide a scientific assessment of the extent and 
understanding of climate change and its impacts. The 
panel consists of three working groups, which respe-
ctively assess the scientific status of climate change, 
the consequences of climate change for societies and 
people and the possibilities for adaptation, and finally 
the possibilities for reducing greenhouse gas emissions.

Climate
The average weather conditions measured at a specific 
point in time over an extended period of time
Identifying a climate requires measurements over a 
30-year period to determine whether a climate is tem-
perate, for example. There are different climates on 
Earth, which lie like belts across the planet. These are, 
for example, tropical, subtropical, or temperate clima-
tes. The climate changes we have already observed 
are largely caused solely by human activity, creating 
different types of climates, and thus changing living 
conditions for people around the world.

Leakage
When national climate regulation moves greenhouse 
gas emissions abroad
A carbon leakage occurs when ambitious national cli-
mate regulation is implemented and shuts down parts 
of national production, causing it to move abroad. In 
the worst-case scenario, this can mean that emissi-
ons which were intended to be reduced nationally will 
actually increase globally through the production that 
moves abroad.

De-growth
A non-economic growth
De-growth is an economic way of thinking that recog-
nises that unlimited economic growth is not possible on 
a planet with limited resources. Only through negative 
or alternative growth can you create an economy that 
takes into account the planet’s finite resources.

Paris Agreement
UN countries’ climate agreement
In 2015, world leaders signed the so-called Paris Agre-
ement, which aims to keep global temperatures below 
1.5°C and a maximum of 2°C. This will require significant 
reductions in CO2 and other greenhouse gases. On the 
same occasion in Paris, the Sustainable Development 
Goals were signed.

Tipping point
Damage to natural and climate systems that cannot be 
restored
A tipping point is climate and environmental damage 
to natural systems that is irreversible, meaning it can-
not be restored. In the worst-case scenario, they will 
spiral out of control and trigger self-reinforcing, da-
maging processes. Examples of tipping points are the 
melting of the Arctic Sea ice or the Greenland ice sheet 
and the North Atlantic Current, which transports heat 
from the Gulf Stream towards Northern Europe. The UN 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change has esti-
mated that even with a global temperature increase 
of 1.5°C, many of the consequences of climate change 
cannot be prevented.

4 IPCC, 2022: Summary for Policymakers [H.-O. Pörtner, D.C. Rober-
ts, E.S. Poloczanska, K. Mintenbeck, M. Tignor, A. Alegría, M. Craig, S. 
Langsdorf, S. Löschke, V. Möller, A. Okem (eds.)]. In: Climate Change 
2022: Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability.
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Lederne
At Danish Association of Managers & Executives 
(Lederne), we are something for those who are 
a lot for others, a professional organisation and 
unemployment insurance fund for leaders and 
specially trusted employees. We help those who 
lead others - providing education, inspiration, net-
working, career counselling and legal assistance. 
With a special focus on sustainable leadership, 
we believe that we can help those who will go 
on to help us all move forward. And that makes 
a world of difference for our more than 130,000 
members and the future we’re all a part of.

Read more about Lederne at www.lederne.dk.

Navigating 360 
Navigating 360 is a think-tank that brings resear-
chers’ knowledge into play to solve current socie-
tal problems. The network was founded by Erik 
Rasmussen, also founder of Mandag Morgen and 
Sustainia.

Read more at www.navigating360.dk. 

For more information, please contact
Anders Nolting Magelund, 
Chief consultant on climate policy at Danish  
Association of Managers & Executives 
anm@lho.dk

http://www.navigating360.dk
mailto:anm%40lho.dk%20?subject=
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10 principles  
for future climate 
leadership

 Goal: Who do you want to be as a leader?
The climate crisis requires a clear purpose 
for your business and a vision for the socie-
ty you are part of. How can your business 
be part of the solution to the climate crisis? 
What new markets should you pursue in a 
world that demands new solutions?

Business: The company is part of nature
The businesses of the future radically mini-
mise their impact on nature. The goal is an 
approach where materials and resources 
are renewable and recycled.

Knowledge: Expand your horizons
A turbulent and constantly changing cli-
mate landscape requires leaders to have a 
well-developed ”GPS tool”. This requires in-
dividual leaders to constantly seek out new 
climate knowledge. Quite simply, the cur-
riculum has increased.

Risk scenario: Crisis management is a  
condition
Climate change will hit harder and at shor-
ter intervals. Leaders will have to deal with a 
constant crisis situation where one extreme 
follows another. Therefore, there is a need to 
react even faster than we have previously 
realised.

Organisation: Shared values is a superpower
In order to respond to crises and create po-
sitive change, the entire organisation must 
pull in the same direction based on a strong 
community of values. Research shows that 
this is the best way to prepare for and re-
cover from crises.

1.

2.

5.

4.

3.

Partnerships: No one can change the world 
alone
Partnerships, knowledge sharing and inno-
vation across disciplines, companies and 
industries will be crucial to achieving sustai-
nable change. The climate crisis has a wide 
impact and will require a breakdown of fa-
miliar structures, silos, and sectors.

Responsibility: Become an activist leader
A political vacuum requires increased social 
responsibility from business leaders. Busi-
nesses will face increased expectations to 
participate in solving society’s grand chal-
lenges. Navigating this will increasingly re-
quire activist leaders who dare to take the 
lead.

Influence: Get involved in the climate  
agenda
The climate crisis will lead to a wide range of 
new demands on the organisation, including 
stricter legislation. The activist leader there-
fore seeks political influence to ensure that 
the demands are ambitious enough and 
create value, while the leader still retains 
his/hers operating space. 

Terms: Green DNA becomes the most  
important capital
The green transition must become part of a 
company’s DNA. It’s simply a matter of survi-
val, because access to favourable loans, 
customers and new markets is determined 
by a strong green profile.

Role modelling: Become a frontrunner
Someone has to lead the way. Every leader 
should be on a mission to become a natio-
nal or international role model, to be a green 
frontrunner in their industry and to help de-
monstrate the benefits of finding new ways 
of doing things and acting first.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.


