
Chapter 8
Strategy Design for Flourishing: A Robust
Method

Antony Upward and Stephen N. Davies

8.1 Introducing the Flourishing Imperative

The Flourishing Enterprise Strategy Design Method is a robust procedure that helps
leaders craft effective enterprise strategies in our increasingly Volatile, Uncertain,
Complex, and Ambiguous world (VUCA). Informed by the latest science and
practice, it enables leaders to create a strategic path for enterprises and their stake-
holders to improve their performance financially, socially and environmentally.1 The
method provides leaders with a systematic approach to designing intentional strategy
(Mintzberg &Waters, 1985) aligned with the Flourishing Imperative (Box 8.1). As a
result, firms can prepare for and thrive in our increasingly complex world.

The method is for leaders, managers, and entrepreneurs focused on business
strategy, business architecture, and enterprise designers interested in adopting a
powerful orientation towards the future, up to and including contributing to realizing
the benefits of the Flourishing Imperative.

1The method as described here is intended for use by established organizations. For the application
of the method to ideation, early and later stage start-up, applying lean start-up and customer
development techniques to iteratively search for a viable business model for flourishing, see the
Lean for Flourishing Startups Method www.Lean4Flourishing.biz (Hogeboom, 2015, 2019).
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Box 8.1 The Flourishing Imperative
The Flourishing Imperative is best summarized as: “sustaining the possibility for
human and other life to flourish on our planet for [seven generations and beyond]”
(see footnote 2) (Ehrenfeld, 2000, p. 36; for more on the Flourishing Imperative
see Cooperrider, 2017; Laslo et al., 2014; Ehrenfeld & Hoffman, 2013).

This aspirational goal for humanity is a summary of all the advice, practice
and research for effective leadership in our VUCA world: collaborate authen-
tically, constantly learning and acting together to co-achieve goals to realize a
shared values-based aspirational purpose far beyond self-interest.

Not only is this the best approach for each of us, all of us, and all other life
to have the possibility for flourishing, it is also the best “inner why” for any
organization and all its stakeholders. This is an idea made popular in Simon
Sinek’s TED talks and book: “people don’t buy what you do; they buy why
you do it” (Sinek, 2009, p. 41).

The Flourishing Imperative is the best “inner why” an enterprise can adopt
because it creates multiple positive “whys” relevant to all stakeholders, not just
customers. This increases an enterprise’s attractiveness to all its stakeholders.
In turn attractiveness drives multiple positive feedback loops for higher levels
of social, environmental and financial performance, leading to improved out-
comes for everyone and everything in our increasingly VUCA world.

150 A. Upward and S. N. Davies

The aspirational goal of the Flourishing Imperative (Box 8.1) is to “sustain the
possibility that human and other life will flourish on this planet for [seven genera-
tions and beyond]”2 (Ehrenfeld, 2000, p. 36). Our organizations have a critical role
in helping us meet our individual and collective needs, including realizing the
highest level of human potential: flourishing (Keyes & Haidt, 2003). To realize the
benefits of the Flourishing Imperative for all an enterprise’s stakeholders requires
leaders, managers, and entrepreneurs to proactively and systematically engage with
the unprecedented and growing levels of VUCA. The challenge for leaders, man-
agers and entrepreneurs is how.

The Flourishing Enterprise Strategy Design Method enables an enterprise’s stake-
holders—including its leaders—to design for those benefits of the Flourishing Impera-
tive they determine are feasible now, with a view to realizing all the benefits in the
future. Should the stakeholders’ values and world-views not be aligned with the
science-based Flourishing Imperative, the Method provides a structured approach for
them to realize their selected definition of success. The method achieves all this by
guiding all stakeholders through the co-exploration and co-design of the critical

2The original quote is “forever,” updated based on personal conversation with Dr. John Ehrenfeld in
October 2017: North American indigenous peoples believe that all decisions should be taken with a
view to how our seventh generation descendants would view the outcomes in their time of each
decision we make today.



integrating driver of any successful enterprise: its business model (Elkington & Upward,
2016; Kurucz, Colbert, Lüdeke-Freund, Upward, & Willard, 2016).
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8.2 Flourishing Enterprise Strategy Design Method

This chapter will introduce and explore the elements of the Flourishing Enterprise
Strategy Design Method and tool that support and enable its effective use. It provides
an overview of the method at its current stage of development, based on an overall
approach proven over the past 25 years. The authors expect the method to evolve
further, and for users of the method to adapt it to their circumstances and needs,
sharing their experiences to allow enhancement and improvement.

This chapter is organized following Fig. 8.1:

• Businessmodelling—six tasks to create useful models of the enterprise—describing
present conditions or designs for the future;

• Strategy Design Process—four steps, ABCD, applied iteratively, co-create enter-
prise strategy, using business modelling;

• Prioritizing—four questions used to select the best solutions for the near future;
• Foundations—two underpinnings of the method: the Principles of the

Flourishing Imperative, and the Flourishing Business Canvas tool to enable
useful business models to be created;

A two-part case study provides a practical example of the method in use. The
chapter concludes with a discussion of the benefits, challenges and limitations of
using the method and tool.

8.2.1 Business Modelling

Business modelling is the heart of the method. It is undertaken collaboratively by an
enterprise’s stakeholders to create shared understandings of existing business
models, and to design future improved ones.

A business model describes how a business defines and achieves success over
time—the story and the numbers (Magretta, 2002; Upward & Jones, 2016). It
articulates who engages with the organization; what the organization does now
and in the future; how, where and with what does the organization operate; and
how the organization defines and measures its success (Upward & Jones, 2016).
Like all modelling, business modelling aims to create a useful partial description of
something of concern to the modeller—i.e. a model is a map, not the landscape. Like
all models, business models have the advantages of being faster and less costly to
build than actual operating enterprises; this enables cost-effective learning by the
modellers through rapid sketching, iterative prototyping, and simulation. Business
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Fig. 8.1 The flourishing enterprise strategy design method

models also have the same limitations as any other model, any model is inherently
incomplete compared to a “real” business.3

Business modelling starts with internal stakeholders, such as leaders, managers,
and other employees undertaking the modeling tasks. As experience with business
modelling grows, to reach the methods full potential for risk mitigation and oppor-
tunity identification, it becomes beneficial to increasingly include customers, sup-
pliers, investors, communities, NGOs, and government (Hart & Sharma, 2004;
Langenwalter, 2007).

3For a comprehensive exploration of the benefits and advantages of business modelling using
business modelling tools, and iterative design approaches to strategy development compared to
earlier analytical approaches see Hanshaw and Osterwalder (2015), Kiron, Kruschwitz, Reeves, and
Goh (2013), Lindgardt, Reeves, Stalk, and Deimler (2009), Martin (2009) and Teece (2010).
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Research and practice4 has shown that there are six tasks required to create a
useful business model of an enterprise socially, environmentally, and financially.
Often these tasks must also be undertaken iteratively to create shared understanding
among stakeholders. Each iteration might start with sketching many business model
ideas before choosing one, a few, or parts of many, in which to invest in deeper
exploration and elaboration. This exploration can include prototyping and/or simu-
lation. These same tasks can be used to create a model that describes the past or
current business; a near future, next business; or a far future, inspiring vision
business.

The six tasks are as follows:

1. Determine the Stakeholders: Who is involved—who will the enterprise impact—
socially, environmentally and economically? And, what are these stakeholders’
fundamental needs, whose fulfillment relates to the purpose of the enterprise?

2. Establish Governance: Not all stakeholders have equal amounts of power.
Establish with each stakeholder a clear understanding of their terms of engage-
ment: their individual governance rights. This ensures everyone knows which
stakeholders have power to make which decisions about all the elements of the
enterprise’s business model, as each stakeholder is likely to have different
governance rights.

3. Set the Goals: Use the agreed governance arrangements to set the goals for the
enterprise. The stakeholders with the governance rights to do so will determine
how enterprise success is defined socially, environmentally, and financially.
Stakeholders should be encouraged to explicitly consider their values and their
needs, and then use this self-knowledge to inform their preferred organizational
goals. In light of experience over multiple iterations of the method it is normal for
stakeholders’ values to change, and as individual and shared learning occurs.

4. Develop the Value Co-Creations and Value Co-Destructions: Value co-creations
and co-destructions describe the enterprise’s positive and negative value propo-
sitions. These describe why stakeholders choose to engage, or avoid engaging
with the enterprise. Value co-creations and co-destructions are based on the idea
that value is generated and destroyed in the relationships between an enterprise
and its stakeholders over time.5 Value co-creations and co-destructions are
informed by the enterprise’s goals. They are statements of what the enterprise
does now and in the future to co-create value with its stakeholders—enabling

4See Upward and Jones (2016) and the work of the 1475þ global members of the Strongly
Sustainable Business Model (SSBM) Group global community of innovation practice. The
SSBMGroup is a knowledge mobilization initiative of the Ontario College of Art and Design
University’s Strategic Innovation Lab. Background at slab.ocadu.ca/group/strongly-sustainable-
business-model-group-ssbmg; learn more at wiki.SSBMG.com/home/streams, join at forum.
SSBMG.com
5This is known as “service dominant logic” (Echeverri & Skålén, 2011; Vargo, Maglio, & Akaka,
2008). Compare this to the earlier “product dominant logic” used as the theory behind Value
Propositions in earlier business modelling tools (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2009).

http://slab.ocadu.ca/group/strongly-sustainable-business-model-group-ssbmg
http://slab.ocadu.ca/group/strongly-sustainable-business-model-group-ssbmg
http://wiki.ssbmg.com/home/streams
http://forum.ssbmg.com
http://forum.ssbmg.com
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Fig. 8.2 Flourishing enterprise strategy design method—showing multiple iterations of the ABCD
overall process as they unfold over time (Figure adapted from The Natural Step and recent practice
naturalstep.ca/abcd)

them to satisfy their needs—and/or co-destroy value with its stakeholders–
harming their ability to satisfy their needs.

5. Determine the Processes: How, where, and with what will the enterprise’s value
propositions be realized, including partnerships, resources (tangible and intangi-
ble), and activities. Consider the full range of processes, including social, envi-
ronmental, and financial elements.

6. Agree on the Measures: Consider how the social, environmental, and economic
performance of the enterprise will be measured in order to know whether or not its
goals are being met.

8.2.2 Strategy Design Process: ABCD

To be useful, business modelling needs to be undertaken in a structured manner. This
is provided by the four ABCD steps of the method (Fig. 8.2). The value and
necessity of these steps are based on more than a quarter century of research and
practice undertaken around the world in many contexts (Broman & Robèrt, 2017;
Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987; Robèrt, 2002). Undertaking business modelling
within the context provided at each of these steps provides stakeholders with
multiple complementary views of current or proposed future business models.

These steps and associated practices are based on the backcasting approach
(Dreborg, 1996; Robinson, 2003). The distinguishing characteristic of backcasting
is its initial focus on identifying a scientifically feasible and normatively defined

http://naturalstep.ca/abcd


desired future, a future that explicitly and dramatically improves on current situa-
tions.6 This is then followed by, and within the desired future context, an exploration
of the conditions required for this desired future to be realized. Compare this to
forecasting, and much scenario planning: these approaches explore likely, scientif-
ically feasible and socially plausible futures, and pathways to those futures, but these
futures are usually extrapolated from the past, and they are imagined without explicit
concern for those futures’ desirability. Unlike the backcasting approach used here,
these other planning techniques do not explicitly focus on improving situations or
the realization of normative goals, such as the possibility for flourishing, that
stakeholders increasingly explicitly care about. These differences from other plan-
ning techniques, uniquely, in our understanding, recommends backcasting for
science-based strategy development towards ideal goals (Ackoff, 1971).
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As with all iterative design methods, insights are gained by completing a cycle of
all the steps, and learning from the total experience of what then unfolds in the real
world.

The four steps of the overall process shown in Figs. 8.1 and 8.2 are as follows:

A. Appreciate and Define Success: Co-create the necessary shared understandings
to be used throughout the remaining steps and for subsequent iterations of the
method.

This work is vital since the future will be increasingly different from the past;
conditions will be ever more VUCA, and the result of people’s individual and
collective past behaviours will be felt ever more strongly. As a result, dramatic
new socially, environmentally and financially material risks and opportunities
will appear (de Boer et al., 2012). Further, people’s values are different and will
change, so acceptable “satisfiers” of their needs are different between cultures,
and will change over time (Max-Neef, Elizalde, & Hopenhayn, 1991, p. 16).

Appreciate Principles and Implications for Definitions of Enterprise Success
It is critical that stakeholders first take the time to co-develop a shared

appreciation of their current values and worldviews, and how these relate to
the implications of the science-based principles of the Flourishing Imperative.
For example, stakeholders need to understand the implications of these princi-
ples on their definitions of success—for themselves, their families, businesses7,
communities, nation, and humanity. For whom and what do they love and care?
What legacy of stewardship for each other, all other life, and the planet do they
want to leave for the seventh generation and beyond? (Kinkead, 1999) This
future consciousness is a shared sensibility that must be developed intentionally.

6We use the inclusive terminology of improving situations and conditions, inspired by Appreciative
Inquiry, rather than the more typical deficit-based thinking terminology of problem finding and
problem solving. This increases the likelihood for stakeholders to co-create designs with fewer
unintended consequences (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987).
7See slides and video of this talk “What is a Successful Sustainable Business?” (Upward, 2017).
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Appreciate Leaders
Next, to create a practical appreciation for the implications for business

strategy, stakeholders examine the current business models of other enterprises
whose stakeholders are improving their competitiveness by taking advantage of
the Principles of the Flourishing Imperative. Stakeholders use the Flourishing
Business Canvas to explore together exemplary existing businesses. This also
enables stakeholders to gain experience with the tool and the six business
modelling tasks. Stakeholders may also wish to study a growing collection of
case studies,8 as well as co-constructing models of inspiring businesses they find
most relevant.

Develop an Inspiring Vision
Once stakeholders have a shared appreciation of the current and future

conditions, and others’ responses to those conditions, they then define a long-
term inspiring vision of success for their enterprise—one that is desirable based
on the stakeholder’s values and feasible based on the science of the principles.

The inspiring vision includes, based on the governance rights of each stake-
holder, a shared/agreed upon understanding of the “inner why” or purpose of
their enterprise (Sinek, 2009).9 As these discussions of “What is a successful
enterprise?” (see footnote 7) unfold, they must be based on the principles, but
not from the perspective of negative constraints on creativity imposed by
forecasts.

To be most useful, the inspiring vision needs to be far enough into the future
that people intuitively understand that everything in the past and present can and
likely will be different, i.e. forecasting based on the past isn’t useful to achieving
a desired future that is significantly different from the past. To help stakeholders
develop and maintain their future orientation, using the principles to enable their
inherent unlimited creativity for future sustainable viability, the backcasting
approach recommends the inspiring vision be at least 10, and better 20–30
years in the future (Barton, Manyika, & Williamson, 2017).

Develop the Business Model of the Inspiring Vision
Lastly in Step A, to make a shared, inspiring vision at an appropriate level of

detail, the stakeholders again use the six business modelling tasks and the canvas
to co-design an Inspiring Vision business model. This articulates how in the
future, day-to-day, they imagine their enterprise will operate to realize their
definition of success. This business model includes all the key social, environ-
mental, and financial elements that enable all the organization’s long-term future
goals to be fully realized at that point in time. It shows, enabled by the
constraints of the principles, how their enterprise will be viable in the future
that the stakeholders desire.

8See growing list of published case studies www.flourishingbusiness.org/case-studies
9We recommend using tools like Sinek’s “Golden Circle” to explore the “why (vision), how
(mission), and what (strategy).”

http://www.flourishingbusiness.org/case-studies
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B. Baseline Current State: Compare Current business model to Inspiring Vision
business model.

Describe Current Business Model
To baseline their understanding of their current state, stakeholders first

describe the social, environmental, and financial aspects of the enterprise’s
Current business model. This is the business model that describes how the
enterprise creates its outcomes in the current conditions. To co-create a descrip-
tion of their Current business model, stakeholders use the six tasks and the
canvas.

Co-developing a description of their Current business model helps stake-
holders build a shared understanding of their enterprise’s current situation and
identify quick wins. Implementing such quick wins helps to generate successes
early in the change journey, enabling a collective will to continue with the
journey together.

Compare to Principles
To complete their baseline of their current situation, the stakeholders under-

take a comparative analysis of their Current and Inspiring Vision business
models. The objective of this exercise is to appreciate what elements of the
Current business model support or may detract from the achievement of the
Inspiring Vision. Stakeholders ask themselves: How well does the current design
of the business comply with the principles? Which elements of the Current
business model might be used to increase compliance or decrease
non-compliance? What role do the environmental, social, and financial systems,
of which our enterprise is a part, constrain or enable compliance with the
principles? And, in what ways do we need, and in what ways is it feasible, for
these systems to change in order to achieve our Inspiring Vision business model
in the future?

C. Creative Solutions: Generate possible solutions that will be required at any
point in the journey from the Current to the Inspiring Vision business model

Co-Create Possible Solutions
There are always many ways to achieve any imagined future outcome. Step B

generates insight to areas of the current business model where there is the most
significant need and opportunities for change and innovation. During Step C, as
each of these opportunities are qualified and explored, the enterprise can estab-
lish an Innovation Agenda for the business capabilities that will be most strategic
for the achievement of the enterprises definition of success.

At the start of Step C, stakeholders will have recognized that to move towards
their Inspiring Vision business model, a large number of innovation solutions
may be required at different points on the journey in many different domains:
stakeholder values, worldviews, relationships, and behaviour; law, regulation,
policy, and community standards; environmental, social, market, and economic
systems; resource, service, and infrastructure availability and affordability;
knowledge, technology, product, service, and process design; and more. Solu-
tions will be needed to close gaps, mitigate risks, and realize new opportunities.
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During Step C stakeholders use systemic techniques known to maximize their
co-creativity, e.g. brainstorming, Syntegration (Beer, 1994), and Strategic Dia-
logic Design (Jones, Christakis, & Flanagan, 2007), along with techniques for
exploring alternative pathways to futures, e.g. Three Horizons (Hodgson &
Midgley, 2014; Sharpe, 2013).

Sketch Possible Future Business Models
Stakeholders use the six tasks and canvas to simulate alternative business

models, considering social, environmental, and financial factors. These business
model sketches, or prototypes, integrate various imagined solutions to describe
alternative business models, viable at different legs of the journey from the
present, via alternative pathways, to their inspiring vision (See Fig. 8.1, Broman
& Robèrt, 2017). The business models that are imagined to be the most viable in
the near future, typically 6–36 months in the future, are candidates for explora-
tion during Step D.

D. Get Down-to-Action: Choose, test, improve, then plan and implement the Next
business model for the enterprise.

This step selects and realizes in practice, and at full-scale, a business model
design that is “good enough”—recognising that in our increasingly VUCA
world attempts at “optimization” are not feasible (Ackoff, 1981; Rittel &
Webber, 1973).

Select Best Next Business Model
The Next business model is selected to be sufficiently viable in the near

term—6 to 36 months. It creates various streams of social, environmental, and
financial benefits compared to the current business model, moving the enterprise
meaningfully towards its inspiring vision. It must do this while “satisficing”
(Ashby, 1958; Simon, 1956) as many of the stakeholder’s relevant needs as
possible—including improved organizational viability in the near future along
with increasing compliance, as far as possible, to the principles. The satisficing
approach explicitly recognizes that an optimized “best” strategy cannot exist
given the tension between multiple stakeholders needs—needs that will frequently
be divergent.

To ensure the Next business model is sufficiently viable, stakeholders analyze
the candidate Next business models identified in Step C using the four Priori-
tizing Questions—described below. Stakeholders then use this analysis to make
an informed choice between options, or they select the most satisfactory ele-
ments from several candidates. The selected model is then refined and
implemented. The refinement process can take a “lean” approach [i.e. iterative
learning: lowest investment for greatest increase in confidence in achieving
desired outcomes, inspired by Blank (2013) and Ries (2011); and described in
Hogeboom (2015, 2019)] or via a “strategy rehearsal and enacting” process
(Dyson, Bryant, Morecroft, & O’Brien, 2007).

Stakeholders use the six tasks and canvas to capture the refined elements of
the Next business model design, having sufficiently validated the design through
the testing process.
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Implement Target Next Business Model
At this point in Step D, the stakeholders have a sufficient level of confidence

in their Next business model design, they agree that the benefits of implementing
their Next business model design reasonably outweigh risks. Stakeholder then
consider how they will implement the changes to their current operation so it
shifts from the Current to the Next business model design.

Typically, this will consist of a program of projects to realize the changes in
the operational business and hence initiate the flow of identified benefits
(Dyson et al., 2007). The multiple inter-related projects each require definition,
costing, cost-benefit justification, resourcing, launch, monitoring, reporting,
celebration, and wind-down.

Management can use strategic program management methods, such as
REFOCUS on Sustainability,10 to prioritize, manage, monitor, and report to
the stakeholders the status of the projects required to implement the changes and
realize the benefits.

The Importance of Iteration
After one complete iteration of the ABCD steps the organization will have accom-
plished one leg of its journey towards its inspiring vision of the future, as shown in
Fig. 8.2. The stakeholders will now have new experiences and hence gain new
insights from undertaking the whole method, realizing in practice its intended
strategy: the streams of social, environmental, and economic benefits from the
operation of its Next business model. This is when stakeholders must consider
starting a second iteration of the method, starting the second leg of their journey.

Recall that the inspiring vision of the future is “ideal”—it will never be realized in
practice, as the future is unknowable. The role of the inspiring vision is to act as a
guiding star for designing viable business models in the near future, and possible
journey pathways that intentionally move the enterprise towards that ideal. The ideal
itself evolves over time as the stakeholders learn new lessons from each iteration.

With each iteration the stakeholders’ inspiring vision will always get further in
the future as compared to their original starting point, and the future will always be
10–30 years away compared to their current situation. The inspiring vision evolves
as the stakeholders’ knowledge and experiences, and our collective understanding of
what is desirable, and what is scientifically feasible, changes as the journey unfolds.

10REFOCUS on Sustainability—a program management and capability building method for sus-
tainability inspired enterprise transformation towards realizing the Flourishing Imperative. It is
another of the projects of members of the Strongly Sustainable Business Model Group: www.
refocussustainability.com

http://www.refocussustainability.com
http://www.refocussustainability.com
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8.2.3 Prioritizing Questions

The four prioritizing questions help stakeholders make better decisions about the
Next business model candidates to satisfice the stakeholders’ diverse needs. Stake-
holders ask for each candidate Next business model:

1. Does it align with our shared values and inspiring vision?
2. Does it move our enterprise decisively towards the inspiring vision set by those

with the governance rights to do so?
3. Does it provide a flexible platform, opening up possibilities in the future for the

subsequent legs of the journey toward the inspiring vision?
4. Does it provide a sufficient level of viability for the enterprise to survive so it can

iterate towards the inspiring vision over time?

To be clear, viability means that the level of return on the social, environmental,
and financial investments required to realize the Next business model and the
associated benefit streams in practice, will generate sufficient social, environmental,
and financial surpluses for the enterprise to survive and iterate towards its inspiring
vision over time. For example, if a Next business model requires too high an
investment for too little return, because the market isn’t ready for a more environ-
mentally friendly product or service, this business model is well beyond the Viability
Frontier—the enterprise will go out of business in the near future, as costs exceed
revenues.

The initial discovery of the Viability Frontier in any given iteration of the method
happens early in Step D, as the Next business model is selected. However, stake-
holders typically wish to gather information to develop a deeper understanding of
their current Viability Frontier’s relationship with their Next business. Typically, the
Lean approach (testing and validation) gathers this information (Blank, 2013;
Hogeboom, 2015, 2019; Ries, 2011).

8.2.4 Foundations to Realize the Benefits of the Flourishing
Imperative

The last components of the method are its two foundations, shown at the bottom of
Fig. 8.1: the Principles of the Flourishing Imperative and the Flourishing Business
Canvas.

8.2.4.1 Knowledge: Principles of the Flourishing Imperative

Comparing an enterprise’s performance against science-based principles enables
stakeholders to reliably respond, in practice, to a single question: is the enterprise



truly sustainable in its current state, and if not, are the proposed Inspiring Vision and
Next business model designs an improvement?11
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To most powerfully orient the enterprise towards the future that science is already
telling us is possible and likely, while contributing to a desirable future for all, the
stakeholders should ensure that their chosen definition of enterprise success is
informed by the Principles of the Flourishing Imperative—to the maximum degree
that their values and worldview allow.

The principles that must be followed to design a financially viable enterprise are
well known and taught in every business school and entrepreneurial program.
However, the principles required to realize social, environmental, and financial
viability, aka “tri-profitability” (Upward & Jones, 2016), are not yet well known.

Box 8.2 Case Study: Part I (Inspired by Langenwalter, 2007)
The leaders of a 60-year-old, medium sized manufacturing company in a
smaller town knew they faced a huge challenge. Compared to new competition
from abroad, their labor costs were higher, and they were in danger losing
business to these lower cost competitors. Further, global markets were creating
price volatility on key raw materials, and environmental damage created by
their industry in the past was driving the local regulator to ever tighter and
more costly regulations. At the same time, employee morale and engagement
was falling; several large orders were lost, not on price, but on the fit of their
current product to changing customer requirements.

The conventional choice, one demanded by their bank, and suggested by
several board members, was to outsource manufacturing to a lower labor cost
region, and invest some of the savings in an intense program of product
innovation, all while increasing profit in the near term.

But the newly minted CEO, the granddaughter of the founder, had deep
roots in her community. She knew the impact that job losses would have on the
people her family lived with everyday; people her family had known and
prospered with for three generations. And these were not just any jobs, but
some of the few well-paying jobs left in her community; jobs that over time
had raised-up the overall wellbeing of her community.

But what was the alternative? She knew she was facing the results of our
increasingly VUCA world—price increases and volatility, new regulations,
changes in customer preference, and more—but her conventional advisors,

(continued)

11Given the long history of business leveraging science for practical benefit and to mitigate risk,
today it appears very uncommon for business people (or business scholars) to be interested in this
question. Indeed, to the authors’ knowledge, the question “how we would know a truly sustainable
business if we saw one (based on the best available science, ethical and human rights)?” was first
asked at the launch of the pre-cursor project to the Future-Fit Business Benchmark in Toronto in
2012 (First author was present when Dr. Bob Willard posed this question at this event).



Box 8.2 (continued)
and indeed her business school training, were silent. Her values told her
outsourcing was not the answer; she wanted the goal for the company to
include its continued contribution to the genuine wellbeing of her commu-
nity—her home.
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By chance, she heard about the significant innovations new start-ups were
generating from business modelling with groups of managers and trusted
advisors (Blank, 2013; Hanshaw & Osterwalder, 2015; Hogeboom, 2015;
Ries, 2011). Perhaps looking at each of the problems the firm was facing in
isolation was the problem? She wondered if looking at the whole picture, using
the integrated view provided by business modelling, could be more useful?

She did her research and hired a facilitator experienced with the Flourishing
Enterprise Strategy Design Method. After taking time to understand the
context, the facilitator tailored the method to fit the situation. The facilitator
then started to apply the method by working with a hand-picked group of
managers and trusted advisors from across the company (internal stake-
holders). The facilitator and CEO determined it was best to start close at
home, so they began by modelling the existing business (Start of Step B).
Over four weeks, and three 2-day workshops, the group developed and
validated its first ever shared, end-to-end understanding of the company.

To her delight, the group’s work exceeded the CEO’s expectations. First,
senior leadership and sales and marketing departments gained a powerful new
way to tell their existing story to prospective customers and other stakeholders.
This story more powerfully explained their current differentiators and value
propositions than their existing marketing materials. This alone helped people
see the organization in a new way—reminding them of their past successes and
innovations.

Next, the team identified a number of easily implementable ideas, “low
hanging fruit” or “quick wins,” that would lower costs and improve their
product while providing good in-year return on investment. These ideas had
previously not been brought to the attention of senior leadership, as the insights
came from people from multiple, previously siloed departments who were able
to develop a shared understanding of the wider situation the company was
facing. Multiple observations about their current situation made in individual
departments were synthesized for the first time to co-create new solutions.

While the CEO knew the company needed a new inspiring vision for their
long-term success, she also knew it was urgent to gain the benefits from
implementing quick wins. Guided by her facilitator, she diverted the majority
of her new cross-functional team to focus on creating short term success by
implementing the changes and realizing the benefits they had identified. She
knew that this would increase morale, through a powerful and new type of
shared learning experience across the whole company. In turn, this would

(continued)



Box 8.2 (continued)
drive a deeper understanding of their wider predicament and build the confi-
dence that together, they could successfully make changes to overcome these
challenges. Meanwhile, the remaining team members were asked to learn more
about the Flourishing Enterprise Strategy Design Method and its foundation,
and then propose some more significant next steps.
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(Continued in Box 8.5)

The Principles of the Flourishing Imperative have emerged from a wide range of
practice and research, and are based on the best available science, ethical, and human
rights frameworks (Broman & Robèrt, 2017; Neumayer, 2013; UN General Assem-
bly, 2015; Upward & Jones, 2016). The principles provide a generic definition of
ecological and social sustainability, synthesized over the past 30 years in research
and practice from relevant trans-disciplinary, systems-based science. This definition
is then used as a boundary condition, a “frame” or an “enabling constraint,” when
imagining desirable futures at any point in the future (Box 8.3).

However, to be most useful to stakeholders as they design their enterprise
strategy, it is helpful to have an organizational view of the generic principles. The
Future-Fit Business Benchmark© (Future-Fit Business Benchmark©, 2018) provides
an organizational benchmarking system built from these eight generic criteria.12

Compare this to more common approaches to organizational benchmarking, where
firms compare performance and practices against each-other (Kendall & Willard,
2017; Kurucz et al., 2016).13

Comparing their enterprise’s performance against these science-based key fitness
indicators and associated benchmarks enables stakeholders to reliably respond to
questions such as: is the organization fit enough to survive and thrive in an increas-
ingly uncertain future driven by ever increasing levels of VUCA? And, if their
enterprise is not currently future fit14 and is detracting from the possibility for
flourishing, what is the absolute gap to be closed based on the best available science,
ethical and human rights frameworks?

In each step of the method, the principles help stakeholders:

1. Understand whether and how others’ business models are applying the science,
ethical and human rights frameworks of the principles, and co-create their own
organizational definition of success, designing an Inspiring Vision business
model that envisions, constrained by the principles, the possibility for
flourishing—organizationally and beyond

12See also Chap. 17.
13For more information see www.FutureFitBusiness.org. Includes details of leading enterprises
adopting this benchmark, the 23 indicators and associated science-based future fitness benchmarks
for “break-even” enterprise performance, an additional 20 “positive-pursuit” benchmarks that
“remove obstacles to people’s wellbeing, reverse the effects of environmental degradation, or to
help other organizations or individuals to improve their own future-fitness.”
14There are currently no future fit, no truly sustainable companies in existence, based on the
Principles of the Flourishing Imperative.

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-06014-5_17
http://www.futurefitbusiness.org
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2. Understand the gaps between their enterprise’s current business model and the
principles

3. Understand if and to what degree imagined solutions and candidate Next business
models are compliant with the principles, and

4. Ensure their Next business model realizes as much of their inspiring vision as
possible as quickly as possible, albeit constrained by current market, financial,
social, or environmental conditions necessary for near-future viability.

Box 8.3 Generic Principles of the Flourishing Imperative
The generic principles provide a trans-disciplinary, systems sciences-based
generic definition of social and ecological sustainability, applicable to any
scale—individual, household, organization, community, biome, nation, and
planet.

The generic principles are expressed as eight “exclusion criteria for rede-
sign,” (Broman & Robèrt, 2017, p. 23), iteratively developed and tested
worldwide by a global network of academic, business, and non-governmental
organizations, including The Natural Step, over the past 25 years15:

“In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically increasing:

1. Concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth’s crust
2. Concentrations of substances produced by society, and
3. Degradation by physical means

. . . And people are not subject to structural obstacles to

4. Health
5. Influence
6. Competence
7. Impartiality, and
8. Meaning-making” (Broman & Robèrt, 2017, p. 23)

Depending on the stakeholders’ worldviews, informed by their values,16 other
views on the principles may prove to be more attractive and relevant at some points

17in their journey—or simply provide a complementary view.

15See also Chap. 17.
16In the authors’ experience, as stakeholders’ learning journeys unfold they come to apply “the five
transformational commitments” and similar ideas of stewardship to their life goals (Doppelt, 2012).
17Stakeholders may wish to refer to several other perspectives on the principles developed and
tested over the past decades:

• Benefit Corporation “B-Impact Assessment” used by over 50,000 organizations world-wide
(B Lab, 2008, 2016)

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-06014-5_17
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Fig. 8.3 The flourishing business canvas, v2.0 © Antony Upward/Edward James Consulting Ltd.,
2014. All rights reserved. www.FlourishingBusiness.org. Used with permission

8.2.4.2 Tool: The Flourishing Business Canvas—Introduction

The Flourishing Business Canvas (Fig. 8.3) fully embeds the principles of the
Flourishing Imperative (Elkington & Upward, 2016; Hoveskog, Halila, Mattsson,
Upward, & Karlsson, 2017; Kurucz et al., 2016). At present, this canvas is the only
tool known to be fully aligned with the principles whilst remaining fully compatible
with an earlier, widely used, but financially-oriented, business modelling tool
(Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2009). The research and practice behind the tool is intro-
duced in Box 8.4.

Using the Flourishing Business Canvas (Fig. 8.3) prompts stakeholders to consider
what are the necessary and sufficient social, environmental, and financial business

• “Co-operative Principles” proposed at the very beginning of the co-operative movement in 1844
and recently updated for the 250 million people world-wide who are employed by co-operatives
(International Co-operative Alliance, 1995)

• The Local Economy Framework, aka “Localist Principles,” adopted by more than 30,000
members of the North American based BALLE (Business Alliance for Local Living Economies,
2016)

• The UK based Transition Town’s ideas (Hopkins, 2008, 2011)
• The PROmoting Business Excellence benchmark for Sustainability Excellence (PROBE Net-

work, 2005)
• Various standards and certification systems of the International Living Future Institute (2015).

http://www.flourishingbusiness.org
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model factors, identified by the same science that defines the principles. This enables
them to co-describe and co-create business models anywhere on a spectrum from
entirely ignoring the principles, to full compliance with them. This process is inspired
by the way the frame around a painter’s canvas constrains, but simultaneously enables,
their unlimited creativity, providing the context for their creative process.

As shown in Fig. 8.3, there are sixteen nouns in the language used by the
Flourishing Business Canvas, visually expressed as the translucent “question
blocks” on the canvas, e.g. Needs, Channels, Activities, and Costs. These questions
are framed within the three contexts of all businesses (Environment, Society and the
Economy), and grouped into four perspectives (Outcomes/why, People/who, Value/
what, and Process/how and where). The Flourishing Business Canvas and the
questions are fully introduced in Elkington and Upward (2016, pp. 131–136).18

Responding to these sixteen questions is necessary and sufficient to describe or
design all the elements of any business model for any enterprise—past, present, or
future, irrespective of the organization’s defined goal; from maximizing short term
financial profitability, to sustaining the possibility for flourishing, i.e. fully compliant
with the principles. As a result, the canvas provides a single consistent way for
stakeholders to capture the output of all their business modelling work at each of the
four steps of the method.

Box 8.4 The Research and Practice Behind the Flourishing Business
Canvas
The Flourishing Business Canvas, the key component of the Flourishing
Enterprise Innovation Toolkit, is the most recent result of an ongoing program
of action research and practice conducted by members of the Strongly Sus-
tainable Business Model Group.4

The Flourishing Business Canvas is in active use by over 170 First Explorers
licensees from a variety of educational, professional training, consulting, and
entrepreneurial settings.19 The Toolkit team is currently co-creating introduc-
tory handbook to using the Canvas with the First Explorers.

Three years of systemic design research defined the language expressed
through the canvas (Upward & Jones, 2016). This new language is a significant
extension to an earlier profit-focused business modelling language
(Osterwalder, 2004). The Flourishing Business Canvas was inspired by, but
not derived from Osterwalder and Pigneur’s Business Model Canvas (2009), a
well known design tool powered by this earlier language.

18To aid the reader in understanding the Flourishing Business Canvas, this manuscript is available
via www.academia.edu/23769906/
19The license is free, and includes an extended version of the Flourishing Enterprise Strategy
Design Method introduced here. In return, the First Explorer provides meaningful feedback on their
experience using the Toolkit. See www.flourishingbusiness.org/the-toolkit-flourishing-business-
canvas/first-explorers-program/. Ultimately the Flourishing Business Canvas will be made widely
available under a creative commons license (CC-BY-SA).

https://www.academia.edu/23769906/
http://www.flourishingbusiness.org/the-toolkit-flourishing-business-canvas/first-explorers-program/
http://www.flourishingbusiness.org/the-toolkit-flourishing-business-canvas/first-explorers-program/
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Fig. 8.4 Building a shared understanding of an existing business model © OCAD University
Strategic Innovation Lab, 2015. All Rights Reserved. Used with Permission

The stakeholders respond to the questions to describe current or imagined future
business models by placing sticky notes on the collaborative visual Flourishing
Business Canvas, as shown in Fig. 8.4. The questions are accessible prompts to
the stakeholders to consider what they collectively understand. The questions help to
make the complex and sophisticated knowledge of the principles intuitive and more
easily accessible during the six tasks of business modelling.

In summary, the Flourishing Business Canvas enables stakeholders to effectively,
efficiently, reliably, and collaboratively undertake business modelling. It allows
them to describe and design business models based on their chosen definition of
enterprise success informed by their values and their understanding of the princi-
ples—from maximizing short-term financial profitability, to sustaining the possibil-
ity for flourishing for all for seven generations and beyond. This is made possible by
the combination of the knowledge systematically embedded in the canvas, and the
structured visual approach it enables.

Box 8.5 Case Study: Part II
Confidence at the medium sized manufacturing company was growing (intro-
duced in Box 8.2). The recent quick-win improvements, identified by explor-
ing their current business model, were panning-out. And the remainder of the
recently formed cross-functional business modelling were now sharing some
provocative and inspiring next steps with the leadership team.

Following the team’s original work to describe the company’s current
business model, the facilitator had suggested comparing that business model
against the principles for the Flourishing Imperative, using the Future-Fit
Business Benchmark (latter part of Step B). While limited in resources, the

(continued)



Box 8.5 (continued)
team undertook a first high-level pass. The company did not currently collect
much of the data the benchmark required. But even so, the gap between the
organization’s current outcomes and “Future-Fitness” appeared to be signifi-
cant. At the same time, the facilitator suggested building an appreciation for
leaders in their industry and more broadly (part of Step A). So the team started
looking for inspirational examples. The facilitator suggested starting by
looking for certified Benefit Corporations, some companies that were known
to be applying the principles, and co-operatives.
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A picture was starting to emerge that a small number of enterprises
appeared to be adopting business models that not only allowed them to survive
as levels of VUCA increased, but thrive despite it. And they appeared to be
doing so by ignoring some of the conventional business school advice, which
recommended things like outsourcing jobs, dealing with suppliers on a pure
cost basis, or assuming all environmental regulation was pure cost.20

The CEO and her senior leadership team wanted to see if these ideas could
be made to work for their company. This prompted much discussion inter-
nally, and, at the suggestion of the facilitator, with some key external stake-
holders (the bank, the mayor, two key customers, and a key supplier). This
culminated in a 3-day off-premise Inspiring Vision workshop involving the
business modelling team, senior leadership, and the external stakeholders
(continuing Steps A and B of the method).

The workshop opened by reviewing the current business model, updated to
reflect the recent quick-win improvements, and the initial comparison to the
Future-Fit Business Benchmark. The workshop then explored the business
model stories of some companies the business modelling team had found to be
particularly inspiring. Helped by the facilitator, they brainstormed, explicitly
informed by their values, which of the benefits of the Flourishing Imperative
they thought they should try to realize. This led them to work together to
identify values that they shared, and that they felt should inform the future
definition of success for the company. All this prompted many questions, and a
wide range of opinions, about if and how the principles for the Flourishing
Imperative might apply to their enterprise.

Time had been set aside in the agenda to allow for side-bar discussions
between the stakeholders—many of whom did not know each other. Through
these conversations, the participants started to realize that the challenges being
faced by the manufacturing company were related to those being faced by their

(continued)

20For an introduction to the financial business case for following the Principles of the Flourishing
Imperative see Willard (2012). This book along with the companion website www.
sustainabilityadvantage.com gives worked examples and a free to download Sustainability ROI
Workbook to quantify the increased profit potential of following the Principles.

http://www.sustainabilityadvantage.com
http://www.sustainabilityadvantage.com
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major customers and suppliers. From this, some ideas for improvements
started to emerge that would require new levels of inter-enterprise sharing
and collaboration.
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Over the remaining time at the workshop, they started to explore what an
Inspiring Vision business model for their enterprise could be—its goals based
on their new definition of success, and all the other elements of a future
business model. In this first iteration through the method, where the whole
process was new, the facilitator suggested keeping the first inspiring vision in a
nearer-term future: 3–5 years. But nonetheless, the ideas, opportunities, and
benefits came thick and fast in the open, and co-creative space created by the
facilitator’s careful application of the method. As expected by the facilitator,
this presaged Step C of the Method—creating solutions!

Following the Inspiring Vision workshop, time was planned explicitly to
allow for creating solutions (Step C). For example, key ideas emerged during
the workshop for significant manufacturing cost savings through the use of
different raw materials, coupled with more environmentally friendly processes
and energy sources. In turn, these ideas led the stakeholders to realize that the
product changes these innovations require could, if done in a certain way,
create new value for the customers, and a differentiator from their cost-based
competitors. Some of this new value came from the changes to the product,
but, to the surprise of some, much came from how the revised product was to
be manufactured and distributed (i.e. the business model design), and why the
company had chosen this path (i.e. the “inner why”).

Next, continuing Step C, the original cross functional business modelling
team was re-convened, and the facilitator guided them through the sketching
of three possible alternative Next business models that could start to realize
their new inspiring vision—each with a target date for full implementation in
12–18 months. As they proceeded to start Step D, they applied the prioritizing
questions to help them determine which of the Next business models could be
the best one for implementation—which was closest to their Viability Frontier.

Space doesn’t permit a further recounting of this case study—the imple-
mentation of the selected Next business model (latter part of Step D). How-
ever, it is worth observing that this company is now starting their second
iteration of the method. The benefits of their initial quick-wins, as well as the
larger benefits from the implementation of the first iteration, are starting to be
realized (after much testing and implementation work). The internal team,
including the CEO, are highly engaged, energized and excited—for them-
selves, their enterprise, their families, and their town—and the external stake-
holders are inspired, too. While the impacts of VUCA are still being felt, this
remains their underlying reality, confidence is building that sufficient eco-
nomic viability can be maintained while creating social and environmental
benefits for all—a good working definition of flourishing in the present.
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8.3 Benefits and Challenges of Using the Method and Tool

8.3.1 Benefits

Overall the benefits of using the method and canvas, as illustrated in the case study,
are that stakeholders co-create an aligned understanding of their situation and
strategic direction:

(i) Co-discovering the vital but often hidden interconnections among our organi-
zations and the world, leading to powerful reframing of enterprise success
oriented towards the future that is possible, likely and desirable

(ii) Co-discovering the individual and mutual value of aspiring to realize the
benefits of the Flourishing Imperative. This enables more of the stakeholders’
diverse needs to be satisficed within the agreed definition of enterprise success
over time

(iii) Co-creating value that satisfies the stakeholders’ needs in ways that do the least
amount of harm to those same stakeholders, their communities, and the natural
environment

(iv) Co-developing a more complete view of the risks, resulting in fewer unintended
consequences over time—economically, socially, and environmentally.

These benefits arise through the stakeholders’ capturing their collective under-
standing of existing and future business models in a structured way using the steps of
the method and the tool. And, in turn, these shared co-created understandings enable
stakeholders to make commitments to collaborate on a range of vital strategy design
and realization activities:

(i) Diagnosis to identify gaps, risks and opportunities based on the principles
(ii) Co-discovery of key assumptions behind each business model: Inspiring

Vision, Current and Next
(iii) Co-identification of tests to validate/confirm or invalidate/disconfirm business

model designs
(iv) Co-definition of improved business models based on the analysis of test results
(v) Co-creation of projects to implement the operational changes required to

implement the Next business models and realize its benefits.

8.3.2 Challenges and Limitations

In practice a number of challenges and limitation have emerged:

First: The Flourishing Business Canvas has a basic unit of analysis of a business
model of a single enterprise. In practical situations, the unit of analysis may need
to scale to the value-network level. This limitation can be addressed in practice,
but the description is beyond the scope of this chapter.



Second: The method says nothing to address the power relations that underpin the
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current ownership and governance rights that organize and dominate in existing
business models. A cultural critique of the method would expose this vulnerabil-
ity: a new working theory of macro social, environmental, and economic systems
change is a future research focus.

Third: The method presents a challenge to strategists directly: typical strategic
planning timeframes look 3–5 years into the future, whereas this method advo-
cates creation of an Inspiring Vision business model that is some 20–30 years in
the future. The futurity of this kind of strategy work is a genuine challenge as it
requires significant imaginative capacity, and the development of “future con-
sciousness” (Curry & Hodgson, 2008). Also, the iterative method calls for the
design and deployment of multiple Next business models with reference to the
Inspiring Vision business model over time. Maintaining that creative tension over
extended periods of time has yet to be practically proven, and will stretch many
organizations beyond their historical creative capacity. For leading work on
practical techniques for building such “Learning Organization” capabilities see
Laslo et al. (2014).

Fourth: There is likely to be a value conflict between the Next and Inspiring Vision
business models. This is a predicament unaddressed by the method, but points to
the need for the stakeholders to develop the capacity to contain a significant
creative tension. If they are unable to do so, then a form of existential angst could
pervade the organization’s stakeholders and could cause a crisis in purpose and
direction.

8.4 Conclusion

Earlier business modelling tools and business strategy design methods based on
them are already helping the leaders of start-ups, businesses, and other enterprises
worldwide increase the likelihood of being successful in financial terms. But since
these business model tools implicitly prioritize financial profit making, they don’t
take account of the risks and opportunities arising from the increasing scope and
scale of the financial, social, and environmental “externalities”: they don’t take
account of the increasing material realities of trying to create and grow “going-
concerns” in our increasingly VUCA world.

Over time, as the stakeholders iteratively undertake the ABCD steps, they learn
together, co-creating the possibility to realize the benefits of the Flourishing Imper-
ative—for themselves, their enterprise, and beyond. Such authentic ongoing, multi-
stakeholder collaboration for innovation enables organizations to explore and imple-
ment business models that meet the definition of success chosen by their stake-
holders—even as that definition changes over time, as the stakeholders and the
enterprise learn together.

For each of us, and indeed for all life, to have a possibility to flourish depends on
our ability to quickly innovate our strategies to better respond to our new and
changed circumstances—our increasingly VUCA world. This is particularly true,



as we enter fully into the challenges and risks of the Anthropocene era (Crutzen,
2002),21 where these circumstances are largely shaped by the unintended conse-
quences of our own individual and collective behavior. Human enterprises are
central in generating these circumstances, and in creating the strategic innovations
required to take definitive, highly-leveraged actions to sustain the possibility for the
flourishing of human and other life on this planet for seven generations and beyond.
In return, enterprises that design strategies to strive to realize the Flourishing
Imperative will be seen as successful, and will be rewarded with viability and
resilience. The Flourishing Enterprise Strategy Design Method provides leaders
and their enterprises a clear, science-based approach to co-creating strategy for this
new breed of fit-for-the-future enterprises.
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