Becoming a sustainability change agent – an introduction to the field
‘Change Agent’ is a broad term, intended to take in roles as diverse as formal leaders, coaches, facilitators, consultants, community workers, activists etc etc – the point is that they are people engaged in trying to help change to happen, people who hope they can make a difference.
So, a ‘sustainability change agent’ is someone engaged in trying to help change happen in the broad direction of greater sustainability – this could include someone trying to help people become more energy efficient, just as much as it could include someone who sees their role as trying to enable change in entire economic and social systems.

The bad news for change agents, as a whole, is that there is ample evidence that the considerable majority (70% +) of organisational change programmes (take for example fads like Total Quality Management or Business Process Re-engineering) don’t work out as intended.  (ref : Kotter 1995).  
The main reasons for this seem to be that we try to over-control things we don’t fully understand (i.e. that circumstances are more complex than they may at first seem) or we try to control people, who, by and large, don’t want to be controlled or that circumstances and people change and what seemed like a good plan at the time, isn’t such a good plan anymore.  Frequently, we appear to think that giving people information about a problem will be enough to spur them into taking the action we want them to take; experience certainly tells us one thing - change is not easy – not easy to implement and for most people not easy to be the victim of.
Over time, there has been a shift in change agent literature from dominant heroic metaphors (e.g. saviours who direct and make things happen) to emergent metaphors (e.g. midwives who facilitate birth of the new and gardeners who create the conditions for growth), with increasing reference too to the role of hospice workers, compassionately supporting the processes of death and allowing those involved to move through the stages of grief.
In ‘sustainability world’, there has been a shift too, with increasing focus on the concepts of ‘resilience’ (acknowledging the vulnerabilities of our societies to external events)  and aiming to do more than just sustaining (regenerating, rejuvenating, even flourishing, thriving  etc).
With the magnitude of the problems we face (e.g. climate change, resource depletion, soil erosion, availability of water etc), it is easy to get dispirited – small incremental change, tweaking things here and there, isn’t going to do it on its own, although it may help raise awareness and to create the conditions in which more substantial change becomes more possible.  Ultimately, we have to be in the business of transformative change on a massive scale, the most ready relatively recent example of which is probably the fall of the Berlin Wall.
Becoming a sustainability change agent, in my view, is a commitment to trying to play a helpful role in change of this magnitude; ideally being compassionate as the old system dies and nurturing as the new emerges.  Again, in my view, there is an inevitability the old system is going to collapse and die under the weight of its inherent contradictions and that a new system will emerge; what is at stake is how much pain will there be on the way and what is the potential for each of us to play a positive role in co-creating the new.
One difficulty is that we never know how what we do might contribute to change.  In complexity theory, the cliché is the flap of a butterfly’s wings in one place leading to a hurricane somewhere else,  equally a chance conversation with a stranger might change the direction of their life or a handful of people getting together in someone’s front room in Gdansk can be seen as having been a critical first step in the formation of the trade union ‘Solidarity’ in Poland, which in turn was a critical part of the ending of the model of state communism in eastern Europe.

What skills and characteristics will help the ‘sustainability change agent’ ?
We can identify qualities that are likely to help us in our efforts to be effective, to make a difference.
Through a review of “the change agent literature and discussions with change practitioners” Dunphy (2003) put together a list of “important personal characteristics for change agents” working in the field of organizational change for corporate sustainability, as follows :

· Personal resilience and persistence;

· Realistic self-esteem, self-direction and initiative;

· Tolerance of ambiguity;

· Flexibility and adaptability;

· Clear focus;

· Enthusiasm and motivation;

· Ability to inspire others

· Political awareness and sensitivity

· Empathy

· Sense of humour

· A helicopter view

· Commitment to continuous learning

Separately, Doppelt (2003:245) identified four “traits that seem to bode well for sustainability efforts” (in his opinion)
· Unbinding optimism and curiosity

· A future orientation

· Consistency and doggedness

· A whole-systems perspective

We can use these as checklists to assess ourselves against.

My own research and experience agrees with all of the above and would also highlight a primary quality something like ‘relate-ability’; people need to feel comfortable with you, that you are not too weird for them to be dealing with.  This can be a lot to ask; at the same time you need to hold an appreciation of the incredible magnitude of change that will be required, an appreciation of how difficult and traumatic that change is likely to be and a realisation that ‘all journeys begin with the first step’.   You need to simultaneously balance the biggest of big pictures with the immediacy of empathising with each person’s needs.
Once we are ‘in relationship’, we can search together for what Scharmer has termed the ‘crack of possibility’, to mix metaphors ‘the piece of the jigsaw that might just unlock things’.  But first, our initial focus has to be on getting into the right relationships so that the difficult conversations can follow in a safe and supported manner.   The ‘way-in’ either needs to be safe and welcoming or opportunistic (showing up just at the time that need emerges) – either way, there will be a direct relationship between the level of safety present and the level of challenge that can be dealt with.
Once ‘in relationship’ and ‘in conversation’ (the real conversation about the things that matter most), then, to me, the key discipline is non-attachment (a lot of sustainability change agents are heavily influenced by Buddhism, but it is not a requirement !).  Both non-attachment to outcome and non-attachment to your own ‘stuff’ – we all have our own ‘stuff’, we can’t deny that, a good sustainability change agent needs to have the self-knowledge to be able to stop their ‘stuff’ getting in the way of the work.   Non-attachment to outcome is probably the more difficult – the point is we can’t predict with certainty what will be the result of our work, how the experience will unfold for the people we are working with and what they will take from that experience.  We probably care immensely about our work, but can not afford to get too attached to a specific outcome for a specific piece of work.
In terms of what we are trying to achieve, Ballard (2005:142) suggests a model of 4 A’s - four conditions required for individuals to successfully respond to the challenge of sustainable development :

a)
‘awareness’ of what is happening (in terms of global crises) and what is required

b)
‘agency’ or the ability to find a response that seems personally meaningful

c)
‘association’ with other people in groups and networks

the above three, also requiring the key process of :

d)
‘action and reflection’
These four conditions apply as much to ourselves as the people we are working with.

To sum up, the journey of becoming a sustainability change agent is a personal one, it is different for different people, depending on where we have been already and the perspectives we tend to adopt.  The intention of this short paper has been to flag some of the landmarks that you might like to watch out for as you go on your journey and to think about the support and learning you might need to become increasingly effective.
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