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Abstract 

This thesis is an exploratory and explanatory study of organisational learning for sustainability at 

Sydney Theatre Company.  The complex problem of sustainability relates to humankind’s 

capacity to respond to the various environmental and social problems that we have created so that 

we can continue to live within the carrying capacity of the planet.   

Sustainability in organisations is often couched in terms of the triple bottom line, wherein an 

organisation must sustain itself financially while minimising environmental impacts and ensuring 

the sustainability of staff and other human stakeholders. To achieve this requires an organisation 

to undertake learning processes that shift it towards embracing sustainable practices. That shift 

should be evident in changes in policies and procedures as well as the work practices of staff. 

However, the sustainability imperative affects all of the contexts we occupy and learning in the 

workplace could be relevant to those other contexts. This raises the possibility that learnings from 

an organisational setting might translate to the non-work contexts occupied by staff.   

An examination of the literature revealed that organisational learning for sustainability is usually 

studied only at the level of the organisation. The nexus between personal and organisational 

learning had not been examined except in terms of drawing on theories of how people learn. This 

seemed to be an area worthy of exploration because it offered the possibility that an organisation 

could potentially influence the behaviour of staff in relation to sustainability in their non-work 

contexts.   

Greening the Wharf at Sydney Theatre Company (STC) was an environmental sustainability 

project that appeared to be an example of successful organisational learning for sustainability as 

showcased on their greeningthewharf.com website. I undertook a single in-depth case study to 

explore if organisational learning for sustainability was evident; how that learning had unfolded 

over time; what organisational learning features were evident and how the personal and 

organisational learning intersected with each other.   

I used the lens of complexity theory to explore the array of potential influences on the process and 

its impacts on staff. Using this conceptual framework, an organisation is a complex adaptive 

system that responds and adapt to its environment in ways that are difficult to predict due to the 

many sources of dynamic influence at play. Cause and effect relationships can be circular and 

difficult to identify. In such systems, small changes can lead to large outcomes or large changes 

may lead to outcomes that do not take hold. The individuals who work for an organisation come 
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with their own complex backgrounds that inform the way they interact with the organisation and 

each other. They hold their perspectives cognitively and express them verbally and non-verbally 

as they communicate. To appreciate the differences in individual perspectives, I was attentive to 

the language used during interviews, particularly what participant utterances revealed about the 

way they framed their experiences and the metaphors they used in describing their experiences.   

In order to attain a deep and contextual understanding of the complexity of the Greening the Wharf 

project and its impacts beyond at STC, including its cognitive impacts on staff, I adopted an 

interpretivist/constructivist perspective with a grounded theory approach. I collected qualitative 

data from five sources – semi-structured interviews with staff, company documentation, press 

reports about STC, Greening the Wharf and relevant players over the period studied, photographs 

of STC and my own observations during site visits that I recorded in my research diary. I used 

MAXQDA 11.1.2 to support my data analysis and subsequent theorising.   

The research found that organisational learning for sustainability had taken place at STC by 

applying the Sustainability Phase Model to the organisation and determining that it had attained 

the status of a sustaining organisation (Benn et al., 2014). The learning emerged through a process 

with multiple dynamic influences, some of which created key enabling conditions that contributed 

to the success of the project. This included the personal environmental commitments of key staff, 

a collaborative organisational culture, an inclusive leadership team and a fertile socio-political 

climate at the time the project began. The organisation’s ongoing commitments to making 

environmental sustainability part of business as usual ensured the learning became part of the each 

staff member’s work practices and that facilitated the emergence of organisational learning for 

sustainability.  

The organisational learning that took place was characterised by a combination of double and 

single loop learning, underpinned by leadership that fostered learning that was distributed across 

the organisation to staff empowered to lead in their own learning at the team and individual level. 

The double loop learning occurred in response to the disruptive idea of greening theatre, something 

that STC had not considered previously. Once staff were convinced that it was an important thing 

to do, the first part of the project was characterised by the transformational metaphor of Greening 

the Wharf as theatre production and this allowed staff to engage in the project using skills and 

processes that were already familiar to them. Once the initial production of Greening the Wharf 

ended, STC continued its ecological sustainability journey, embedding behaviour change and 

continuing to seek improvements in organisational practices and processes. However, the success 
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within the workplace did not automatically impact of the behaviour of staff in other contexts such 

as their homes. That is, despite it being relevant to multiple contexts, the staff did not make the 

connection between the sustainability behaviours in the workplace and sustainability behaviours 

outside the workplace for the most part.   

This exploratory and explanatory research has shown that taking a complexity theory perspective 

illuminated key sources of influence that were critical to the organisational learning for 

sustainability at STC which may have been missed had other conceptual approaches been used. It 

suggests that organisations attempting to become more ecologically sustainable may do well to 

attend to the human sustainability of their staff first, creating the right cultural conditions for such 

a change. It also suggests that an organisation might achieve learning that is more powerful if it 

finds ways to relate the new objective or vision for the organisation to existing work practices 

rather than trying to invent new practices. It also suggests that we cannot assume that learning in 

one context automatically transfers to other contexts.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

1.1. Background to the research  

“Zero to landfill for the sake of our children” 

(Senge, Laur, Schiley, & Smith, 2008, p. 287).

I was inspired to conduct the research outlined in this thesis by the quote above. A chapter in Peter 

Senge et al’s 2008, The Necessary Revolution, described the Xerox Corporation’s transition to 

photocopying for the digital age in the 1990’s. The project leader wanted a product designed for 

the environment. To help the engineers appreciate the importance of designing for the 

environment, they undertook a wilderness retreat for two days before they commenced planning 

the transition. On the last day, they went past a landfill and noticed a Xerox photocopier amidst 

the detritus. The engineers were struck by the despoiling of the natural world they had just 

developed a profound connection with and vowed that it should stop. The result was the vision 

statement above and a complete change of business model that brought with it a wave of creativity 

to find solutions within the constraint of realising that vision. The new model, based on a leasing 

system, required all machines to be returned and recycled that resulted in machines that were 93% 

re-manufacturable and 97% recyclable. The plant itself produced no waste to landfill. The 

juxtaposition of an industrial object sitting within a waste site after experiencing pristine 

wilderness was a powerful motivator for the engineers at Xerox and an inspiring example of how 

an organisation can become more sustainable. That juxtaposition has come to represent, to me, a 

powerful metaphor about modernity and the impact of Enlightenment thinking and action on our 

world today.  

The Enlightenment, a period of great philosophical, political and scientific development running 

from the 18th and 19th Century, predominantly in Europe, gave rise to the Age of Reason. Its 

benefits included the separation of church and state, the development of the scientific method and 

ideas such as individual freedom and autonomy. The Enlightenment established reason as the ideal 

mode of being and thinking and any form of thought seen to be in opposition to that ideal was 

characterised as unreasonable. White males of a certain class were reasonable but little else was, 

including those of the lower classes, women, those who were colonised by the major powers of 

the day, and the natural environment. Men of reason were to control all that was unreasonable. 

That included the natural environment which needed to be controlled and its power harnessed in 

their service. This attitude underpinned the first industrial revolution that ran over the same period, 
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transforming predominantly agrarian and rurally based societies to more industrial and urban. Over 

the subsequent period to the present, we have seen the creation and expansion of industries such 

as steel manufacturing, electricity generation powering the mass production of goods, 

characterised as the second industrial revolution. The third industrial revolution was the digital 

revolution, which has been with us since the 1980’s, and our lives have become increasingly 

intertwined with digital technology. This intertwining and advances in digital technology are 

moving us into the fourth industrial revolution which will disrupt our lives yet again with machine 

learning, artificial intelligence, the internet of things and wearable technology (World Economic 

Forum, 2016). The global economy, underpinned by an economic rationalist ideology that 

promotes free markets and unending economic growth, powered by large multi-national 

corporations, has had profound impacts both environmentally and socially around the world.  

Humans are integral to the earth's ecosystem. Since the first industrial revolution, humans have 

had an increased capacity to harness natural resources and thereby affect the earth's ecosystem. 

The increasing human ability to exploit nature has been accompanied by an increased capacity to 

damage it, both directly (pollutants) and indirectly (depletion of habitats and resources used by 

other organisms). Besides facilitating the development of complex and previously unimagined 

social arrangements and possibilities, industrial development has contributed to the evolution of 

economic systems, which affect and interconnect people across the world. Apart from affecting 

the way people think and see the world, technology contributes directly to bringing the world 

together through constantly improving international transport and telecommunication systems. 

This has enabled the formation of a vast array of lifestyles all interconnected by a global economic 

system. This system provides a means of economic exchange between people, as well as 

facilitating ongoing social interaction and knowledge transfer at various levels.  

The drive for economic growth resulting from expanding human populations seeking improved 

standards of living constitutes a self-reinforcing system that seeks to extract more and more from 

the environment. The natural environment is treated as an unending asset we can plunder forever, 

an economic externality unworthy of being considered as a cost of doing business. It is a place to 

dump the refuse of our lives without regard to the long-term consequences, including the 

production of carbon dioxide at levels that have warmed the planet to dangerous levels (IPCC, 

2013). Unless the efficiency of resource extraction and utilisation increases at a greater rate than 

the increasing rate of consumption, we will be living unsustainably. The realisation of the 

undesirability of this situation affects contemporary discourse and culture such that knowledge is 
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accumulating in a range of spheres (public, academic, government, and business) about what 

sustainability means, why it needs to be pursued urgently and how to engage in that pursuit.  

When reflecting on the range of problems alluded to above, it is easy to become overwhelmed with 

the enormity of the issues we face but that requires us to recall the final part of the Xerox vision 

statement – “for the sake of our children”. Our children and future generations will bear a 

disproportionate cost for the damage that previous generations and ours have inflicted on the 

natural environment, a fact that Brundtland recognised in articulating one of the most famous 

definitions of sustainability in use today. The Brundtland report of 1987 defined sustainable 

development as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability 

of future generations to meet their own needs” (Brundtland, 1987, p. 24). That is not to say that 

the issue of sustainability only came to prominence in the 1980’s. Alarms had been sounding about 

the impact of industrial activity on the natural environment from the inception of the first industrial 

revolution.   

In Principles of Political Economy, originally published in 1848, John Stuart Mill argued that 

unlimited growth would result in environmental destruction and a lower quality of life for 

humanity (Mill & Ashley, 1973). In the 20th Century, the period after World War II saw the growth 

of an emerging environmental movement. Rachel Carson is often credited as being the catalyst for 

drawing attention to environmental unsustainability. Originally published in the 1950’s, her book 

Silent Spring drew attention to the unintended  negative impacts of synthetic fertilisers, pesticides 

and herbicides on the natural environment and challenged the tacit acceptance of the inevitably of 

science leading to progress for humanity and the world (Carson, 1994). Another influential book, 

The Population Bomb (Ehrlich, 1968), raised public awareness of the dangers to a sustainable 

future of unchecked population growth.  

The first edition of The Club of Rome’s book Limits to Growth was published in 1972.  Based on 

computer simulations, the authors argued that continued growth in the global economy and 

population would exceed the carrying capacity of the earth in the 21st century creating a collapse 

in both (Meadows, Randers, & Meadows, 1974). They also argued we could avoid the collapse 

through changes in government policy, human behaviour and use of technology. In the same 

decade James Lovelock published Gaia, named after the Greek goddess who personified the earth. 

Lovelock proposed that the earth is a complex interactive system with living and non-living parts 

that should be conceived of as a single organism and argued that the biosphere regulates the 

environment on earth (Lovelock, 1979, 2009). He argued that human activity has disrupted Gaia’s 
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equilibrium and in subsequent publications, he has argued that we are now destroying her 

(Lovelock, 2007, 2009).  

The first major intergovernmental conference on the environment was the United Nations (UN) 

Conference on the Human Environment, held in Stockholm in 1972, partly in response to the 

publication of Limits to Growth. The Conference led to the creation of the UN Environment 

Programme (UNEP), an organisation with a mandate to coordinate environmental actions within 

the United Nations system.    

The 1974 World Council of Churches (WCC) held a conference in Bucharest, Romania, on 

Science and Technology for Human Development, which ended with a call for a “sustainable and 

just society” which is possibly the first time that the word sustainability was applied to the 

environment and society in general. A sustainable society would be one that prioritised food 

security, participatory decision-making, equitable distribution of scarce resources, lowered 

pollution levels and moving to the use of renewable resources.  The WCC continued to explore 

this territory in 1976, making the search for a participatory, sustainable and just society a major 

theme of its work into the future. Its 1979 conference was covered the themes of faith, science and 

the future (Brown, 2015).  

In 1980 the International Union for the Conservation for Nature (IUCN), which included the World 

Wildlife Fund and the UNEP produced the World Conservation Strategy. The Strategy discussed 

three linked definitions:  

Sustainable development: the integration of conservation and development 

to ensure that modifications to the planet do indeed secure the survival 

and well-being of all people.  

Development: the modification of the biosphere and the application of 

human financial, living and non-living resources to satisfy human needs 

and improve the quality of human life (there is a recognition that 

development could be a threat if resources aren’t effectively conserved).   

Conservation: the management of human use of the biosphere so that it 

can yield the greatest sustainable benefit to present generations while 

maintaining its potential to meet the needs and aspirations of future 

generations. The earth’s biosphere contains many life forms, which 
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interact to create an immensely complex system of ecological processes 

(ecosystem) (IUCN, 1980).  

The original 1972 United Nations Conference on the Human Environment made provision for 

future meetings to check on progress and make decisions on future issues including the 

commissioning of a report on our future at the 1983 UN World environment conference chaired 

by Norwegian Prime Minister, Gro Harlem Brundtland. During the period when the report was 

being developed, several disasters helped to crystallise the agenda being set, including the Bhopal 

toxic gas leak in 1984 and the explosion at the Chernobyl nuclear plant in Russia in 1986.  

Published In 1987 the Brundtland report, offered the aforementioned definition of sustainable 

development.   

According to the UN's Sustainable Development Platform, there have been 12 conferences related 

to sustainability since 1990. Notably, the 1992 conference in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, resulted in the  

Rio Declaration on Environment and Development and in an agreement known as The United 

Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). That agreement was the 

precursor to the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Agreement. Its objective was to "stabilize greenhouse 

gas concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic 

interference with the climate system" (UNFCC, 1992, p. 9).   

The framework set non-binding targets for greenhouse gas emissions for countries but without any 

means of enforcing them. This was followed by the Kyoto protocol in 1997 which established 

legally binding obligations on developed countries. The Paris Agreement in 2015, to which 

Australia is a signatory, aimed to govern emissions reduction programs through nationally 

determined commitments that should help achieve the target set in Cancun in 2010 to limit global 

warming to below two degrees Celsius. Meanwhile, the International Panel on Climate Change 

(IPCC) has been in operation since 1988, assessing climate change through an extensive team of 

climate scientists and reporting on the impacts of increasing global temperatures.  

Seeing a role for business to contribute to the solutions as well as the problems, the UN Global 

Compact was announced in 1999. It set out ten principles for organisations to follow in the areas 

of human rights, labour, the environment, and anti-corruption. The compact brings UN agencies 

and companies together to work on solutions around those principles. This included contributing 

to the development of Millennium Development Goals which have now been superseded by the 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), described as follows on their website:  
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In September 2015, all 193 Member States of the United Nations adopted 

a plan for achieving a better future for all — laying out a path over the 

next 15 years to end extreme poverty, fight inequality and injustice, and 

protect our planet. At the heart of “Agenda 2030” are the 17 Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) which clearly define the world we want — 

applying to all nations and leaving no one behind.  

The new Global Goals result from a process that has been more inclusive 

than ever, with Governments involving business, civil society, and citizens 

from the outset. We are all in agreement on where the world needs to go. 

Fulfilling these ambitions will take an unprecedented effort by all sectors in 

society — and business has to play a very important role in the process 

(UNGC, 2015).  

In 2007, the UN launched the Principles for Responsible Management Education (PRME) having 

realised that if they wanted businesses and other organisations to adhere to the Global Compact 

they needed to educate students of management to that end. Questions have been raised about the 

role of business education and its apparent failure to educate socially responsible managers (e.g. 

Antonacopoulou, 2010; Bennis & O'Toole, 2005; Chia & Hold, 2008; Mintzberg, 2004). The six 

principles for responsible management education include purpose, values, method, research, 

partnership and dialogue, committing signatory institutions to developing a capacity in students to 

be generators of sustainable value for business and society. That capacity development is 

underpinned through curricula, pedagogical approaches and research into how corporations can 

create sustainable environmental, economic and social value. This is achieved by partnering with 

those corporations in building knowledge and sharing that knowledge with broader stakeholders 

including academic, corporate, government and non-government actors (UNPRME, 2017). In its 

tenth anniversary year in 2017, PRME set a goal to have signatory institutions embed the SDG’s 

to 2030 into curricula.   

What characterises the preceding history, is that it is global and governmental actors who are 

pushing information and guidelines, providing opportunities for businesses, educators, and other 

organisations to operate more sustainably. Ultimately, it requires collective behaviour change and 

that comes down to the action of individuals in all of the contexts they occupy, including their 

personal and organisational contexts. The Xerox vision statement that underpinned an innovative 

response to the challenge of environmental damage suggests that organisations can respond 

creatively to the insidious and worrying challenges we face. However, that requires a shift in how 
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we conceive of the role of management that has evolved as we have moved through the various 

industrial revolutions.  

Professor Rita McGrath (2014) has characterised the evolution of management as having three 

eras that align with our industrial development, the first being the era of efficiency. Prior to the 

first industrial revolution, there was little management so to speak. The rise of industrialisation 

required owners to employ others who could assist with scaling up the means of production, that 

is, managers. The metaphor of the organisation as machine was born in this era. Workers were the 

cogs in the machine employed to ensure the execution of mass production and managers were the 

people who worked out how to maximise productivity through efficiency gains. Managers were 

the men of reason, rational actors who kept the workers under control through hierarchical chains 

of command. Theorists such as Frederick Taylor and Henry Gantt developed ideas that contributed 

to that efficiency (Gantt, 1919; Taylor, 1967). They suggested that processes be created that were 

unvarying and consistent so that production could be predictable. It was around this time that the 

first management schools opened, starting with the Wharton school in 1880, and with it evolving 

theories about management that lead to the next era, the era of expertise. We could say that the 

underpinning metaphor is organisation as expert.  

Throughout the twentieth century, knowledge about management evolved through the work of 

theorists such as Max Weber, Mary Parker Follet and Chris Argyris and Donald Schon who drew 

on theories in other disciplines such as psychology and sociology (Argyris & Schon, 1978; Argyris 

& Schon, 1974; Fox & Urwick, 1940; Weber, 1947). There was also the importation of 

mathematical methods that contributed to management science and operations management 

research. But management specialist Peter Drucker observed that the value of an employee was 

not just in their capacity to execute tasks but by their use of information and developed the concept 

of the knowledge worker (Drucker, 1957). We could employ the metaphor of organisation as 

expert to describe it. In such an organisation, the value of an employee was in the corporate and 

process knowledge they held and carried with them. If they left the organisation they would take 

that knowledge with them, and some other person would need extensive training to replace them 

and that shifted the manager-subordinate relationship. No longer was command and control the 

order of the day. Motivation and engagement became more of a focus. The work of Herzberg and 

McClelland on motivation theories are representative of this (Herzberg, Mausner, & Synderman, 

1959; McClelland, 1988). These further evolved with work on leadership and emotional 

intelligence (Goleman, 2004, 2006; Goleman & Boyatzis, 2008). This marked a shift to a new era; 
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one McGrath describes as the era of empathy (2014). We might characterise that using the 

metaphor of organisation as empath.  

McGrath (2014) argues that organisations need to become places that create meaningful 

experiences for customers and their employees. She contends that there is widespread 

dissatisfaction with our institutions, many of which are still underpinned by the persistent 

organisation as machine metaphor. The idea that their purpose is the efficient exploitation of 

resources to produce goods and services that provide shareholder value at the expense of other 

stakeholders is tainted. She suggests that managers in the twenty-first century need to demonstrate 

empathy over execution and expertise. McGrath poses a challenge to theorists and practitioners to 

figure out how management might work in meeting that challenge including what structures and 

roles would make sense. In the era of empathy, we need to figure out what it would be like to 

manage when people work through networks instead of chains of command, where managers need 

to build communities for their employees, allowing emotional connections to be part of the work 

itself. This carries with it a very different perspective on the employees and managers alike and 

suggests a more holistic perspective on personhood than has previously characterised management 

theorising.   

1.2. Significance of this research 

I extend McGrath’s challenge of empathy to the issue of sustainability and to the role of 

organisations in contributing to it as set out by the UN’s Global Compact (2014). Becoming more 

sustainable requires that organisations take an empathetic stance toward all human and non-human 

stakeholders because the sidelining of these stakeholders is a key reason why we have arrived at 

the dire social and environmental situation we are in. Empathy is the ability to tune into other 

people, being able to understand that person’s reality, to walk in their shoes a while so that we can 

relate to them from their perspective rather than just our own (Goleman & Senge, 2014). Such 

empathy needs to extend to the environment in which those others live. The environment that 

sustains them and so they must sustain it. We must act on our empathy if it is to have any meaning. 

We are dealing with a wicked problem, defined by the Australian Public Service as  

… as an issue highly resistant to resolution. Tackling wicked problems is 
an evolving art. They require thinking that is capable of grasping the big 
picture, including the interrelationships among the full range of causal 
factors underlying them. They often require broader, more collaborative 
and innovative approaches (APS, 2012).  
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The area of my research is on how organisations and the individuals within them respond to the 

challenge of becoming more sustainable. I wanted to understand the process by which an 

organisation could learn to be more sustainable without pre-empting how they have gone about it. 

If sustainability presents a wicked problem that requires a capability of grasping the big picture 

and examining interrelationships, then the research process had to be alert to the need to approach 

problems in that way.  Organisations are embedded in physical, social, political, legal and cultural 

environments and are not immune to their influence. They have structures and modes of organising 

and communicating that are all interacting with each other and this impacts on organisational 

activity in ways that are complex and difficult to predict. Thus, I decided to explore an 

organisational learning process for sustainability through the lens of complexity theory.    

While organisational learning theories have accounted for the multi-dimensional aspects 

(organisational, group, individual) of learning in organisations (Crossan, Lane, & White, 1999), 

the complexity perspective I am adopting adds the external environment as an additional element 

that might be a significant source of dynamic influence on organisational activities. Cooksey 

developed a model to account for the complex systems of dynamic influence around a focal activity 

such as organisational learning for sustainability. The systems of influence includes the external 

environment, organisational, group and individual influences (Cooksey, 2003). The range of 

influences interact with each other dynamically in ways that are difficult to predict but allow for a 

broad and deep examination of that activity.   

The environmental influence includes the physical environment, government whose policies that 

may affect the organisation, other organisations and their influence as competitors or collaborators, 

legal issues, broader cultural issues and the influence of professional bodies. Organisational 

influences refer to the design and structure of an organisation. These include its infrastructure, 

culture, leadership, communication patterns, policies and procedures, and how they affect a given 

activity. Group influences include the dynamics at play among groups that operate within an 

organisation whether departmental, permanent workgroups or teams that come together to work 

on individual projects. How they interact with each other can influence the way an activity is 

undertaken. At the individual level, we have all of the influences that come to bear on each of the 

individual members of an organisation before they even start interacting with the organisation, its 

other members within its context. These include education, skills and abilities, values and attitudes, 

any psychological issues they may be dealing with, their family and cultural background among 

other things.   
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While Cooksey’s (2003) complex systems of dynamic influence provide a rich set of lenses 

through which to view an organisation's activities, I wanted to be able to delve more deeply into 

what might be happening with each individual system in terms of their understanding of the 

process. Drawing on the work around frames and metaphors in organisations and in the language 

of participants provided a means to do that (Bolman & Deal, 2008; Lakoff, 2012; Landau, Meier, 

& Keefer, 2010). It allowed me to interrogate the data with an appreciation for the way in which 

individuals, groups and the organisation itself make sense of organisational activities.  

1.3. Research problem 

Much of the blame for many of the social and environmental problems underpinning the 

sustainability crisis the world is facing is laid at the feet of corporations due to their unprecedented 

levels of wealth and global influence (Bakan, 2004; Benn, Dunphy, & Griffiths, 2014).  However, 

that does not mean that other organisations get to ignore their own contribution to the problems 

we are facing. All organisations and individuals need to contribute to a more sustainable world. 

Organisations of all types, whether government departments, not-for-profits and for-profits, need 

to engage in a process of learning in order to shift from their existing practices to those that promote 

environmental stewardship and social sustainability. Staff individually and collectively need to 

examine existing processes and practices to identify how to engage them in ways that are more 

sustainable. This is complex because it requires the organisations appreciate their situatedness 

within broader social and ecological systems and account for their impacts on those systems, 

finding ways to minimise their negative impacts and promote positive impacts. It requires learning 

and behaviour change across the organisation.   

There is a substantial body of literature on organisational learning, though a coherent single theory 

of organisational learning is yet to emerge (Crossan, Maurer, & White, 2011). Much less literature 

is written on the area of organisational learning for sustainability, specifically. Learning, wherever 

it takes place, occurs in the brains of the learners themselves but the process by which this happens 

is not examined in much of the literature on organisational learning. When learning relates to 

sustainability it has relevance in all of the contexts that individuals occupy. If learning takes place 

through an organisational initiative, does that learning naturally extend itself into those other 

contexts? For example, if the Xerox engineers had learned a great deal about recycling of materials 

would they take that knowledge and apply it at home? One would imagine that a vision like “zero 

to landfill for the sake of our children” would not stop having an impact once the worker left the 

plant.   
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The learning in organisations need not necessarily be driven by the top levels of management. 

Staff can bring their personal commitments and knowledge about sustainability to the workplace 

and try to exert influence on their workplaces. Alternatively, a group of staff might collectively 

come to an idea as in the case of the Xerox example where the engineers who went on that retreat 

came up with the idea, not the CEO and not the leader of the project. The only direction to the 

project leader was to move Xerox into the digital age. His decision to take the engineers on a 

wilderness retreat was epoch changing for the business model, but it was the engineers who created 

that vision statement as a result of that retreat. This suggests that learning opportunities can come 

from anywhere in an organisation and we should not assume that it is always top down. It shows 

that sources of influence can come from interactions with the external environment as in the 

inspiration provided by the retreat. Xerox were able to take a blank slate approach to redesigning 

their business model but that is unrealistic for most organisations. Most will have to grapple with 

their own structures and culture in trying to learn to be more sustainable and attend to the 

individuals and groups working within that structure.   

This is likely to be a dynamic and idiosyncratic process for individual organisations and I became 

curious about how such a process might unfold. As organisations change their practices and 

policies to embrace sustainability, staff will be learning how to behave more sustainably within 

the work context but the learning may be relevant to other contexts. For example, learning about 

energy efficient lighting in the workplace is also relevant to the home context. This begs the 

question of how the organisational learning process affects their member’s behaviour outside of 

the organisation. If an organisation can be a source of positive influence on the sustainability 

behaviour of its members through an organisational learning process it suggests that there is 

significant potential for organisations to be key agents of change towards a more sustainable future.   

I argue that to have an impact like that would have to start with a very successful organisational 

learning for sustainability process deeply embedded into the organisational culture. The purpose 

of this research was to investigate what appeared to be a successful project in organisational 

learning for sustainability. I wanted to examine how it had unfolded; how well embedded it had 

become in organisational culture as evidenced by behaviour change in the workplace; how it was 

influenced by individual members of the organisation; and how it influenced individual members 

beyond the work context as evidenced by reported behaviour changes outside of the workplace.  
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1.4. Research Process  

Investigating the complex unfolding of an organisation learning for sustainability and the impacts 

on staff at the cognitive level requires an interpretive approach that allows the natural voices of 

the participants to speak. This requires an empathetic stance towards the research participants by 

the researcher. This research project investigated the Greening the Wharf project at Sydney 

Theatre Company (STC) as an example of organisational learning for sustainability.  STC is one 

of Australia’s premiere theatre companies, having been established in 1984. It is housed in a 

heritage listed finger wharf building on Walsh Bay, Sydney Harbour. At the time of the research 

it had around 100 permanent staff but worked extensively with freelance staff in producing its 

plays. STC produces around sixteen plays per year. The overarching question I wanted to explore 

was ‘how did STC learn to become more sustainable and what were the behavioural impacts on 

its staff’?  

The research method employed was a single retrospective in-depth case study that allowed for a 

deep and broad exploration of Greening the Wharf. I conducted the research over three site visits 

in 2014. My primary data source was a series of interviews with twenty members of staff. They 

were in three groups: those involved in the implementation; those who lived through the project 

and could comment on the differences they observed from before and after the project formally 

wrapped up; and those who joined STC since the project formally wrapped up to assess how much 

it had become part of STC culture. Additional data included press articles related to the project 

over the relevant period, copies of company reports, a small number of internal documents released 

to me, a small number of photographs taken during site visits and government websites. I also kept 

a research diary for recording my reflections throughout the research journey to ensure I was 

checking my assumptions and noting any insights or questions that came to me over the course of 

it.   

Data were analysed using a constructivist grounded theory approach where the data drove any 

theory that was developed. I undertook the analysis using MAXQDA 11.1.2. The data analysis 

process helped me to gain an understanding of all of the sources of dynamic influence that enabled 

and constrained the project and to identify critical enabling conditions and feedback that 

contributed to the project’s success. It also allowed me to gain access to how staff framed the 

project and its impacts on them, providing a very rich picture of the organisational learning as 

evidenced by changes in behaviour in the workplace. It also facilitated my exploration of the 

dynamic interplay between personal and organisational learning as it related to the project.   
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1.5. Outline of the thesis  

This thesis will proceed as follows. Chapter 2 will examine the extant literature as it relates to 

sustainability applied to organisations, and in particular the triple bottom line approach. It will 

examine the role of metaphors and frames for understanding organisations and the people within 

them. It will then look at organisational culture, personal and organisational learning and 

organisational learning for sustainability.   

Chapter 3 will explore the conceptual framework I employ in analysing the data. It will first 

explore complexity theories and their application to organisational contexts. In particular, it will 

draw on Cooksey's complex systems of dynamic influence (2003) as a framework for examining 

Greening the Wharf at STC. The model allows the focal activity of Greening the Wharf to be 

examined through multiple lens of influences including the external environment and the multiple 

levels in the organisation that can influence learning – the organisation, group level and individual 

levels. I examine the feedback between those levels to identify key enabling conditions and 

constraints. At each level I will be attentive to any frames and metaphors that emerge from the 

data to assist in understanding the project and its impacts on the organisation.  

Chapter 4 will discuss the research process, which uses the conceptual framework developed in 

Chapter 3. I take a critical realist ontological and epistemological approach wherein, I assume that 

humans inhabit the same physical reality (world out there) but that they experience it subjectively 

through their central nervous system and inter-subjectively through their interactions with others.  

That perspective suggests that the way that social phenomena are accomplished are changed and 

revised through social interactions as individuals share their subjective experiences.  To appreciate 

how they understand those experiences requires attending to how participants describe them, 

allowing them to share their expressions as naturalistically as possible. The researcher’s role is not 

to force how the research participants interpret their experience but to allow them to express their 

experience in their own words. The researcher’s role is to then interpret those experiences and look 

for what is common and what is unique in those, all the while respecting the differences in 

individual experience and reportage.  

Chapter 5 will be a first dive into the data, contextualising the researcher’s journey into the data 

first. Then, it will lay out the Greening the Wharf journey chronologically over the period from its 

inception in late 2007 to when the data was gathered in early 2014. It will then explore the 

perceptions of the STC staff interviewed about sustainability and the Greening the Wharf project. 
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Finally, it will explore the behaviour changes engaged in by staff in the workplace and at home 

before and after Greening the Wharf.   

Chapter 6 takes a deeper dive into the analysis of Greening the Wharf. First, it assesses the success 

of the project by applying the Benn et al. (2014) Sustainability Phase Model to STC to ascertain 

its level of commitment to sustainability. Then it explores how the organisational learning for 

sustainability at STC unfolded through Greening the Wharf. To ensure that I examined all the 

potential sources of influence on the project, I apply Cooksey’s complex systems of dynamic 

influence framework (2003). Dynamic influences from the environment, within the organisation, 

interpersonal and individual levels are examined I explore the interplay between them. That will 

afford the opportunity to identify which of the potential organisational learning features identified 

in Chapters 2 and 3 were evident through this particular project. Finally, I examine the nexus 

between organisational learning and personal learning for sustainability as it pertained to this 

project.   

Chapter 7 will conclude the thesis by drawing conclusions from the findings, assessing the 

implications of those conclusions for management theory, for methodology, for practice and for 

management education and development. Finally, I will discuss the limitations of this research and 

future research directions suggested by them.   

1.6. Summary 

This chapter has established the background to this research, discussed the significance of this 

research project. It has articulated the research problem under investigation and summarised the 

research process undertaken. Finally, a brief overview of each chapter of the remainder of this 

thesis has provided a map of the journey ahead.  
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Chapter 2. Literature Review  

2.1. Introduction  

This chapter canvasses the literature that relates to sustainability adoption in organisations, the role 

of organisational culture, theories of organisational learning and theories of organisational learning 

for sustainability. The chapter will unfold as follows:  

 2.2.  Organisational sustainability  

 2.3.  Metaphors and frames  

 2.4  Organisational culture  

 2.5.  Individual learning  

 2.6  Organisational learning  

 2.7.  Conclusion  

2.2. Organisational sustainability  

A great deal of literature followed the publication of Our Common Future (Brundtland, 1987) on 

how organisations might respond to the challenge of contributing to sustainable development 

(e.g.Aras & Crowther, 2009; Benn et al., 2014; Elkington, 1998; Metcalf & Benn, 2012; 

Shrivastava, 2008). However, achieving a clear definition of sustainability has been fraught 

because so many dimensions are at play- the ecological environment, societies, levels of national 

development, economies, organisations and individuals. The Brundtland definition draws attention 

to three aspects of sustainable development: environmental protection, social equity and economic 

growth (Aras & Crowther, 2009). Various theorists have captured this three-pronged approach in 

slightly varying ways.   

The three-pronged approach was popularised in the phrase coined by John Elkington in Cannibals 

with Forks: the Triple Bottom Line of 21st Century Business (Elkington, 1998). He argued for a 

triple bottom line, meaning that business needed to extend its goals beyond being a producer of 

economic value to include environmental quality and social justice. In Elkington’s terms the 

economic bottom line should be understood as “a company’s profit figure used as the earnings 

figure in the earnings-per-share statement, part of standard accounting practice” (Elkington, 1998, 

p. 74). Much has been written about the triple bottom line over the 20 years since Elkington’s book 
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but all have the focus on expanding and elaborating the concept. What has emerged is support for 

the idea that sustainable development must be development that increases three types of capital 

simultaneously – economic, environmental and social (Demacarty, 2009).  

Economic capital comprises the tangible assets of an organisation – physical (machinery/ 

buildings), financial, human and intellectual (Elkington, 1998, Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002, Laasch 

& Conaway, 2015). Environmental capital or natural capital refers to relates to the amount of 

renewable and non-renewable resources which include material inputs from the environment but 

also non-material services that the natural world provides to all species (Laasch & Conaway, 

2015).  There are two forms of natural capital, critical and replaceable (Elkington, 1998). The 

former is the natural capital that is essential to maintaining life, the second can be renewed through 

regrowth or breeding or repaired or perhaps substituted (e.g. fossil fuels for renewables). 

Organisations need to consider what forms of natural capital are impacted by their activities – as 

most ecosystems have variable carrying capacities the bottom line will vary over time as well 

(Elkington, 1998). 

Elkington suggested that the environmental bottom line has a shorter history than the social justice 

aspect if you consider examples such as the movement to abolish slavery, labour rights and 

working conditions (1998). Social capital relates to the value of human beings themselves. It can 

comprise human capital which describes skills and knowledge and well-being but it can also 

extended to broader social capital built collectively as humans interact with each other (Laasch & 

Conaway, 2015). An organisation’s relationship with its external stakeholders is important in 

contributing to its long-term sustainability, where trust is key. That idea of trust is an important 

form of social capital because it extends more broadly to societies as well. The issue  of inter-

generational equity is a critical issue for sustainability and is built into the Brundtlant’s (1987) idea 

of sustainable development which specifically mentions the need to ensure that future generations 

can meet their needs and has been emphasised as key aspect of conceptualising the three aspects 

of sustainability (see Lozano, 2008).  Further aspects of social sustainability include poverty 

alleviation, population stabilisation, upholding human rights and creating employment. In Western 

countries, it extends to job satisfaction and work-life balance issues and organisations actively 

engaging in community activities and perhaps encouraging employees to participate in those 

activities within work time (Benn et al., 2014).  

To bring the three forms of capital into the context of the triple bottom line in organisations, 

Dyllick and Hockerts (2002) argued that an economically sustainable organisation is one that 
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guarantees that it has sufficient cash flow to ensure liquidity while also producing an above average 

return to shareholders. An ecologically sustainable organisation would only consume resources at 

a rate below the natural replenishment or below the rate of the development of alternatives. It 

would not cause emissions higher than the capacity of the environment to absorb them and would 

not engage in practices that lead to the degradation of ecosystems. Finally, a socially sustainable 

organisation would add value to the communities in which it operates through increasing the 

human capital of partners and furthering the societal capital of the community. However, this does 

not address social sustainability within the organisation, which is, ensuring the sustainability of 

the workforce through work practices and policies. Benn et al. (2014) specifically address this 

element by including human resource practices that ensure the ongoing development of staff, 

maintaining a safe working environment and encouraging work-life balance. The two aspects of 

human sustainability can be characterised as "development and fulfillment of the needs or 

wellbeing of both employees and community-based stakeholders" (Angus-Leppan, Benn, & 

Young, 2010).   

Lozano (2012) defined corporate sustainability as ‘Corporate activities that proactively seek to 

contribute to sustainability equilibria, including the economic, environmental, and social 

dimensions of today, as well as their inter-relations within and throughout the time dimension (i.e. 

the short-, long-, and longer term), while addressing the company's systems, i.e. Operations and 

production, Management and strategy, Organisational systems, Procurement and marketing, and 

Assessment and communication; as well as with its stakeholders’ (pp. 167-169). Another approach 

to sustainability offered by The Natural Step explains that:  

…in a sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically 

increasing concentrations of substances from the earth’s crust (such as 

fossil CO2 and heavy metals); concentrations of substances produced by 

society (such as antibiotics and endocrine disruptors); degradation by 

physical means (such as deforestation and draining of groundwater 

tables); and in that society, there are no structural obstacles to people’s 

health, influence, competence, impartiality and meaning (Nattrass & 

Altomare, 2016, p. 2146).  

The economic definitions offered above tend to assume that the target organisations are 

corporations and while this is not surprising given the negative impacts that corporations have had 

on ecologies and societies (e.g. Bakan, 2004, Benn et al., 2014), I argue that all organisations have 
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to take action on sustainability issues. In recent years, some distinct definitions of organisational 

sustainability that are distinct from corporate sustainability have been offered (for example, see 

Lozano, 2018) but the field of research in that space is very nascent.  My working definition for 

this research draws on the aforementioned literature but does not assume profitability or 

shareholder return are part of the economic viability of the organisation, so that it can capture any 

organisation type. To operate sustainably an organisation must:  

1. Ensure its ongoing financial viability; while

2. ensuring that it extracts no more from the ecological environment than can be replaced all

along its supply chain, by minimising its carbon footprint, minimising waste to landfill; and,

3. engaging in management practices that promote the development and well-being of both

employees and community-based stakeholders.

Tracking how organisations move towards sustainability across the triple bottom line has been 

captured in phase models to account for shifts over time. Kolk and Mauso (2002) chart the 

evolution of some of those models. The Sustainability Phase Model developed by Dunphy, Benn 

and Griffiths in their seminal work Organisational Change for Corporate Sustainability originally 

published in 2003, assesses organisations against two forms of sustainability – human and 

ecological, focussing on the two prongs of the triple bottom line that are most neglected. While 

the book and model focus on corporations, I argue that the model is equally useful for other types 

of organisation for the reasons explained above. Thus, I will use the term organisation rather than 

corporation when I refer to the model. The model identifies six stages that an organisation might 

move through as it becomes more sustainable – rejection, non-responsiveness, compliance, 

efficiency, strategic proactivity and sustaining (Benn et al., 2014). Organisations who are the 

lowest level (rejection) have a very instrumental perspective on both the ecological environment 

and their employees. Non-responders are often more ignorant of the need to be more sustainable 

on one or both dimensions. Compliance oriented organisations focus on the risks of non-

compliance with legal and community standards. Efficiency focussed organisations see managing 

for the environment as a cost reduction to the organisation and human resources management as 

being about productivity gains. An organisation at the strategic proactivity level has identified 

sustainability as a source of competitive advantage.  

Programs such as Sustainability Advantage run by the NSW State Government’s Office of 

Environment and Heritage operate at this level by appealing to self-interest. Becoming sustainable 

creates efficiencies, thereby saving money and it provides opportunities for organisations to 
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market themselves as being good environmental citizens. The sixth level embraces the systemic 

aspects of sustainability and appreciates the embeddedness of organisational open systems with 

their environment and the key role that all organisations play in promoting sustainability. 

Sustaining organisations embrace human and environmental sustainability because it is the right 

thing to do and they value humanity and the environment for their own sake (Benn et al., 2014).  

Organisations can be operating at two different levels on the human and ecological dimensions. 

For example, they might have a very good environmental program but neglect the development of 

their staff.   

The sustaining organisation is akin to what Dyllick and Muff have referred to as Business 

Sustainability (BST) 3.0 (2015). 

BST 3.0 firms see themselves as responsive citizens of society. Truly 

sustainable business shifts its perspective from seeking to minimize its 

negative impacts to understanding how it can create a significant positive 

impact in critical and relevant areas for society and the planet. BST 3.0 

represents a very different strategic approach to business. It turns around 

the traditional “inside-out” approach used by business and applies an 

“outside-in” approach instead, much like social businesses do (p. 166). 

Achieving sustainability in human and ecological terms requires a cultural shift and fundamental 

changes in the way an organisation goes about its business. It requires learning processes across 

all aspects of the organisation. I will explore theories around organisational culture and learning 

later in the chapter. First, I want to establish a means by which to explore that territory by 

examining the role of metaphors and frames. They provide a rich way to consider organisational 

culture and learning in relation to sustainability.  

2.3. Metaphors and frames  

There is a significant body of research that challenges the often tacit presupposition that people are 

rational actors but much of our management discourse is underpinned by that assumption. Research 

across a range of domains from psychology to neuroscience suggest that we support a view of 

human reasoning as being about 95% unconscious; that our cognition is metaphorical and frame 

based (Lakoff, 2012); that we need emotions to make decisions (Damasio, 1994, 2010); and that 

our brains are wired for empathy through our mirror neuron system (Gallese & Lakoff, 2005).   
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In organisational settings research has shown that workers automatically and often unconsciously 

imitate one another’s behaviour and feeling through the operation of the mirror neuron system, 

allowing for vicarious learning; and it monitors and simulates the intentions and mental states of 

others around us, ‘wiring’ us to be attuned to others (Becker, Cropanzano, & Sanfey, 2011). Human 

mirror neuron system areas use grasping and contextual information to attempt the prediction of 

the intention of other people, so it is strongly linked to social competence, (Kaplan & Iacoboni, 

2006) or emotional and social intelligence (Goleman, 2004, 2006). Neurological studies have also 

shown evidence that leaders who demonstrate an empathetic leadership style activate the mirror 

neuron system in those they lead (Boyatzis, 2011, Boyatzis & Jack, 2018).  

Much of what we know is tacitly held, influenced by evolution and our socialisation (Lakoff, 2012). 

Thinking and reasoning are not disembodied or abstract and the results of our thinking do not fit 

the world as it is. We apprehend it subjectively through our embodied and social experiences moto-

sensory experiences and map it accordingly using frames and metaphors (Gallese & Lakoff, 2005; 

Lakoff, 2012). They are neural mappings between conceptual domains that arise out of our 

embodied experiences in the world and our social interactions at the individual, group, 

organisational and cultural levels, becoming more sophisticated as we mature from childhood into 

adulthood (Feldman, 2006; Gallese & Lakoff, 2005; Gibbs, 2006; Lakoff, 2012; Landau et al., 

2010). Metaphors map a new experience onto some existing experience. They can represent simple 

experiences such as an association between an emotion and the embodied experience that goes with 

it (e.g. “I was so angry, my blood was boiling”) or they can be quite complex and map our frames 

on one conceptual domain to frames in another.   

Frames, also known as schemas or mental models are ways of organising our experiences. They 

contain the ideas and assumptions that we carry in our head about particular situations. For 

Goffman “definitions of a situation are built up in accordance with principles of organisation which 

govern events – at least social ones – and our subjective involvement in them” (Goffman, 1975, 

pp. 10-11).  Frames are the way in which people interpret their experiences, they can be held about 

any concept and they affect our cognition, memory and perception (Darity, 2008; Fillmore & 

Baker, 2009). They help us navigate the territory of our lives and as such are sometimes 

characterised as mental maps. This reminds us that the map is not the territory. It is a representation 

of that territory that may not be wholly accurate. Metaphors often map between different frames. 

The metaphor of organisation as machine links two frames, one for organisation and one for 

machine. The way an individual imagines those two concepts will depend on what is contained in 
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their frames for organisations and for machines. Metaphors and frames about the environment 

affect the way that people see issues such as climate change.  

George Lakoff (2010) has argued that the framing of discourse on the environment has powerful 

effects on the way people experience and respond to the messages. He discusses the shift in the 

use of the term global warming to climate change, attributing it to a language advisor to the George 

W. Bush administration in the USA. The advisor argued for the shift in terminology because the 

term climate change is less frightening than global warming. The administration adopted the 

change in language, and it has become the dominant term in our public discourse. The more that 

frames are activated through their repetition in public discourse the more they can change public 

perceptions. This includes the perception of the threat posed by global warming/ climate change. 

As Lakoff points out, “‘climate’ had a nice connotation - more swaying palm trees and less flooded 

out coastal cities. ‘Change’ left out any human cause of the change. Climate just changed. No one 

to blame” (Lakoff, 2010, p. 71).  The economic metaphor of the environment as externality 

demonstrates another important way that framing works. When we put a frame on something, we 

include certain things and exclude others in the process. The metaphor of the environment as 

externality excludes the ecological environment from the frame on what is worth accounting for 

or valuing economically.  

Metaphors operate in all of the domains of our lives including the organisations we work in. The 

metaphors we employ for and about organisations establish differing perspectives and value 

propositions for their role as they relate to the environment and other stakeholders. The metaphor 

of the organisation as sustaining (Benn et al., 2014) versus the organisation as machine metaphor 

sets up very different perspectives or frames on how that organisation might operate in the world 

and the values that might underpin its operations. Organisational and management theorists have 

employed a variety of metaphors as a means of understanding organisations and management 

discourse.   

A meta-analysis of metaphors employed by researchers and theorists in the period (1993-2003) 

found that the two dominant root metaphorical categories for conceptualising organisations were 

machine and animate being (Cornelissen, Kafouros, & Lock, 2005). The organisation as machine 

metaphor informed work by early management theorists and gave us concepts of design, control, 

capacity and efficiency. The second major category is animate being wherein organisations are 

living organisms, particularly humans. Organisations can be acting beings, creative beings or 

learning beings as is seen in the discourse on organisational learning. The metaphor of 
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organisational learning aligns the structure that is an organisation with a learning individual as 

though they are alike, as though an organisation can engage in mental activities of learning and 

then store and share the knowledge attained (Cornelissen, 2006). We can take this a step further to 

the metaphor of the learning organisation (Senge, 1990) which anthropomorphises the organisation 

into a learning individual as if it had a nervous system.   

Another study explored metaphors actually employed by managers across 3 organisations, 2  

European and one in the USA when describing their management practice (Latusek & Vlaar, 

2015). It found three dominant groups of metaphors. The first were metaphors of drama and theatre 

seen particularly in descriptions of how managers interacted with clients they were selling 

something to. The manager develops their script or sales speech; they choose their costume or 

professional attire for the performance and then perform their script when they deliver the sales 

pitch. The second set of metaphors relates to playing games that describe the process of 

negotiation, with its own rules and etiquette and an objective of winning. The final set of metaphors 

relate to fighting battles and use many military metaphors. A manager might be described in terms 

of his or her military-like prowess, knowing when to engage or withdraw from a negotiation and 

knowing which battles to choose in business relations. This brings to mind a metaphor discussed 

in Lakoff and Johnson’s original Metaphors we Live by (1980) – argument is war. When an 

argument or other disagreement is characterised this way, it is imbued with a different set of 

characteristics, and carries a different emotional weight, than if it was described as argument is a 

dance. As a dance, the word argument carries less aggression and suggests ideas as steps between 

the two dancers as they move towards a congruence of movement.  

We can see from the preceding discussion that the metaphors we employ impact on how we 

conceive the concept or idea we are considering. In attending to metaphors and frames about the 

environment or sustainability, we can get a sense of the attitudes that underpin them. Jermier and 

Forbes (2016) attempt the task of generating new images of environmental sustainability, 

exploring how metaphors might facilitate a deeper reflection around the issue of water. They argue 

that if we use a metaphor of organisation as instruments of domination, for example, we would 

assume that an organisation would want to keep total control over its water supply or exploit the 

resource purely for their own interest. If we use a metaphor of organisation as spheres of 

conviviality, we might assume that organisations are true partners with all of society and 

environment working towards a holistic balance (Jermier & Forbes, 2016).   
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2.4. Organisational culture 

Culture, often described as ‘the way we do things around here’ is the system of shared beliefs and 

values that develops within an organisation that guides the behaviour of its members (Schein, 

1984). It is the tacit social order that has the potential to shape attitudes and behaviours in ways 

that are far-reaching and durable (Groysberg, Lee, Price, & Cheng, 2018). Bolman and Deal 

capture organisational culture in the symbolic frame because an organisation’s culture reveals 

itself through its symbols (2008).   

These symbols can take many forms. There are myths that represent the story behind the launching 

of an organisation which in turn underpin the organisation’s values. The values represent what the 

organisation stands for, conveying a sense of identity but the values that count are those that are 

lived through the everyday experience of organisational members. An organisation’s vision turns 

its core sense of purpose into an image of its future, a shared fantasy of where it might go that 

compels staff into action in realising that vision (Bolman and Deal, 2008). There are also the heroes 

and heroines whose deeds or words embody organisational values and these are not always the 

leaders in the organisation. Heroes and heroines can emerge from across the organisation because 

they symbolise the organisation’s values. The stories told about the heroes and heroines, through 

organisational ceremonies and rituals, reinforce the culture (2008).  The strength of the culture 

should come across to the visitor by the way staff communicate with each other and with 

customers.    

Bolman and Deal’s framing of culture echoes Schein’s three level framework on organisational 

culture (1984). The first is at the level of artefacts, which are the observable structures and 

processes that a visitor might encounter when visiting an organisation. The second level is the 

espoused values, the things that the organisation and the individuals working there say are 

important (Schein, 1984). The third level is the underlying assumptions, which aligns with Bolman 

and Deal’s idea that the values that are lived day to day are those that count. These are the largely 

unconscious and taken for granted beliefs, perceptions, thoughts and emotions that underpin 

behaviour. This layer also generates the values and attitudes which in turn can have an influence 

on the artefacts (Schein, 1984).   
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Reviewing the extensive research in the field, Groysberg et al. (2018) identified four broadly 

accepted attributes of organisational culture that resonate with the discussion above. First, culture 

is shared - it is an inherently group phenomenon, residing in shared behaviours, values and 

assumptions that underpin the norms and expectations of that group. It is also pervasive because 

it permeates the entire organisation and manifests itself in collective behaviours, physical 

environments, visible symbols, stories, rituals and legends as well as less visible aspects such as 

unspoken assumptions. Cultures are also enduring, developing through key events in the collective 

life and learning of the organisation’s members. An organisation’s culture becomes reinforced 

because people are attracted to working in organisations that share similar characteristics with 

them and organisations are more likely to select members who fit their culture. Those who do not 

fit are more likely to leave. Finally, culture is implicit, operating below the level of conscious 

awareness but people are wired to recognise and respond to it instinctively (Groysberg et al., 2018). 

When it is aligned with leadership and strategy a strong culture can drive positive outcomes for an 

organisation (Groysberg et al., 2018).  

2.5. Individual learning  

Before attempting to examine learning as it might happen within an organisational setting I need 

to explore how learning might happen at the level of the individual. Policies, procedures and 

knowledge management systems can capture and store learnings but an organisation is a socially 

constructed concept that has no capacity to learn as such. Only the people within those 

organisations can learn. There are many theories about individual learning but the most relevant 

for our purpose here is Kolb’s (1984) the experiential learning model. His theory built on and 

integrated the work of key educational and developmental theorists - Lewin, Dewey, and Piaget.   

Lewin’s theories around action learning and laboratory training argued that learning, change and 

growth can be best facilitated by an integrated process that begins with experience in the moment, 

then data collection and observations about the experience (Bargal, 2014). After analysis and 

conclusions are drawn, they are fed back to the group for assimilation. Dewey’s model of learning 

is similar to Lewin’s, emphasising learning as a dialectic process that integrates experience and 

concepts, observations and action (Harkavey & Puckett, 2014). The impulses of experience gives 

ideas their moving force and ideas give direction to impulses. Postponement of immediate action 

is essential for achievement of purpose. Piaget’s work suggests that the key to learning lies in the 

mutual interaction of the process of accommodation of concepts or schemas to experience in the 

world and the process of assimilation of events and experiences from the world into existing 
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concepts and schemas (Boden, 1994). Learning results from a balanced tension between the two 

processes.  

The three approaches can be characterised by the following propositions, according to Kolb 

(1984).  

• Learning is conceived as a process, not in terms of outcomes.

• Ideas are formed and reformed through experience.

• Learning is a continuous process grounded in experience.

All learning is a form of relearning. Every person enters every learning situation with more or less 

articulate ideas about whatever subject they are approaching – some ideas will be more crude or 

incorrect than others. It is the job of an educator to implant new ideas and dispose of or modify 

others. In some cases, new ideas will conflict with a learner’s existing beliefs and theories. If 

beliefs and theories can be surfaced and tested against the new learning, then given the opportunity 

for integration, then learning is more likely to happen. The integration can be weak or strong. For 

Piaget, it can happen in one of two ways – substitution or integration. Integrated ideas become 

highly stable parts of a person’s view of the world (Boden, 1994). However, if an idea changes by 

substitution there is the chance that the individual might revert to the old concept. Alternatively, 

the individual might end up with a dual theory of the world – one espoused and one that is really 

in use, the one that reflects the individual’s actual view of the world. Argyris and Schon (1978) 

investigated this phenomenon in professional contexts and found that the dual theory form of 

learning was quite commonplace. I will examine their work in the next section.  

The process of learning requires the resolution of conflicts between dialectically opposed modes 

of adaptation to the world and, as a consequence, it is a process full of tension and conflict.  For 

Kolb, effective learners need four kinds of abilities.  

1. Concrete Experience (CE) – a capacity to fully embrace experience.

2. Reflective Observation (RO) – a capacity to reflect on an experience from many sides.

3. Abstract Conceptualisation (AC) – an ability to create concepts to integrate observations.

4. Active Experimentation (AE) – an ability to use new theories to integrate observations.

Kolb’s approach represents a holistic approach to learning that combines experience, perception, 

cognition and behaviour in a process of adaptation to the world. Some organisational learning 

researchers have drawn on the work of the individual learning theorists in constructing theories of 

organisational learning. Kim (1993) constructed a theoretical model of personal to organisational 
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learning that suggested that organisational learning occurred through the development of shared 

mental models. Lipshitz, Friedman, & Popper (2007) use Kolb’s approach in their multi-facet 

model of organisational learning. They conceive of learning as a cyclical process involving the 

evaluation of past behaviour, the discovery of error or opportunity, the invention of new 

behaviours and their implementation (Lipshitz, Friedman, & Popper, 2007). In order for learning 

to be productive, it must produce intended organisational outcomes, though this can be difficult to 

establish in a direct causal relationship and the learning must result in organisational action based 

on valid knowledge. Knowledge is valid if it withstands critical evaluation. Knowledge must be 

meaningful to and inform the actions of organisation members (Lipshitz et al., 2007). These 

preliminary ideas lead us into the next section, which explores the development of theories of 

organisational learning and attempts to link learning at the personal level to learning at the 

organisational level.  

2.6. Organisational learning  

Theories of organisational learning can be traced back to the post-war era of the 20th century to 

the work of Reg Revans and his team who were the working on the action learning processes that 

contribute to organisational learning, leading to the idea of learning circles (Revans, 1998). In the 

late 1940’s Juran and Deming’s work on quality assurance in Japan led to the development of 

quality circles. In the 1960’s Massachussets Institute of Technology (MIT) developed the concept 

of systems thinking. In the 1970’s the work of Argyris and Schon came to prominence with their 

cognitive focus in which they explored ideas on espoused theories and theories in use and the 

concepts of double and single loop learning.  They characterised learning in organisations as the 

detection and correction of errors. The idea of a learning organisation came to prominence with 

Peter Senge’s book The Fifth Discipline, published in 1990. Senge defines learning organisations 

as places “where people continually expand their capacity to create the results they truly desire, 

where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, 

and where people are continually learning how to learn together” (Senge, 1990, p. 3).  

In saying that people expand their capacities ties the idea of organisational very tightly to the 

personal, indicating that the people in the organisation are the site of the learning. Any form of 

organisational learning is attributable to the single and collective learning that takes place within 

the organisation in response to its context and how well that enables the organisation to adapt and 

flourish. Any knowledge generated must also have a way of being codified, stored and updated.   







32  

ways that align with their theory in use and they may potentially undermine efforts to implement 

new ideas. In such a situation, learning will not take place.   

Many meetings are characterized by this sort of behavior when what is needed is an open sharing 

of ideas in the search of creative solutions (Argyris, 1998). The collective intelligence of the team 

ends up operating below the capabilities of individual members, giving rise to skilled 

incompetence instead of building an intelligence greater than the sum of its parts (Senge, 1990). 

One of the reasons for this behavior is a lack of felt psychological safety among staff to be able to 

genuinely express their view without fear of ridicule or retribution (Garvin, Edmondson, & Gino, 

2008; Lipshitz et al., 2007).  It is important for the leadership and management of an organisation 

to facilitate a culture that provides that level of safety for staff to speak their minds (Lipshitz et al., 

2007; Schein, 1984). Then, ideas can be explored through communication that achieves a balance 

between enquiry and advocacy (Argyris & Schon, 1978). Those are the kinds of behaviours that 

are more likely to lead to double loop learning which in turn facilitates the potential of building 

new shared mental models (Kim, 1993; Senge, 1990).  

In a team environment, where people feel that psychological safety, issues can be explored in more 

open and collaborative ways and these facilitate double loop learning. If a solution is found through 

a learning process, the new knowledge has to become part of the mental models of the staff through 

a process of practice, training and development. Learning occurs across four levels according to 

Howell (1982). Staff can be unconscious of their own incompetence - they don’t know what they 

don’t know. They can be made aware that they are not competent at something and so they move 

to being consciously incompetent around something. If they are trained to develop competency 

they will initially become consciously competent, where practicing the skill or knowledge is very 

conscious and requires great effort (e.g. learning to drive for the first time); and then becoming 

unconsciously competent where the knowledge has become so embedded that the task or practice 

can be performed without thinking about it (Howell, 1982). The knowledge has integrated 

cognitively into the mental models or created a new mental model for the staff member. The 

knowledge has moved from being explicit to being tacit (Polanyi, 1966). If that knowledge is 

exercised frequently over a long period of time it can become so unconscious that we cannot 

retrieve the detail of how to perform the skill step by step (e.g. trying to teach someone how to 

drive a car by imparting knowledge you explicitly built as a teenager followed by years of 

practice). To paraphrase Polanyi, we know more than we can explain (1966).   
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In organisational practices it can be difficult to consider that there might be a better way to do 

something, and if a challenge to a practice arises because it has become less effective for various 

reasons, it may be challenging to get the staff member to try to surface those deep tacit mental 

models. As indicated previously, it will be important to create the space and psychological safety 

for staff to develop an appreciation of what is not working and surface and challenge their mental 

models so that new learning can happen. This can be very difficult when people have been in a 

role for a long time and have so much tacit knowledge held in their mental models that it is very 

difficult to surface it. We then circle back to the challenge of breaking down defensive routines.   

Some learning comes from formal processes such as training courses. When information is 

explicit, the learning is a technical process of absorbing and interpreting that information and 

integrating it with existing knowledge (Easterby-Smith, Burgoyne, & Araujo, 1999). However, 

learning does not have to occur in formalized settings such as meetings or training courses. Often 

learning happens experientially ‘on the job’ as staff have to deal with issues and challenges that 

arise day to day (Kolb, 1984). This learning from experience aligns with action learning wherein 

employees are active participants in their own learning process and the learning is deepened if they 

can reflect on that learning process (Argyris & Schon, 1978). This form of learning has been shown 

to achieve better outcomes in the workplace than more passive forms of learning (Waddock & 

Lozano, 2013; Waddock & McIntosh, 2009). Other forms of learning from experience can occur 

through a reflective process as happens in after action reviews in the military or post project 

reviews where a military action or a project are examined by the participant teams to learn lessons 

from what went well and what did not, so that learning can be carried forward to the next action 

or project (Lipshitz et al., 2007). All of these forms of learning are social in that it happens in 

collaboration with other people in the organisation.   

To help staff feel drawn towards the need for new learning, managers can try to build a shared 

vision, a compelling idea of where they want to be that creates stars for the organisation to steer 

its activities by (Marquardt, 2011; Senge, 1990). This is led by management, but to be effective, it 

requires buy-in from staff (Senge et al., 1999; Senge, Kleiner, Roberts, Ross, & Smith, 2009). 

There are different ways to develop a shared vision. For example, management can announce a 

vision that they have developed and try to sell it to staff, but a process of co-creating takes the 

approach that the best way to lead people into the future is to connect with them deeply in the 

present first (Senge et al., 1999; Senge et al., 2009). According to Kouzes and Posner (2009), you 

will only create shared visions when you listen very closely to others, appreciate their hopes, and 

attend to their needs and this requires a particular type of leadership.  
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The best leaders are able to bring their people into the future because they observe the human 

condition and connect people’s personal aspirations to the organisation (Kouzes & Posner, 2009). 

Such leaders possess characteristics consistent with honeybee leadership as opposed to more 

traditional locust style leadership (Avery & Bergsteiner, 2010). That is, they seek cooperation with 

their staff, work to develop all staff continuously, and show concern for employee’s welfare. They 

have a strong view that all stakeholders matter and are comfortable with devolved decisionmaking. 

This mode of behaviour resembles that required by the sustaining corporation (Benn et al., 2014) 

and is likely to encourage employees in their learning (Cooksey, 2003; Garvin et al., 2008; Senge, 

1990). That learning often occurs in teams.  

Team learning, according to Senge (1990) “is the process of aligning and developing the capacity 

of a team to create the results the members truly desire” (p. 236) which should align with the shared 

vision for the organisation. It requires a capacity for genuinely open dialogue in a psychologically 

safe environment and the avoidance of defensive routines. The objective is the best solution rather 

than one person winning the argument. Effective dialogue requires that participants suspend their 

assumptions, treat each other as colleagues and the dialogue must have a facilitator who is 

responsible for managing the context of the dialogue (Senge, 1990).  

In some cases, learning occurs in specific team environments which can come from stable teams 

within organisations (Lipshitz et al., 2007; Senge, 1990; Senge et al., 2009). These groups flourish 

over time as members get to understand each other and the strengths each brings to the team. 

However, teams may also comprise members from across the organisation and perhaps external to 

the organisation to work on a specific project. This presents the challenge of a disparate group 

having to come together to achieve a goal despite not knowing each other or at least some members 

very well (Edmondson, 2012, 2013). When this process works well, Edmondson describes it as 

‘teaming’. Teaming is the result of a successful collaboration on a specific project such as 

developing new surgical procedures or new products and is characterised by a fluid network of 

interconnected people. It requires “everyone to remain vigilantly aware of other’s needs, roles and 

perspectives” plus “affective (feeling) and cognitive (thinking) skills” which are enabled by 

distributed leadership” (Edmondson, 2012, p. 2).  

Organisational leaders can develop a culture where teaming is the natural way for people to work 

and it requires three pillars – curiosity, passion and empathy (Edmondson, 2013). If people are 

curious they will engage with colleagues in enquiring about their knowledge in genuine dialogue 

without engaging in defensive behaviours. Passion will enthuse the process of meeting established 



 

35  

goals and drive people to push themselves. Empathy, as discussed in Chapter 1 is the capacity to 

step into someone else’s shoes and try to see the world from their perspective, to seek an 

understanding of where they are coming from through engaging in genuine dialogue (Edmondson, 

2013). This again provides the environmental conditions in which learning can occur through the 

development of shared mental models on an issue that can then be followed through with action, 

that action can be reflected on, and the mental models and actions that flow from them adjusted as 

needed.  

A form of team learning that draws different groups together for specific projects occurs during 

theatre production processes. Ford (2008) undertook research in a theatre company in the USA. 

He observed that the learning that happens in a theatre production is action learning because theatre 

is “an integrative practice that combines the talents, expertise and skills of many artisans: directors, 

designers, actors, stage managers, technicians, administrators etc” (Ford, 2008, p. 130). Learning 

occurs on two levels – each individual takes responsibility to learn or perform the task they are 

required to but then they collaborate, sharing and incorporating others contributions through a 

reflective process of engagement that is iterative as they progress towards opening night. They are 

trying to find what works and what does not and adjusting as they go. The stage manager and 

production manager informally and formally work to bring all of the elements of the show together 

by maintaining communications between the various contributing departments and individuals and 

ensuring that everyone understands what is going on. This happens through daily face-to-face 

interactions. The director and designers meet regularly in parallel during the rehearsal process and 

the designer responds to what evolves over time. Weekly production meetings involving all 

contributors encourage reflective interaction to resolve issues and change what is not working. 

Production notes are posted to all team members, capturing the actions required from the meeting, 

providing the focus for the next week’s experience.  

The technical rehearsal brings all members of the cast and production team together to run the 

production on stage for the first time. All team members understand that the deadline for project 

delivery is unchangeable because opening night is already scheduled and advertised. Throughout 

the production process, team members reflect on and in action, improvise new solutions and keep 

synthesising the knowledge gained in each iteration of the process so that it can inform the next 

stage. The process calls for high levels of engagement and motivation among all team members, 

each of whom has a critical role to play. This production process is repeated with a slightly 

different group of individuals working together on productions over the course of the year. This is 
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an unusual organisation type but since it is the type of organisation under scrutiny in this research, 

those particular processes of team learning may be relevant (Ford, 2008).  

In any organisational context, however, it is also important that the knowledge generated can be 

captured, synthesized and encoded through organisational practices, processes and knowledge 

management systems so that new organisational members can explicitly learn that knowledge 

(Marquardt, 2011; Thomas & Allen, 2006). This could be in sophisticated technology-based 

knowledge management systems or more simple policy and procedural documentation depending 

on the size of the organisation.  

The previous discussion drawing from the meta-analyses indicated that learning in organisations 

involves individuals and groups working individually and together to achieve mundane and more 

novel outcomes. That learning requires facilitation by a supportive culture and leadership team 

and an organisational structure conducive to that learning. In other words, there are multiple levels 

implicated in organisational learning.  Thomas and Allen’s review  notably omitted Crossan et al’s 

4I model, a framework that could account for the multi-level nature of organisational learning; the 

tension between seeking new learning and using what is already learned; the linking of levels 

through social and psychological processes; and the impact of cognition on action (Crossan et al., 

1999). The 4I’s are intuiting, interpretation, integration, and institutionalization and they operate 

over the levels of individual, group and organisation. The first two occur at the individual level 

and the second two occur at the group and organisational level. Intuiting involves the mental 

processes of the individual as they have experiences and identify a problem or an opportunity. An 

intuition will only affect others if the person shares that insight with colleagues so that they can 

collectively interpret the idea, or sense-make about it (Weick, 1995). Shared understanding is built 

during this phase and if it leads to actionable knowledge it can be institutionalized or embedded 

within organisational practice and knowledge management systems. The process iterates around 

the three levels.   

What is also missing from Thomas and Allen’s (2006) meta-analysis is the role for systems 

thinking which Senge described as the fifth discipline (1990). Systems thinking encourages the 

conception of the organisation as a system embedded within and interacting with other systems. 

Having a capacity to see the wood and the trees can be very useful to an organisation in engaging 

in some form of organisational activity, looking for possible connections and possible evidence of 

certain archetypal issues that can arise in systems. An organisation that is capable of learning must 

appreciate its own situatedness in larger systems and how it functions as a system of dynamic 
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interactions or else it might miss key insights and opportunities to respond to changes in the 

environment that may impact on it.  

In any successful organisational learning one would expect to find at least some of the features 

outlined above but if an organisation is undertaking organisational learning specifically for 

sustainability it may present its own particular challenges. The next section will examine the 

literature that looks at how organisational learning can be deployed to promote sustainability in 

organisations.  

2.6.1. Organisational learning for sustainability  

The issue of sustainability, whether an organisation is taking a purely environmental approach or 

an environmental and human approach is especially challenging because it impacts all aspects of 

organisational life. As corporations have been instrumental in creating many of the social and 

environmental problems we are facing (Bakan, 2004; Benn et al., 2014) there are questions about 

whether that form of organisation is fit for the purpose of operating beyond the imperative of 

returning value to shareholders to include the active valuing of the ecological and human 

stakeholders (Metcalf & Benn, 2012).  Of course, not all organisations are corporations and not all 

for-profits are dealing with shareholders. However, the challenge will require any organisation to 

look at everything it does and learn how to do it more sustainably. Initiatives like the United 

Nations Sustainable Development Goals to 2030 which have been created collaboratively by the 

United Nations, governments, corporations, and non-profits point the way for the kinds of efforts 

that organisations need to engage in and the role that they can play in achieving those goals. 

However, taking those goals as a starting point may be too lofty an ambition and overwhelming 

for some. There are those who argue that the issue of climate change is so critical that organisations 

should at least tackle their carbon footprint as a priority before extending the endeavor to other 

issues (Smith, 2012) while others argue for the importance of focusing on the human and social 

environment as well (Pfeffer, 2010). The literature that specifically addresses organisational 

learning for sustainability is still rather minimal.  

Lozano (2014) proposes a model that integrates several concepts combining creativity, the idea 

learning loops which articulate the extent to which assumptions are questioned and drawing on 

Doppelt’s (2003) idea that learning can be adaptive, anticipatory and action based. Loazano argues 

that learning for sustainability needs consolidated learning processes that promote the exploration 

and reframing of existing concepts and model through creative processes such as playing and 

experimentation. Where that learning is applied to topics related to society it becomes associated 
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with civic learning. This is akin to social learning for sustainability which is described as bringing 

people different backgrounds together to creatively search for solutions to the problems facing 

society (see Siebenhuner, 2017 for an exploration). Lozano’s (2014) model was also applied in a 

study using co-designing games through collaborative experimentation to work on societal 

challenges (Guggerell & Zuidema, 2016). Civic and social learning reach beyond the organisation 

in their focus and are beyond the focus of this research, though there are echoes of Edmondson’s 

concept of teaming (2012) in their approaches. The following examines some studies more 

focussed at the level of organisations learning to become more sustainable.  

In a study of ten organisations working towards sustainability Fenwick (2007) found that practices 

of social and environmental responsibility are developed and maintained through an emphasis on 

education carried out in distributed, localized and connected forms rather than through top-down 

initiatives and that the form of learning was multi-level. That is, the knowledge of environmental 

sustainability and its importance and benefits had to be communicated to all stakeholders, internal 

and external and then focusing on actively involving staff and stakeholders in changing everyday 

practices to meet the goal of environmental sustainability. It was important that a genuine 

commitment to sustainability was communicated to all levels of the organisation and that personal 

responsibility for taking action was also important. This latter point required the leadership of the 

organisation to model and communicate their commitment in everyday action and in encouraging 

staff to look at how to improve their own processes (Fenwick, 2007). Otherwise the process can 

be challenged by low stakeholder understanding and support, insufficient attention to cost-benefit 

analyses, a low focus by management, and a lack of strategy (Fenwick, 2007).  

Haugh and Talwar explored how learning for sustainability took place in several large corporates, 

but in particular, Tata Chemicals for whom Talwar was the Corporate Social Responsibility 

Manager. They found that organisational learning for sustainability required a combination of 

technical, action and social learning and identified eight training and development tools that might 

prove useful for organisations. They sought an answer to the question of how corporations can 

enable employees to learn about sustainability and arrived at four key answers. The first was the 

importance of the learning being company-wide rather simply restricted to the management; 

second, that raising awareness should occur collaboratively across organisational functions; third, 

as staff build their knowledge and commitment to sustainability technical and action learning 

opportunities should be afforded to them to build experiential and explicit knowledge; and fourth, 

sustainability should be integrated into the organisations long-term learning strategy and 

opportunities for social learning should be encouraged to promote company knowledge in that area 
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(Haugh & Talwar, 2010). The paper discussed Tata’s business excellence model, which has existed 

since 1984, and sets targets for emissions in Tata’s top five companies and promotion of ethical 

practice. This included the development of its own sustainable development index and the 

establishment of a council for community initiatives to promote sustainability. While the work of 

Tata as explored in the paper seemed prima facie an example of good corporate practice for 

sustainability it was challenged by Banerjee (2011).  

Banerjee criticised Haugh and Talwar’s paper for its input rather than output driven focus (2011). 

He pointed to the dangers of not including information from the external environment when 

discussing organisational initiatives and provided examples of where the actual practices that Tata 

undertook in India failed to demonstrate a valuing of broader stakeholders. This belies their 

espoused commitments and included ongoing conflicts between Tata and indigenous communities 

over access to resources (Banerjee, 2011). He went on to argue that had the broader political 

economy been examined, those conflicts would have to have been addressed. By focusing purely 

on the intra-organisational activities Haugh and Talwar ignored the relationship between the 

organisation and its external environment.  

Building on the aforementioned 4I framework (Crossan et al., 1999; Crossan et al., 2011), Benn, 

Edwards and Angus-Leppan (2013) studied the embedding of sustainability into practices and 

curriculum at several Australian Universities and found that there was great difficulty in 

institutionalizing interdisciplinary approaches within individual institutions due to a tension 

between exploratory learning processes and the embedding of learning into organisational 

procedures and rules. They suggested that using a Community of Practice approach might enable 

inter-organisational exploratory learning. However, they concluded in agreement with Banerjee 

(2011) that sustainability presents a far too complex task to be conceived of as occurring at the 

level of an organisation as a separate entity (Benn, Edwards, & Angus-Leppan, 2013).   

The 4I model represents a multi-level approach to organisational learning within the organisational 

setting and allows for individual, group and organisational aspects to be addressed. However, like 

Haugh and Talwar’s (2010) approach, it does not explicitly factor in the external environment 

which can impact on any organisational initiative in ways that are difficult to predict. If we 

conceive of organisations as being systems operating within broader systems we can perhaps 

account for those influences whilst also attending to the multi-level dimensions of learning within 

it. We can then explore the connections between all of those dimensions to develop a deeper 

understanding of how learning occurs in organisations.   
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There is another aspect of organisational learning for sustainability involving the individual learner 

that has not been explored in the literature reviewed. That is the impact of organisational learning 

for sustainability on an individual’s behaviour outside of the work context and that is salient 

because sustainability impacts all contexts we exist in. Any opportunity to learn and engage in 

sustainable behaviours in one context has the potential to feed into other aspects of our lives. There 

is certainly a potential that sustainable behaviours learned in the workplace and new knowledge 

gained could inform new behaviours beyond the workplace. This raises the possibility of exploring 

the bidirectional impact of individual learning in relation to sustainability. Certain staff may have 

accrued knowledge about sustainability and have strong commitments to environmental and/or 

social sustainability and try to exert some influence on organisational commitments to 

sustainability. Conversely, staff who learn about sustainability in the context of their workplace 

may potentially take that learning and apply it in their non-work contexts.  

2.7. Conclusion 

This chapter has canvassed the literature relevant to an investigation of organisational learning for 

sustainability. It examined sustainability as it is conceived of within organisational settings, and 

in particular, the various conceptions of the triple bottom line. It then canvassed organisational 

learning concepts and how they relate to organisational learning and organisational learning for 

sustainability, identifying key features that might characterise organisational learning. It identified 

gaps in the literature as it relates to the need to attend to the external environment as part of 

examining organisational learning; the lack of investigations that really attend to the connections 

and influences that might be at play between the environment, the organisation, the groups and 

individuals within them; and on the impact of individual learning on organisational learning for 

sustainability processes both in terms of individuals influencing organisational activities and 

organisational learning for sustainability activities influencing individuals.   

The literature review identified gaps in some of the models that did not attend to important aspects 

of organisational learning for sustainability. The external environment that an organisation sits in 

needs to be considered as shown in Banerjee’s (2011) critique of Haugh and Talwar (2010). 

Organisations are embedded in a physical environment, socio-political, legal and professional 

contexts that can affect and be affected by the organisation itself. Further, at the level of 

organisational members, we need to attend to their own learning and sense-making around 

organisational processes, and the potential ways that those individuals might influence 

organisational activities such as learning for sustainability. I wanted to be able to examine an 
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organisational learning for sustainability initiative in a way that allowed me to attend to all the 

dimensions that might have an influence. I also wanted to be able to attend to the connections and 

influences operating at and between those dimensions. I focus on establishing a conceptual 

framework to achieve that in Chapter 3.    
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Chapter 3. Conceptual framework and 
research questions 

3.1. Introduction 

Building from Chapter 2, this chapter establishes a framework through which to attend to the 

dynamic interplay between an organisation, the individuals and groups working within it and its 

external environment. The framework must also be sensitive to the different ways that the 

individuals in organisations learn and make sense of their lived experience within and beyond the 

workplace.  This chapter explores complexity science, complexity science applied to 

organisational learning and establishes a conceptual framework for approaching my research 

questions that draws on that literature and the literature on frames and metaphors discussed in the 

previous chapter.  

This chapter will proceed as follows: 

3.2.  Complexity science and organisational learning 

3.3  Conceptual framework 

3.4.  Research questions 

3.5.  Conclusion  

3.2. Complexity science and organisational learning 

Since the 1990’s theorists have been examining the usefulness of using complexity theories as 

metaphors for understanding organisations (e.g. Cooksey, 2001, 2003; Cornelissen, 2006; 

Cornelissen et al., 2005; Espinosa & Porter, 2011; Lissack, 1997; Mitleton-Kelly, 2006, 2011, 

2003; Palmberg, 2009; Putnik, 2009; Stacey, 2010; Stacey, Griffin, & Shaw, 2000). Complexity 

science seeks to understand how the parts of complex systems give rise to collective behaviour, 

how collective behaviour influences the system, how systems interact with their environment and 

how systems adapt. A complex system differs from a complicated system in that the parts of 

complex systems interact in ways that resist reduction to the sum of their parts. For example, an 

A380 AirBus is a complicated system because the aircraft can be disassembled and successfully 

reassembled as a functional A380. A complex system such as an ecosystem could not. In complex 
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systems, a detailed understanding of the individual components of a system might have limited 

utility because such understanding does not account for the multiple ways in which those 

components link to and influence each other through feedback (Cooksey, 2001).   

Complexity builds and extends general systems theory by articulating additional characteristics of 

systems and emphasising their interrelationships and interdependence (Cooksey, 2001, 2003; 

Mitleton-Kelly, 2003). There are multiple complexity theories from disciplines as divergent as 

biology to computer science, but they share a number of features (Mitleton-Kelly, 2003; Stacey, 

2010). Complex systems are non-linear, dynamic, non-predictive and emergent (Cooksey, 2001; 

Mitleton-Kelly, 2003; Stacey, 2010). Non-linearity means that the causal links in a system form 

something more complex than a single chain such as systems with feedback loops. A system may 

respond to the same input in different ways depending on their context or state, so they are 

nonpredictive. Behaviour in complex systems is emergent in that it arises from the relationships, 

interactions, and inter-dependencies between system components in ways that are spontaneous.  

The way in which these systems adapt and evolve share several features.  

Complex systems adapt, evolve, and create new order (Mitleton-Kelly, 2003; Stacey et al., 2000). 

In human systems, they are comprised of individual agents interacting with each other according 

to their own evolved principles of local interaction, and no agent can determine the principles of 

other agents such that the dynamics at the local level produce a diversity of agent behaviour that 

gives rise to emergent global behaviour. The local behaviour of agents in social systems such as 

an organisation is constrained as well as enabled through their interactions because they are 

interdependent (Stacey, 2007, 2010). Enabling environments can be created through socio-cultural 

and technical conditions that facilitate learning and knowledge sharing rather than inhibiting them 

(Mitleton-Kelly, 2003). Complex systems have ways that exchange energy, matter or information 

with their environment and when those systems are pushed far from equilibrium, they are capable 

of creating new order (Mitleton-Kelly, 2006, 2003). Complex systems are sensitive to initial 

conditions – a small input may result in a huge output or nothing at all; cause and effect are 

ambiguous and not easily isolated. Thus, predictability with any real certainty is impossible 

(Cooksey, 2001).  

Feedback in complex systems can be positive and destabilising or negative and stabilising. 

Negative feedback is akin to a thermostat in a room that monitors the temperature against a set 

level. When the temperature drops below or rises above that set level, the thermostat in a reverse 

cycle air conditioner introduces additional heat or cool to bring the system back to the equilibrium 
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of the systems set temperature (Cooksey, 2003). Positive feedback into systems is destabilising 

(for example, legislation that outlaws reverse cycle air-conditioning due to changes in government 

carbon emissions policy). This kind of feedback destabilises the system and requires a much more 

creative response. In that way, feedback links to learning opportunities and levels.  

Cooksey (2003) argues that in organisations, negative feedback is an opportunity for single-loop 

learning to close gaps and retain the status quo. Double loop learning is required in response to 

positive feedback because it is threatening to the organisation, pushing it out of equilibrium. The 

double loop learning needs to question established norms and explore the potential of new forms 

of organisation. This characterisation of double loop learning captures another learning loop, that 

of triple loop learning which is described as some form of third order learning that requires a 

deeper level of learning and encourages the development of new concepts and frameworks as 

described by Lozano (2014). See Tosey et al, 2012 for a critical review of the concept.  It can be 

innovative if choice is allowed but social systems can impose constraints that might stymy more 

innovative responses from agents (Mitleton-Kelly, 2003). In order for that kind of open 

investigation to be possible, there has to be an opportunity for exploring the space of possibilities 

and the generation of a variety of responses to organisational challenges (Mitleton-Kelly, 2006, 

2003). In complexity terms, whatever strategic response is generated will only be optimal for the 

conditions in which the strategy emerges but if the conditions change the strategy may require 

adjustment (Mitleton-Kelly, 2006, 2003).   

Complex behaviour arises from inter-relationships, interactions between elements in a system and 

with the environment in which that system sits. The behaviour of the group emerges from the 

collective interactions of all of the individual agents. In responding to their own local contexts, the 

parts of a complex system can contribute to the system as a whole, displaying emergent patterns 

at a collective level. They can create different types of hierarchies and relationships to achieve 

different goals (Cooksey, 2001, 2003; Mitleton-Kelly, 2006, 2003; Mitleton-Kelly & Ramalingam, 

2011; Stacey, 2010). Self-organization happens when an emergent behaviour has the effect of 

changing the structure or creating a new one in the absence of some form of formal authority.  

Cooksey argues for a holistic perspective on organisations and sensitivity to the varying sources 

of contextual influences operating at the macro level. These can be unpacked at the micro level 

into networks of mutually, ambiguously and complexly interacting considerations (Cooksey, 2001, 

2003). Figure 3.1 captures those systems graphically. The larger macro systems are environment, 

organisation, groups, and individuals. Within each are the micro-systems of influence. 
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Environment relates to the physical environment, global influences, governments, legal 

institutions, markets, society and so forth. The organisation system of influences includes the 

structure, culture, history, resources and facilities, leadership and management. Groups are the set 

of influences that come from the formal and informal collectives of organisational members and 

those outside the organisation such as family, friends, and communities. Lastly, the individual 

system of influences relates to the internal state of each worker including their physical and 

psychological state, their values, needs and wants. Those values, needs and wants are expressed 

through the frames and metaphors that the individuals employ in describing them. The multiple 

levels demonstrate connectivity and interdependence and decisions in one area can impact on other 

areas as the system adapts and evolves (Mitleton-Kelly, 2003). In complex systems, a detailed 

understanding of the individual components of a system might have limited utility because such 

understanding does not account for the multiple ways in which those components link to and 

influence each other through feedback (Cooksey, 2001).   

Figure:  3-1 Complex systems of dynamic influence (Cooksey, 2003, p. 205) 
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All of these influences indicate the difficulty of establishing predictability and control, particularly 

where human behaviour is concerned, including efforts towards organisational learning. The 

multiple levels demonstrate connectivity and interdependence and decisions in one area can impact 

on other areas as the system adapts and evolves (Mitleton-Kelly, 2003).  Cooksey argues that 

learning must attend to that contextual mess if it is to be successful and is characterised by a 

balanced synergy between single loop learning and double loop learning processes. "Learning at 

both the individual and organisational levels in both single and double loop modes is critical for 

navigating one's way through the complexities of contexts" (Cooksey, 2003, p. 206). He argues 

for an appropriate combination of single and double loop learning when needed in response to 

feedback. In addition, effective organisational learning requires “genuine empowerment and 

teamwork, self and team efficacy (for learning), pursuit of collective as well as individual 

competence, effective leadership, shared mental models and vision, continuous open and critical 

dialogue, systemic thinking” and “high levels of trust” (Cooksey, 2003, p. 206). Critical to such 

an organisation is trust tied to leadership in promoting a culture of learning.  

3.2.1. ‘Learnership’ in complex organisations 

Cooksey introduces the concept of “learnership" which he describes as, 

an evolving meld of leadership and learning where responsibility for 

learning and for leading is progressively diffused from a few central 

individuals to a critical mass of organisational members, all of whom 

become mutually embedded in the learning process, leading where needed, 

following where needed, but always with a sensitive eye on the complex 

texture of the learning environment they inhabit (Cooksey, 2003, p.204) 

The role of leaders in such organisations is one of mentoring or coaching, facilitating by 

establishing the underpinning values and vision of the organisation (Cooksey, 2003). With such 

empowerment, organisational learning comes about through self-organisation, and a new order 

emerges through the interaction of all of those elements in non-linear dynamic ways.  

A complexity approach to management and organisational learning occurs through identifying, 

developing and implementing enabling infrastructures such as the social, technical and cultural 

conditions that facilitate the day to day running of an organisation or the creation of new order 

(Mitleton-Kelly, 2003; Mitleton-Kelly & Ramalingam, 2011). Complex systems are not strictly 

designed and that suggests the importance of enabling conditions in promoting learning and 
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change. They consist of agents interacting in a variety of ways who create emergent properties and 

patterns of behaviour, influencing the organisation at the macro level and they, in turn, are being 

influenced by that level in an adaptive process. In such systems, it is essential that management 

recognises that excessive control will be counterproductive (Cooksey, 2003; Mitleton-Kelly, 2003; 

Mitleton-Kelly & Ramalingam, 2011; Stacey, 2003, 2007, 2010, 2012). The enabling conditions 

of the organisation should allow for the exploration of the space of possibilities so that the 

organisation can take risks and try out new ideas and keep adapting and evolving with the 

challenges posed by the external environment.   

In complex systems leadership is “a necessary precondition for success in which empowerment 

plays a fundamental role” (Cooksey, 2003, p. 208). “Learnership” embeds leadership as a 

capability that all organisational members can develop when they are genuinely empowered. 

Leaders move from mentoring and facilitation to allowing learners to evolve into leaders in their 

own right. When leadership is diffused throughout the organisation, the appropriate leaders emerge 

for particular tasks or projects (Cooksey, 2003). This resonates with Stacey’s argument that 

learning is an activity of interdependent people (2003).  

3.2.2. Learning as an activity of interdependent people  

The notion of interdependence stands in opposition to our continued and largely unconscious 

adherence to a modernist conception of people as autonomous rational individuals cut off from 

others and capable of fully consciously using his/her own reason to choose a course of action and 

follow it through (Stacey, 2003, 2007, 2012). As discussed in Chapter 1, this legacy of the 

Enlightenment leaves much of management discourse tied to the idea of manager as a rational 

designer of efficient systems who can enact change because they are in control of those systems. 

However, such a conception of individuals has been scrutinised by other theorists as lacking. 

Stacey argued that social processes were critical – we could only be a self in relation to some other 

individual recognising us. It is our very interaction with each other that constitutes our sense of 

self (Stacey, 2007).   

Interdependent people are interacting with each other in a way in which 

they are taking the attitudes of others, of the group and of society as a 

whole, to their gestures. They are also interacting in a way in which they 

are taking the attitude of the group or society to themselves. As subjects 

(the "I") they are taking themselves as objects (the "me" or attitude of the 
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society to the "I"), and it is in this process that self-consciousness arises 

(Stacey, 2003, p. 329).  

Through those interactions, they are continuously building their own frames and metaphors about 

the world, which is visible in the cultural norms displayed by groups, organisations and society. 

Antonacoupolou and Chiva explored the social complexity of organisational learning, and 

developed two particular complexity principles to inform the understanding of organisational 

learning. These draw on themes in the extant literature, including Stacey, that conceives of 

organisations as composed of semi-autonomous agents seeking to maximise fitness by adjusting 

interpretive and action-oriented schemas that determine how they view and interact with other 

agents and the environment. The two principles they articulate in building an understanding of the 

social complexity of organisational learning are schema-diversity and interaction-interdependence 

(Antonacopoulou & Chiva, 2007).   

Schemas are as a set of rules, created by actors interacting, that reflect regularities in experience 

and enable a social system to determine the nature of further experience and make sense of it. 

Agents build schemas by interacting with their environment and interpreting it and conditions such 

as organisational rules and procedures will shape how schemas express themselves and how 

behaviours emerge as they represent routines that are recurring between artefacts and agents. As 

learning occurs, schemas change and learning as a social process in organisational settings is 

dynamic, shaping the way “emerging rules are consolidated, updated, reviewed and constantly 

changed through agents’ actions and interactions with one another” (Antonacopoulou & Chiva, 

2007, p. 282). Reflecting on to the discussion of frames we can see that what is described as 

schemas here fit with the description of frames covered in Chapter 2, though here the focus is on 

the social nature of the frame building. Their description of learning resonates with Stacey's (2003) 

conception of learning as an activity of interdependent people.  

The second element from complexity that they argue for is interaction-interdependence, suggesting 

that social systems represent a complex mix of interactions between humans and with non-human 

cultural artefacts. The human interactions allow the coordination of schemas and actions that can 

facilitate the emergence of order around knowledge sharing, but the same mechanisms are also 

constrained to the identity, power, and interests between communities of actors.  Interaction and 

interdependence make us sensitive to the way agents operate across levels, whether individual, 

group or organisational, which recalls the importance of attending to the multiple levels around 

which learning occurs in the 4I model (Crossan et al., 1999) discussed in Chapter 2.6 and 2.7 and 
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Cooksey (2003) discussed above. The agents can operate as individuals or in groups as needed. 

We need to attend to the conditions that shape those inter-relationships that enable or constrain the 

inter-dependence between agents as they work towards some organisational objective.  

3.2.3. Organisational learning for sustainability in complex systems  

Espinosa and Porter argue that complex systems approaches can offer valuable contributions to 

our understanding of organisational learning for sustainability by explaining concepts like 

emergence, co-evolution, and self-organisation (Espinosa & Porter, 2011).   

 
Figure:  3-2 A schematic model for sustainability and sustainable commons in complex adaptive systems (Espinosa 
& Porter, 2011, p. 58) 

 

They argue that complex adaptive systems emphasise the permeability and exchange of 

information and feedback across on organisation, its subsystems, and its environment. Figure 3.2 

depicts a model of natural and human complex adaptive systems and identifies three elements of 

sustainability. The outer rings depict the human systems as nested within larger and encompassing 

bio-spheric systems and that organisations are part of those human systems that have a co-

evolutionary relationship with society and the earth's ecosystem. The macro level refers to the 

sustainability of the "commons" – the resources we all use but do not own and issues to do with 

this space operate at the level of governments, business, and communities. This is akin to the 

environmental subsystem articulated by Cooksey (2003). The inner part of the model relates to 
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intra-system issues where sustainability is the enactment of multiple bottom lines that extend the 

social bottom line by adding culture. While the two are separated in the model, they are not 

separable in reality, and they feedback on each other in a continual process of change and 

development. Espinosa and Porter (2011) do not intend that the model to be seen as static, but 

rather as an ongoing process occurring within and between self-organising and ever-changing 

systems.   

They argue that when organisations are operating in complex environments, they should mimic 

the complexity principles in their own operations. For example, management should engage in 

creating the enabling conditions for cross-channel communication; should sanction conversations 

across traditional boundaries; support the formation of collaborative networks, facilitate the 

generation of ideas, focus on promising innovations and then find ways to roll out innovations in 

other contexts. Other theorists suggest management practices need to shift from directing to 

cultivating and enriching conditions for knowledge assimilation (Molnar & Mulvihill, 2003), 

creating the enabling “conditions that facilitate constant coevolution within a changing 

environment” (Mitleton-Kelly, 2003, p. 23).   

I contend that Espinosa and Porter's model expand the conception of the environmental subsystem 

in Figure 3.1 giving a greater sense of how embedded organisations are in broader systems. 

However, I argue that for attending to organisational learning for sustainability, Figure 3.1 

provides a useful framework that draws together the multi-level nature of organisational learning 

across environmental, organisational, interpersonal and intrapersonal levels and provides a 

framework for exploring the dynamic inter-relationships, interdependencies and sources of 

feedback between agents as they interact within and across the various levels. It adds a significant 

additional level, to the multidimensional model articulated by Crossan et al. (1999), adding the 

environment as a key source of dynamic influence on what might appear to be internal processes. 

The learnership take on complexity science offered by Cooksey indicates that organisational 

learning is connected to different sub-systems of contextual influence, providing feedback that 

may enable or constrain the learning in ways that are difficult predict. The organisational learning 

that occurs is likely to emerge through the dynamic interactions of all of those levels through self-

organisation.  

The triple bottom line focus can be argued to emerge from such contextual dynamics through 

differentially emphasising considerations emerging from different sources of contextual influence. 

The economic bottom line primarily emerges from dynamics between an organisation and its larger 
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environmental contexts; the environmental sustainability bottom line emerges from dynamics 

between an organisation, its larger environmental contexts and its embedded interpersonal/ group 

and intrapersonal/individual contexts; the social bottom line emerges from dynamics between an 

organisation and its embedded interpersonal/group and intrapersonal/individual contexts). 

At the beginning of the chapter, I noted that many theorists have been using complexity science as 

a metaphor for understanding organisational and managerial activity since it gained prominence 

in the 1990’s. Cooksey’s model as shown in Figure 3.1 provides a series of lenses or frames 

through which I can explore an organisational learning for sustainability initiative. By applying 

different frames on the initiative, I can ensure that I attend to all of the potential sources of dynamic 

influence that might enable or constrain it.   

3.3. Conceptual framework  

This research is both exploratory and explanatory and required a conceptual framework that could 

allow a broad and deep exploration of the phenomena under investigation. It also needed to be to 

investigate multiple aspects of organisational life including culture, structure, leadership and 

learning as captured in the literature review in Chapter 2. Figure 3.1 is useful as an overarching 

conceptual framework for this research project because it encourages an examination of the multiple 

sources of influence that might have come to bear on the Greening the Wharf project. A complexity 

perspective provides a meta-paradigm to guide the investigation for an examination of an 

organisational activity such as Greening the Wharf because it provides a holistic, systemic approach 

to understanding that activity. As an overarching conceptual framework, its four key dimensions 

provide broad lenses through which to review the organisational learning process undertaken by 

STC while also affording the opportunity to dive into relevant theories to help explain findings 

emerging from the data.  

The organisational activities that sit at the centre of the model capture the specific phenomenon 

under investigation within the organisation. This lens deals with the Greening the Wharf project 

in itself and analyse how it unfolded over time and its impacts on the organisation. In exploring 

the project this lens will allow me to draw on concepts to explain how it unfolded, particularly 

those related to change and organisational learning as discussed in Chapter 2.  

The environment lens captures all of the external systems within which an organisation sits 

including biospheric systems and macro-level commons or common resources that are owned by 

none but used by all (Espinosa & Porter, 2011) that organisations must attend to. It also captures 
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the economic, social, political, broader cultural issues. In addition, it captures specific industry or 

professional organisations that might have an influence on the organisation.  

The organisation lens deals with all aspects of the organisation and any concepts that assist us to 

understand organisational life. This includes organisational design and structure; leadership and 

management approaches to organisational activities; organisational culture and organisational 

processes and practices.  

The individual lens deals with the specific characteristics of the individuals working within an 

organisation including their values, beliefs, attitudes, cognitive aspects, past history, their role 

within the organisation. It is here that individual learning can be explored. 

The groups lens specifically deals with relationships. As much work is done in groups, whether 

formal departmental structures or project teams it is important to examine those processes. It 

allows for the exploration of group dynamics, communication practices, power relations and the 

influence of other groups such as family, friends and professional memberships and others. From 

an organisational learning perspective, it is the lens through which social and team learning can 

assessed.  

The interconnections and points of feedback between those contexts provide opportunities to 

examine the feedback between the systems to identify sources of positive destabilising feedback 

and negative stabilising feedback into the organisational activity that provided opportunities for 

double and single loop learning. In exploring that space, enabling and constraining conditions can 

be identified that helped or hindered the evolution of the project. Some of those enabling or 

constraining conditions are critical in that they have the highest potential to influence or alter the 

time course of events and associated dynamics. 

As indicated at the beginning of this chapter, all theories are metaphorical in that they provide a 

means of understanding some phenomenon in terms of something else. Complexity theories invite 

an examination of a phenomenon that looks for linkages, interconnections, key sources of feedback 

and other sources of influence that may have dynamically influenced it in ways that constrained 

or enabled it. In choosing Cooksey’s complex systems of dynamic influence model as shown in 

Figure 3.1, I have selected a way of understanding the focal activity of Greening the Wharf as an 

example of organisational change and learning for sustainability through the multiple frames of 

each subsystem in the model. In each subsystem, I anticipated that further metaphors would 

become apparent to help to explain findings emerging through the data analysis.  The major source 
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of those metaphors and frames would come from the members of STC themselves as they reflected 

on their experience of STC and Greening the Wharf. I wanted to understand Greening the Wharf 

through the eyes of those who worked at STC by carefully attending to the language they used to 

describe their experience of it.  

 

In terms of the schema-diversity and interaction-interdependence principles of Antonacopoulou & 

Chiva’s social complexity approach (2007), and Stacey’s concept of learning as an activity of 

interdependent people (2003), I wanted to develop an understanding of how people have learned 

through the language they used. I would be able to understand how they framed that experience, 

what metaphors they used to describe sustainability, their experience of STC's culture and how 

they framed descriptions of any behaviour change they had engaged in through the experience. 

Cooksey's (2003) model also shows that all of the subsystems complexly interact with each other. 

That includes the individual bringing their own learning about sustainability to the workplace and 

perhaps attempting to influence sustainability behaviour in that workplace. As all learning occurs 

in the mind of the individual, sustainable behaviours learned at work might also be relevant to 

other contexts occupied by the staff and the model allowed me to reflect on that interplay.  

3.4. Evolution of research questions  

I chose the conceptual framework established in 3.3, to allow a broad and deep examination of an 

organisation that had gone through a learning process for sustainability. As Bolman and Deal 

(2008) suggested the more frames we can apply to an issue or situation, the more likely we are to 

gain an understanding of it. The literature review in Chapter 2 suggested certain features of 

organisational learning that might be evident in a successful project, such as shared vision; team 

learning; single and double loop learning; leadership that supports learning; and ‘learnership’. 

However, I did not want to pre-empt what I might find by establishing hypotheses for testing but 

wanted to allow the data to tell the story through the narratives of the participants and the content 

of other data sources.  

I wanted to examine the organisational learning for sustainability process itself, to understand how 

it had unfolded over time and how successfully it had embedded into the organisational culture. I 

wanted to understand how staff framed sustainability in their work context and beyond including 

those who initiated it and made the changes and those who were not directly involved in the 

implementation. The process, then, of researching a complex organisational activity like 

organisational learning for sustainability requires me, as the researcher, to access the stories of 
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those involved, the implementers, those who lived through it but were not implementers and those 

who came after the major work was completed.   

The issue of sustainability is one that impacts on all of human existence. Much of the research 

around behaviour change for sustainability at the individual level has focussed on single persons 

and the psychological influences on their behaviour (Koger & Winter, 2010).  Research around 

organisational sustainability has examined the impact of the learning and change efforts on the 

organisation itself, but it has not looked at the influence those efforts might have on the behaviour 

of individuals beyond the workplace. Since those behaviours are potential contributors to the 

reduction of greenhouse gases and the attendant improvement in climate change as well as the 

reduction of environmental damage among other things (IPCC, 2013), they are worthy of 

investigation as was the role of individuals within an organisation in positively contributing to 

such change and learning efforts.   

While Cooksey’s (2003) complex systems of dynamic influence allowed an analysis of the project 

as it unfolded over time through multiple lenses, it was not an appropriate framework for indicating 

if STC had achieved organisational learning for sustainability as such. In order to assess that, I 

drew on the Benn et al (2014) sustainability phase model and check lists to assess how well STC 

performed against their criteria. That analysis will be discussed in section 6.2.1. 

In order to understand organisational learning for sustainability processes and outcomes at STC, 

my goal was to answer the overarching explanatory question ‘how did STC learn to become more 

sustainable and what were the behavioural impacts on staff’? To explore that question more deeply, 

I needed to address four key questions about the Greening the Wharf project at STC:   

1. Did STC achieve organisational learning for sustainability?

2. How did the organisational learning for sustainability at STC unfold?

3. What organisational learning features were evident at STC?

4. What was the nexus between personal and organisational learning for sustainability at

STC?

3.5. Conclusion 

This chapter has established the conceptual framework for examining organisational learning for 

sustainability at STC by drawing on complexity science as it applies to organisations and the 

frames and metaphors that operate at the personal, group and organisational level. The framework 
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will enable the exploration of all aspects of the organisational learning for sustainability initiative 

by examining it through multiple lenses and identifying sources of dynamic influence, enabling 

conditions and constraints, key sources of feedback and the learning opportunities they presented 

and how the organisational learning for sustainability process unfolded over time. The frames and 

metaphors aspect of the analysis will explore the language used by participants for what it reveals 

about their understanding of the process as they experienced it. The next chapter will explore the 

research process.    
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Chapter 4. Research process 

4.1. Introduction 

Chapter 3 articulated a conceptual framework comprising Cooksey’s complex systems of dynamic 

influence (2003) augmented with an exploration of the frames and metaphors evident in the 

language of the participants to appreciate the individual differences in perception. Those 

conceptual underpinnings have informed the research approach I have undertaken. I will examine 

that process in this chapter. The chapter will proceed as follows:  

4.2.  Background to the research  

4.3.  Guiding assumptions and researcher positioning 

4.4.  Single in-depth case study   

4.5.  Research methods  

4.6.  Ethical considerations  

4.7.  Data gathering strategies  

4.8.  Approach to data analysis  

4.9  Quality criteria for assessing research  

4.10.  Summary 

4.11  Presentation of the research findings 

4.2. Background to the research 

I have been interested in sustainability and behaviour change for a long time. I had tree changed 

from Sydney to Armidale in 1998 in search of a more balanced existence, one that was more 

personally sustaining and I wanted to live with minimal negative impact on the natural 

environment.  My role as the Program Director for the Graduate School of Business afforded me 

the chance to connect my personal commitments to my work in 2009 when I started to work on a 

Master of Business Administration (MBA) that addressed the issue of sustainability. As part of 

that process the UNE Business School became a signatory to the United Nations Principles for 

Responsible Management Education (PRME) in 2009 (I discussed PRME in Chapter 1.1). We 

spent 2010 developing our own detailed principles for embedding sustainability into our 

curriculum, drawing on the expertise of Emeritus Professor Dexter Dunphy and consultant, Dr 
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Miriam Verbeek who worked closely with academic staff to assist them in exploring specifically 

how they might embed sustainability into their individual units (Dalton, Fisher, Sheridan, & 

Verbeek, 2011).   

As mentioned in Chapter 1, the spark for this PhD thesis emerged from some of the reading I was 

doing around 2010 while working on the new MBA and the Xerox example in Peter Senge’s 2008, 

The Necessary Revolution and shift of their business model to meet the vision of “zero to landfill 

for the sake of our children”. The organisational change undertaken was profound and I wondered 

about the impact it had on the staff involved. I wondered if the experience of changing their work 

practices to achieve zero to landfill might have affected their behaviour outside the workplace. 

Further reflection raised another possible connection between the workplace and the personal life 

of staff.  I wondered about the potential for individuals to influence an organisation because of 

their own personal sustainability commitments. If the organisation had engaged in a successful 

change and learning process for sustainability how had it been sparked in the first place and what 

impacts did it have on the behaviour of staff both at work and beyond. Given that sustainability 

requires behaviour change in all of the contexts that we occupy it suggested that an organisation 

might be a source of positive influence on the behaviour of its staff outside of the workplace. To 

be able to investigate this I wanted to examine an organisation that had undertaken a sustainability 

initiative that looked successful (e.g. through winning awards or other accolades for the initiative). 

I wanted to understand how the organisation had gone about the change and learning process, to 

assess how successful it had actually been and to gain insight into the impact of the change on staff 

both within the work context and beyond it.   

I did not want to test a particular change or organisational learning theory. Rather, I wanted to 

explore the process and to be open to what the data revealed. The complexity lens ensured that I 

looked at all of the sources of dynamic influence that might have affected the sustainability project 

– environmental, organisational, group and individual. To augment the Cooksey (2003) complex 

systems of dynamic influence model, I used concepts on framing and metaphors to help me tap 

into how staff made sense of the process. I wanted to examine the interrelationships between 

change makers, implementers and those affected by the changes in terms of how the initiative 

might or might not influence behaviours both within the workplace and beyond it. 

4.3. Guiding assumptions and researcher positioning  

To be able to evaluate the quality of a piece of management research it is important to understand 

the role of the researcher in the process including the theoretical perspective taken, how they 
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collected their data and analysed it (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Before that, it is important to 

understand the guiding assumptions that underpin their theoretical perspective. My positioning 

strategy is about understanding phenomena and perspectives in context (Cooksey & McDonald, 

2011). I wanted to evaluate the phenomenon of Greening the Wharf at STC for its effectiveness 

by eliciting the perspectives of the staff within the organisation. The concepts explored in Chapter 

3 have informed the guiding assumptions that underpin the research process.   

Cooksey has demonstrated that taking a complexity approach to research in the social and 

behavioural science can be beneficial where research is “an emergent activity evolving from the 

dynamic and contextualised intersection of the researcher and the research in the context of one or 

more sets of guiding assumptions” (Cooksey, 2008, p.4).  Arising from that perspective is the 

question of how to judge the quality of a piece of research. He developed 12 meta-criteria for 

assessing the convincingness of any piece of research in the behavioural and social sciences to 

assist researchers in constructing and presenting their research and to assist readers of research in 

assessing the quality of a research paper. The central criterion asks,  

Is the research story convincing with respect to the arguments being 

made? Are the arguments and conclusions in the research story convincing 

to the consuming audience/readership, given the assumptions held, 

constraints experienced, research questions, objectives and aims 

established, roles adopted, trade-offs made, obstacles confronted, methods 

chosen, data gathered, analyses employed, unanticipated outcomes and 

setbacks experience, results presented and conclusions/implications 

drawn (Cooksey, 2008).  

The 12 criteria deal with the quality of the overall research undertaken and the convincingness of 

this research will not be apparent to the reader until they have read the entire thesis. This research 

project will keep referring to those criteria to ensure that they are all addressed across the body of 

the research. For that reason, I have summarised each criterion and its core question in Table 4.1. 

Thus far, I have dealt with Criterion 1, juxtaposing with other research which asks about what 

others have done and where this research fits in. I have canvassed the literature on sustainability, 

organisational change and learning including that which relates specifically to sustainability. 

While it offers interesting insights, I found that there was little research specifically on 

organisational learning for sustainability or models that attended to the importance of attending to 

the external environment. In addition, I did not find research that explored the nexus between 

personal and organisational learning. I will explore my guiding assumptions and researcher 
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social entities can be considered objective in that they have a reality external to social actors or if 

they are constructed socially through the actions and perceptions of the actors within them (2011). 

Thus, there are two aspects to ontology. What is it for an individual to be and what is it for a social 

entity such as an organisation to be?  Epistemology is the philosophy of what it is to know. In 

research it constitutes what is acceptable knowledge in a particular discipline, “what counts as 

knowledge in the world” (Cooksey & McDonald, 2011, p. 186).   

I argue for a critical realist ontology and epistemology (Bhaskar, 1989). This stands in contrast to 

the more traditional realist position. In general, a realist understanding of the world takes the view 

that various entities such as forces or objects or ideas exist in the world, independent of human 

beings and we can build reliable knowledge of those entities by studying them using appropriate 

empirical methods (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Bhaskar argued that realism “fails to recognise that 

there are enduring structures and generative mechanisms underlying and producing observable 

phenomena and events”, thus rendering realism superficial (Bhaskar, 1989, p. 2). Critical realists 

acknowledge and accept that there is a distinction to be drawn between objects that we might focus 

our enquiries on and the terms that might be used to understand and describe those objects (Bryman 

& Bell, 2011). Humans all share the same physical reality (world out there) beyond our selves, or 

in Bhaskar’s language, reality is intransitive, existing independently of humans.  Reality is 

stratified, firstly between structures and mechanisms, events generated from them, and there is a 

subset of those events that humans actually experience (Mingers, 2014). Bhaskar captured those 

across three domains – the real, the actual and the empirical.  The real relates to the whole of 

reality; the actual contains events that may or may not occur and it includes the empirical, which 

covers those events that are observed or experienced. Thus we should not try to reduce events just 

to those we can observe (Mingers, 2014). A second form of stratification occurs in the domain of 

objects,   

where causal powers at one level (e.g. chemical reactions) can be seen as 

generated by those of a lower level (atomic valency). One stratum is 

emergent from another ... the picture of the real is thus one of a complex 

interaction between dynamic, open, stratified systems, both material and 

non-material, where particular structures give rise to certain causal 

powers, tendencies, or ways of acting” (Mingers, 2014, p. 19).  

This interpretation resonates with the complexity science approach to understanding phenomena, 

whether in the natural or social world, because it acknowledges that causes and effects are not 

always linear and that feedback in systems is dynamic, making them behave in ways that are 
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difficult to predict. It also resonates with the subject matter of this research because human action 

has had demonstrably large negative impacts on the intransitive reality we inhabit.   

Humans experience reality subjectively through our embodied experience and cognition of it via 

our central nervous system. We produce knowledge about our reality through social processes 

where we build hypotheses for testing, construct theories, or draw on existing theories in order to 

build a better understanding of that intransitive reality. Knowledge is always produced within 

particular temporal and social contexts. That does not imply that all perspectives have equal 

validity. The process of working to understand the intransitive reality is a continuous one of testing 

our theories while appreciating that our knowledge is always fallible (Mingers, 2014). When 

applied to social science, critical realism argues that there are no intransitive objects that social 

science could examine. This lends weight to the argument that the logic of falsification that works 

so well in the natural sciences cannot be applied so easily to the study of social phenomena such 

as organisations and the people within them (Ghoshal, 2005).   

While people share physical attributes such as physiological attributes like height, weight, our 

central nervous system and brain structures and we share attributes with other animals like having 

the capacity to experience pain, there are other attributes of humans that can only be understood 

in terms of their social context e.g. a hairdresser or a priest (Mingers, 2014). Social activities 

require us to have a language that we can use to engage in social exchanges and to mentally reflect 

on those social exchanges. Social phenomena are inherently different from material phenomena. 

Ontologically, they can only be understood in terms of their occurrences and effects and are 

enabled through social structures. Those structures are affected by social activity. Social structures 

do not exist outside of the agent’s conception of their activities and so, agency requires some kind 

of interpretation of what an action means, which is of course subject to misinterpretation. Social 

structures are contextualised in space and time (Mingers, 2014).   

By contrast, natural phenomena in the intransitive reality will remain the same regardless of our 

theorising about them.  As Ghoshal (2005) pointed out, if we have an incorrect theory about the 

universe or the behaviour of subatomic particles it will not change the behaviour of those particles. 

However, he goes on to point out that when we create bad social theories, they can become self-

fulfilling. Consider the classical economic theory example from Chapter 1 that uses the metaphor 

of the environment as externality and the very real consequences that has had for the intransitive 

reality of our physical environment and the complex ecological systems within it. Milton 

Friedman’s (1970) thesis that the social responsibility of a manager was to return maximum value 
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to the owners /shareholders of the business they ran while abiding by laws is another theory that 

has become self-fulfilling and we have seen the worst of its effects laid bare in various corporate 

scandals over the last few decades. The most recent example is the revelations of unethical and 

perhaps illegal activities by Australia’s leading banks at the Royal Commission into the Australian 

banking system in 2018.  

As discussed above humans share the same physiology and build our understandings via that 

physiology which suggests there will be much that is common to our experiences of our embodied 

interactions with the world.  Every person undergoes a different mixture of internal and external 

experiences throughout their life. One might expect that this would lead to interesting and varying 

perspectives/stories with respect to a commonly experienced event, which will offer the possibility 

of a range of rich narratives about it. The social arrangements that we inhabit will also influence 

the way that we interpret those experiences. The social norms and values that we grow up with 

influence how we build our understanding of the world around us, what we think is good, bad or 

otherwise.  What we choose to do as our career will be influenced by our genetic dispositions and 

our social construction. We will influence and continue to be influenced by the social environments 

in which we work, and we will also be constrained by the norms and values of those social 

environments.  We express ourselves through linguistic and non-linguistic modes, though our 

linguistic expression is the easiest to capture. The metaphors and frames through which we view 

the world can be made apparent via the analysis of the language used by individuals.   

The critical realist position as applied to the social sciences suggests the need for an interpretive 

approach to the study of social phenomena. Interpretivism takes an approach to research that 

respects the differences between people and the objects of the natural sciences. It requires the 

researcher to attempt to grasp the meaning of social action (Bryman & Bell, 2011). In an 

organisational sense, the interpretivist approach asks whether organisations really exist beyond the 

conception of those who work within them and that makes their expressed experiences a key way 

to understand them (Bryman & Bell, 2011).  This echoes Stacey’s argument, discussed in 3.2.2 

that people in organisations are interdependent, responding to each other through complex 

responsive processes.  

I, as the researcher, am the interpreter of the experiences of the research participants in their own 

context and my role is to attempt to make meaning of that experience. Max Weber’s concept of 

Verstehen has been a strong influence on Interpretivism. It is a German term that refers to 

understanding the meaning of action from the perspective of the actor (Weber, 1947). In other 
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words, it requires taking an empathetic position towards the actor. The empathetic stance is not 

without some practical problems, particularly the problem of ‘going native’, becoming too 

enmeshed in the social world being under investigation, or that the researcher may only be able to 

see through the eyes of some participants but not others due to unconscious bias against some 

particular group (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Being attentive to these potential pitfalls is an important 

part of the researcher’s role. 

The interpretivist approach makes the following assumptions:  

• Human behaviour is a product of how people interpret their world (seeks to 
uncover personal and social interpretations and constructions). 

• Newer methods of social science are preferred NOT the methods of natural science. 

• Values subjectivity and assumes reality is internal constructed/socially negotiated. 

• Observations must occur in a context and that context must be well understood. 

• Language is a key (but not only) source of data. 

• Researcher control over context should be avoided. 

• The participants’ perspectives are central; researcher’s perspective is to be 
‘bracketed’ (though whether such bracketing is really possible can be questioned). 

• Theory and constructs and perspectives may emerge from observations 
(Cooksey & McDonald, 2011, p. 189) 

Therefore, a qualitative study that allows me to delve into those stories was fitting because 

“qualitative enquiry provides richer opportunities for gathering and assessing, in language-based 

meanings, what the participant values, believes, thinks and feels about social life” (Saldana, 2009,  

p. 92). The interpretive researcher seeks to build up an account for specific contextual realities 

through concrete interactions with, and observations of, people of interest - empirical observation 

thus guides the emergence of theory (Cooksey, 2001). 

4.3.2. Constructivist grounded theory approach  

Grounded theory was first developed by Glaser and Strauss and articulated in their 1967 seminal 

work, The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies for Qualitative Research.  The methods of 

grounded theory consist of systematic but flexible qualitative data collection and analysis 

strategies with a view to constructing theories that are grounded in the data gathered. The 

guidelines for conducting the research provide principles and heuristic devices rather than rules.  
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The data form the foundation of the theory and the analysis generates the conceptual constructs.  

Joint collection, coding, and analysis of data is the underlying operation. 

The generation of theory coupled with the notion of theory as a process, 

requires that all three operations be done together as much as possible  

(Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 43)  

There is more than one kind of grounded theory. Strauss and Glaser diverged in their approach. 

Glaser argued that Strauss was too prescriptive in his approach and related too much to concept 

rather than theory development (Glaser, 1992).  Strauss went on to work with Corbin and their 

version of grounded theory emphasises technical procedures over the comparative methods of the 

earlier version (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).   

Charmaz takes a constructivist approach to grounded theory where constructivism is a recognition 

that research processes and practices do not occur in value-free contexts. They are conducted in 

special social circumstances and are influenced by issues such as power, location and 

preconceptions. Her constructivist grounded theory is a set of principles and practices that provide 

explicit methods for analysing processes while being aware of any constraining circumstances on 

the research process. The process consists of unfolding temporal sequences that may have 

identifiable markers with clear beginnings and endings and benchmarks in between. Temporal 

sequences are linked in a process and lead to change. Single events become linked as part of a 

larger whole. Any process will always have some degree of indeterminacy. She assumes that 

neither data nor theory is discovered. Rather they are constructed through our interactions with 

context, time and people, with research practices and perspectives. We can only ever offer an 

interpretive view of that which we study, an approach that aligns with the pragmatist school of 

philosophy (Charmaz, 2006). I, as the researcher, am not separate from the research process and 

the findings and conclusions drawn from it. The interpretivist stance is empathetic, intuitive and 

reflexive (Charmaz, 2006).   

Bryman and Bell summarise the key tools that have emerged over the evolution of grounded theory 

as:  

• Theoretical sampling – a process of collecting data for generating theory in which the

analyst jointly collects, codes and analyses the data and decides what data to collect

next and where to find them, in order to develop a theory as it emerges. The process

of data collections is controlled by the emerging theory.



 

65  

• Coding: the key process where data are divided into component parts and each part is 

named. The coding process I undertook will be discussed in 4.8. 

4.4. Single in-depth retrospective case study  

The benefit of engaging in a single case study is the opportunity to gain depth of understanding of 

a particular context, a rich narrative. The understanding also comes with an assumption that “what 

is learned may not be transportable to other groups or organisations but may be transportable 

within the case study group or organisation” (Cooksey & McDonald, 2011, p. 314). Yin 

distinguishes between holistic and embedded case studies.  A holistic case study examines the 

entire organisation but it may involve more than one unit of analysis. If this happens and attention 

must be given to subunits such as a particular department or project, “the resulting design would 

be called an embedded case study design” (Yin, 2014). My aim was to go in depth and try to gain 

an understanding of the nuances of the Greening the Wharf project in its context.  

The design is variant of Yin’s concept of an embedded case study because it only examines a 

specific project within the organisation. It did not also engage in a holistic case study on the 

organisation itself except as it related to the Greening the Wharf project and its long-term impacts 

on organisational practices and processes. In examining the organisational learning process, I drew 

on multiple data sources including internal and public documentation, interviews, observation, 

photographs and my research journal (Yin, 2014). The method allowed me to engage in the “study 

of a phenomenon within its real-world context” and favoured “the collection of data in natural 

settings” (Yin, 2012, p. 5). Though criticised in some quarters for being merely exploratory and 

unworthy of being credible, Yin (2012) contends that case study research involves systematic data 

collection and analysis procedures, and case study findings can be generalised to other situations 

through conceptual extension.  The intention was to work in depth within the case using a 

constructivist grounded theory approach, sacrificing breadth across similar organisations for depth 

of knowledge around the specific event and being open to the possibilities that the findings might 

have some transportability through conceptual extension.  

The purpose of conducting the case study was to examine the contextual influences that brought it 

about, the organisational learning process surrounding its implementation, how well it was been 

adopted, and its impacts on the behaviour of staff at work and at home. This is done through the 

lenses of Cooksey’s complex systems of dynamic influences model on organisational activities 

(Cooksey, 2003). The intention was to capture the nexus between all of the potential influences 
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(represented by the cross-connection arrows between the lenses in the conceptual framework), to 

identify critical enabling conditions and constraints, key sources of feedback into the system and 

to account for the dynamic interplay between environment, organisation, groups and individuals 

involved with and impacted by the organisational learning for sustainability process as it unfolded 

over time. The embeddedness of the learning within the organisational culture was a key point of 

investigation.  As discussed in section 2.4, culture is an “organisation’s accumulated learning that 

becomes so taken for granted that it drops out of awareness” and which is driven by its shared tacit 

assumptions (Schein, 2003, p. 20).   

Another key aspect of this research was the role of time in how the project unfolded as it covered 

a period from 2007-2011 and I collected data on it in 2014. I wanted to retrospectively follow and 

unpack the time course of the project and the dynamics that were associated with Greening the 

Wharf. Certain critical enabling or constraining conditions over the journey of the project may 

have had an impact on the nature and time course trajectory of events from that time point onward. 

Thus, it was important to follow the time course itself. 

4.4.1. Selecting the case study organisation 

The process pathway for selecting STC as the case study organisation was not a linear one. My 

basic selection criterion for identifying potential case study organisations was to identify 

organisations that had undergone a shift to more sustainable practices, whether purely 

environmental or environmental and human in order to assess how they had approached the 

process, how well the learning had become embedded in the organisation and what behavioural 

impacts it had on staff within and beyond the workplace. When considering what sorts of 

organisations I might approach I considered a particularly well publicised sustainability initiative 

at a Sydney Theatre Company (STC) called Greening the Wharf. The project was showcased on 

the now decommissioned website (www.greeningthewharf.com) through video clips with the 

Artistic Directors and key staff involved with the project. Case studies covering the various aspects 

of the project were also available to download and are included in Appendix 3. The website was 

very sophisticated, and the content suggested a whole of organisation approach to environmental 

sustainability and public education. However, I dismissed the idea of approaching them due to a 

lack of any contacts.   

In 2013, I had begun the process of identifying two wineries that I could study because I had 

contacts in the industry. The intention was to conduct two in-depth case studies at the individual 
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organisations and engage in a cross-case analysis to identify emergent themes that were convergent 

or divergent in their experiences of making their operations more sustainable. However,  the 

Executive Director of STC Patrick McIntyre, visited Armidale in mid-2013 to present to UNE 

undergraduate business students and the local Chamber of Commerce. His presentation was called 

“Soft is the new hard” and argued for the benefits of a liberal arts education for facilitating the 

development of key skills being sought by employers, such as creativity and collaboration. I took 

the opportunity to approach him and ask if I could study the company’s Greening the Wharf project 

initiative for my PhD. He agreed to consider the proposal. We corresponded by email and after a 

month he consented to the research. The choice of a single in-depth case study method was dictated 

by the circumstances described above. As a high-profile project that had received substantial 

coverage in the local and national press, I considered that Greening the Wharf at STC would 

provide rich research territory to explore the interplay of dynamic influences around it 

4.5. Research methods  

My project used a single in-depth case study and I have used constructivist grounded theory as an 

approach to understanding the data rather than applying constructivist grounded theory exactly as 

described by Charmaz. I adapted the constructivist grounded theory approach to my own purpose 

which was to build some kind of theoretical account for this event that is grounded in the data 

gathered about it. It did not strictly not follow constructivist grounded theory principles for a 

number of reasons. I have not employed a fully iterative approach to the data gathering. I was 

researching a project that had finished formally in 2011 rather than being in a position to observe 

a project unfold in real time. There was limited utility, therefore, in trying to iteratively gather data 

over time because participants were reflecting on the impact of that historical event on the 

organisation at the time the data were gathered. As a consequence, it was not possible to engage 

in theoretical sampling. I was trying to build up a theoretical account for how this event unfolded 

and why it unfolded in the way that it did in this context. The data had to convey that story.  

My primary methods for gathering data were semi-structured interviews and participant 

observation.  I had access to secondary data sources other than just the interviews – annual reports, 

media clippings, internal documents and my research diary. These provided the means to 

triangulate the reportage from participants.  I recorded my observations, feelings and observations 

about each of my interviews in my research diary, along with my observations about STC and the 

story of Greening the Wharf as it unfolded to me over time. As I started my analysis I used the 

diary to note reflections, points of confusion and potential directions for coding. As the analysis 
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and write-up has happened over several years, re-reading the diary has been a critical means of 

engaging with the research over time.  

Unlike a pure grounded theory approach, I did not start off from a clean theoretical slate given the 

extant literature previously reviewed. I took steps to avoid having my own beliefs and assumptions 

unduly influence my choices and interpretations by allowing participants to speak freely in answer 

to my open-ended questions. I have taken an approach wherein the literature provides some 

signposts for what I might expect to find. Equally, I did not undertake a full-blown grounded theory 

because I did not gather data iteratively and revisit the context in response to initial analysis. My 

three site visits were based on being able to organise clusters of interviews based on the availability 

of staff. The human resources manager organised the interviews in the dates for my visits.  I did not 

commence my analysis of the data in any meaningful way until after my final visit. I was working 

full time and had significant personal events to attend to at the time, which did not afford me the 

time or mental space and energy to engage with the data until a few months after all of my site visits 

were complete. The observations in my research diary and recordings of the interviews proved an 

invaluable way back into the data when I did start my analysis.  The details of how I approached 

data analysis are discussed in 4.8. 

4.6. Ethical considerations 

The research followed all of the requirements for approval by the UNE’s Higher Research Ethics 

Committee (HREC). Approval to conduct the research in the case study organisation was obtained 

from the institution (HE13-041) and signed individual consent forms were obtained from every 

individual interviewed. Details were stored on file. Please refer to Information Sheet for 

Participants in Appendix 1.  

Part of that consent included an assurance that you would protect the anonymity of the organisation 

and those interviewed. Appropriate ethics forms were signed as part of the process. As I started to 

analyse and then write up the findings of the research it became apparent that trying to hide the 

identity of the organisation was both futile and diminishing to the power of the story that was 

emerging. I went back to the company to seek permission to identify it by its proper name and 

sought the permission of key organisational members to use their real identities and it was granted. 

I also contacted other participants interviewed to advise them of this change and canvas for any 

objections to the identification of STC. There were no objections raised. Their identities remain 

anonymised and they were referred to by a pseudonym and their role at the time I interviewed 

them.  
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4.7. Data gathering strategies  

As Yin contended, one of the strengths of using a case study as a frame for research was that it 

could draw on multiple data sources for triangulation purposes in developing converging lines of 

enquiry (Yin, 2014). Triangulation in my research approach entailed using multiple data sources 

as checks against each other. Data were primarily drawn from five sources – interviews, document 

analysis, site visits, and a small number of photographs, observations during site visits and my 

research journal. As I analysed interviews there was an opportunity to cross-check key statements 

against other data sources such as company documentation.  

4.7.1. Interviews  

I conducted semi-structured interviews with a range of participants. The purpose of interviewing 

was to get at people’s lived experience and the meaning that was made by those experiences 

(Charmaz, 2006).  I was trying to gain insights into the subjective experiences of STC members 

by asking them to tell the story of their experience and in so doing, capturing their frames of 

reference and the metaphors they used to understand their experience. My semi-structured 

interviews were characterised by having fairly specific areas for discussion, captured in a topic 

landscape (see below), which were covered conversationally during the course of the interview. 

The participant largely drove how the conversation flowed through that landscape and how much 

time was spent exploring any particular topic, much more than the researcher (Bryman & Bell, 

2011). It allowed for a more natural, conversational interview. It also allowed some capacity for 

me to ask questions and to follow up emergent ideas from the participant that were not part of the 

landscape if they were relevant and of interest. Flexibility was key.   

4.7.1.1. Areas for exploration 

The specific ideas that I wanted to cover comprised:  

• conveying a sense of what sustainability meant to them; 

• conveying a sense of what the Greening the Wharf project was about; 

• gaining their impressions of the organisational culture; 

• exploring any organisational sustainability practices evident before the Greening the 
Wharf project; 

• exploring organisational sustainability practices evident after the Greening the 
Wharf project; 
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• exploring personal sustainability practices evident before the Greening the Wharf

project; and,

• exploring personal sustainability practices evident after the Greening the Wharf

project.

The structure of this topical landscape was informed by my key research questions. 

4.7.1.2. Pilot Interview  

Prior to undertaking the case study, I conducted a single semi-structured interview with a member 

of an organisation involved in the implementation of the Sustainability Advantage program run by 

the NSW Office of Environment and Heritage. As indicated in Chapter 2, this program encouraged 

organisations to adopt sustainable practices as a source of strategic advantage, with a focus 

primarily on environmental sustainability. In terms of the sustainability phase model, it would be 

trying to move organisations to an ecological level of 5, strategic proactivity.  The individual I 

interviewed in January 2014, was the organisational champion for the initiative and had been 

involved with it since joining the organisation in May 2011. As such she had sufficient experience 

to allow me to explore questions about implementations and impacts. I was able to explore the 

same topical landscape as I intended to cover at STC. The individual was able to speak to her own 

understanding of sustainability, how the sustainability process had been initiated, how the learning 

had unfolded over time, what had been successful and what had been less so, and how the process 

had impacted on her behaviour within the workplace and at home.   

At the conclusion of the interview, I felt that the interview guide allowed for the development of 

an easy rapport and a conversational approach that allowed the participant to offer an in-depth 

account of their own experience across the topical landscape I sought to explore. I was satisfied 

that the interview guide did not require any changes ahead of using it for my research at STC.  

4.7.1.3. Selection of participants 

Due to the retrospective nature of the research and the time period involved I decided that I needed 

to interview three groups of staff. The first group were those involved in the Greening the Wharf 

project directly so that I could gain an understanding of how the project had been run. Those staff 

were identified in conversation with Patrick McIntyre. I also wanted to get a sense of how well the 

changes made to the organisation's processes and practices had become embedded in the 

organisation’s culture. Had it become “business as usual”?  To assess this I wanted to garner the 

perspectives of a second group of staff who had lived through the Greening the Wharf project and 
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had a sense of life before and after the project. I also wanted to garner the perspectives of a third 

group of staff who had joined since the project had formally wrapped up to see how strong a sense 

of STC’s environmental sustainability was felt by them. Thus, I would have multiple temporal 

perspectives on STC’s sustainability journey. 

I originally wanted to use a mixed methods approach to researching the latter two groups. I 

developed a survey to be distributed to all staff via Survey Monkey. The survey canvassed for staff 

attitudes and behaviours around sustainability and attitudes to the environment and climate change. 

It asked respondents to answer questions about their behaviour before living through the project 

and after. In the case of staff who had joined since the project wrapped up in 2011, they were to 

answer in terms of before and after joining STC. My plan was to work through the surveys and 

use them to identify staff that I would like to interview in more depth. I forwarded a copy of the 

survey to the Patrick McIntyre for comment and he responded by saying he did not think it would 

be workable. We arranged a phone meeting to discuss his issues with it. He advised that I would 

end up with a skewed sample with an over-representation from administrative staff who were using 

computers all day. He advised that staff involved in building sets and costumes did not use 

computers much and would not be likely to take the time to complete the survey.  He suggested 

we take another approach.  

McIntyre suggested that we pick potential interviewees from a staff list. As we had identified five 

staff involved in the implementation of Greening the Wharf, he suggested we select five staff for 

each of the remaining two groups I wanted to research. The names would be selected by a human 

resources assistant. The human resources manager provided two lists to the human resources 

assistant based on duration of employment at STC, one for those who had been with the company 

longer than five years and one of staff had been with STC for less than five years. The assistant 

was instructed to select any five names from each list. This constituted a form of purposive 

sampling because the participants approached met a selection criterion that was relevant to the 

research questions I wanted to explore (Cooksey & McDonald, 2011). In this case, I wanted to 

interview staff from two groups based on the criterion of their years of employment as the basis 

for identifying group 2, those who were not involved in the implementation but had lived through 

the Greening the Wharf project and group 3, those who had joined after the project had formally 

ended. The human resource assistant was an intern who had only recently joined STC and was not 

familiar with many of the staff working in the organisation and I felt that it reduced the possibility 

that she might pick particular people based on a personal relationship with them. The resulting 

sample ended up providing three staff from the ticketing office, two who had been with STC less 
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than five years and one who had been there over five years. I liaised with the human resources 

manager and those identified to establish an interview schedule for my site visits.  

The initiators and implementers of the change that McIntyre and I selected for interview were: 

• Artistic Director, Andrew Upton (he was the solo Artistic Director by this time as

Blanchett had stepped out of the Co-Artistic Director role at the end of 2013).

• Executive Director, Patrick McIntyre, who had joined in 2010.

• Director, Community and Corporate Partnerships, Paul O’Byrne who had joined in

2010 to run the Greening the Wharf project after Rob Brookman, the previous General

Manager had left.

• The Front of House Manager, Mike, who had been a key part of the original project

team.

• The Director of Finance, Cassie, who had taken care of all of the financial aspects of

the project.

During my visits, I also identified or had names suggested to me of further staff to interview. These 

were:  

• The Head of Set Construction, Joe, who had undertaken a research project to identify

alternative sources of material for set building because the ply they were using was

made from old growth forest timbers.

• The Production Workshops Manager and longest serving staff member at STC, Jack,
I hoped would provide a historical perspective on STC to help me contextualise

Greening the Wharf within that history. Jack was also heavily involved in the ongoing

implementation of initiatives such as recycling, repurposing or reusing of materials

from sets.

• The Head of Archives, Jane, who was another long-serving staff member and keeper

of company records.

• The contractor who was running the on-site restaurant called The Bar, Trina. I wanted

to ascertain if the Greening the Wharf project had been extended to non-STC

organisations associated with STC.

Both the Executive Director, McIntyre, and Head of Community and Corporate Partnerships, 

O’Byrne, joined in 2010. The Greening the Wharf project had been in train since the announcement 

of Cate Blanchett and Andrew Upton as the incumbent Co-Artistic Directors in November 2006, 
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though they did not formally take up the roles until 2008.  The only members of staff from the 

original implementation team remaining was the Front of House manager and the Head of Set 

Construction. After conducting all of my interviews with the implementers and analysing the data 

for several months I noticed some discrepancies in perception around how they saw the way the 

project was run.  It led me to conclude that I needed to speak to the former General Manager, Rob 

Brookman, who was replaced by Patrick McIntyre in 2010. I interviewed him in early 2015 and 

his contribution to my understanding of the project was invaluable. I will explain a little more of 

this in the 4.8.1.  

 

I made several attempts to arrange an interview with Blanchett who had left at the end of 2013 but 

her schedule was too hectic. I even tried to email some questions via her personal assistant but the 

attempt was not successful. I have been able to gain some understanding of her values and attitudes 

from my interview with Upton and from statements she made in the press and her publicised 

environmental activism.   

The three groups of staff interviewed are represented in the following tables. Each interviewee is 

listed with their gender, role, an indication of their years of service (less than or greater than five 

years), their approximate age as guessed by me and an indication if they had been purposively 

selected from the staff list or directly approached by me because they had been identified as 

persons of interest by other interviewees.   Table 4.1 lists those directly involved in the Greening 

the Wharf project. 

• Table 4.2 lists those who lived through the project and had experience of life before 

and since Greening the Wharf had formally ended. 

• Table 4.3 lists those who joined STC after the project had formally ended. 

Those key staff who were pivotal to the project were approached after the initial interviews with a 

request to use their real names and they have agreed. They will be identified by their surname 

when quoted. Other staff will be referred to by a first name pseudonym and their role title when 

they are quoted.   
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The app records both the interview and the content written onto the pages of the notebook. This 

meant that if I lost the notebook there was another copy of all of the notes held within. To ensure  

I had a backup of the recording I also used my iPhone to record the interviews, using the Voice 

Memo app.  

Interview times varied depending on how forthcoming that interviewee was in their answers to my 

questions. The longest interview was just over an hour and the shortest was fifteen minutes. I 

conducted interviews with the staff identified by the human resources assistant in meeting rooms 

for the most part. There were two main rooms on site that I was able to use. It was reasonably 

comfortable, being one of the few air-conditioned spaces in the building, though I was sometimes 

interrupted by people coming in to adjust the thermostat. Interviews with change implementers 

took place in their offices for the most part. The other staff I identified for discussion were 

interviewed in their offices as well. I had follow-up discussions with a couple of the implementers 

in The Bar restaurant on site but I avoided it for most discussions due to background noise.  

The Livescribe system allowed me to focus on the interview and not worry too much about taking 

notes. The notes I took during the interview were recorded in the notebook and then synchronised 

to the Livescribe app on my iPad. At the end of each interview, I took some notes about how I felt 

it had gone, my impression of the person interviewed and my own feelings during the interview.   

I used a professional transcription service to transcribe the interviews. The service had indicated 

that they would provide details on the following aspects of the transcript as a standard part of the 

service.   

• The duration of the interview  

• Audio quality: high, average or low 

• Number of facilitators: 

• Number of interviewees: 

• Difficult interviewee accents:     yes/ no 

• Other comments (such as level of background noise that might have interfered with 

the accuracy of the transcription). 

The standard format of identifying the speakers as either the facilitator or interviewee offered by 

the service was suitable for my purposes as I was having one-on-one interviews, and the 

interviewee was being identified as indicated in the instructions below.   
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My recordings of each interview were in MP4 format and the file was named with the participant’s 

name and the date of the interview. These were uploaded directly to the transcription service 

provider’s website. My instructions to the service related to the following points:  

• I instructed the transcription service to include the name of the participant and the date

of interview at the top of the transcript in addition to the information they were

providing as explained above.

• In coding the transcripts, I requested the service to:

o use [] around words that were not clear, be it through problems with audio

quality, uncertainty about the word or spelling of the word, and

o use <> around descriptions of sound, silences or pauses in the proceedings due

to interruptions.

• I instructed them to name the transcription file with the same name as the recording.

The recordings were named with the participant’s surname.

The transcription service returned the files electronically via its website once transcribed.  They 

sent an email to alert me to their availability. I double-checked the transcribed interviews by 

going through the transcripts while listening to the original interviews and making adjustments as 

needed.   

4.7.2. Document access and analysis 

Documents analysed included press articles, annual company reports, a small number of internal 

company documents and photographs taken at the site. In selecting the documents, I was very 

lucky to be given access to both the archives department and the highly-experienced archivist at 

STC. All press related to STC activities were held in folders for each year. Hard copies of annual 

company reports were also held in the archives.  

I also sought out press clippings because Blanchett and Upton had a very high public profile. 

Having been overseas for many years before taking up the appointment, there was a great deal of 

interest from the press about them, their roles at STC and the Greening the Wharf project. A key 

reason for drawing on the press clippings was to compare the public story to the one going on 

internally for triangulation purposes. Press articles covered newspapers, predominantly NSW and 

Sydney focussed; magazine articles and a smaller number of national and international 

publications.  
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I went through all of the press clippings and company reports looking for any items that related to 

the Greening the Wharf project. Those were photographed using my iPad. The documents gathered 

spanned the period from November 2006 to 2014 when I commenced my research.   

• November 2006- Blanchett and Upton were announced as incumbent Co-Artistic 

Directors (CADs) and at the same press conference they announced an intention to 

make ‘theatre green’. 

• 2007- Blanchett and Upton were in the press discussing returning to Australia to take 

up their roles and mentioning their intentions around environmental sustainability. 

• 2008-2011 – the period when the Greening the Wharf project started and was brought 

to fruition. 

• 2012-2014- the period after the major part of Greening the Wharf had been completed 

and when the behavioural changes should be evident. 

I did request access to selected excerpts of Board meetings so that I could understand the 

perspective of the Board and triangulate certain claims made during interviews about the 

discussions related to Greening the Wharf that occurred as part of the appointment of Blanchett 

and Upton.  I was not permitted this access but overall, I do not think that it impinged on the 

authenticity of the data as there were other sources of evidence to back up those claims. In 

particular, my interview with Rob Brookman confirmed that the greening idea had been floated to 

the board during the discussions about the appointment and he corroborated McIntyre and Upton’s 

assertions about board support.   

I also accessed the websites for both the Federal and State Government initiatives that were 

relevant to their funding of parts of the Greening the Wharf project. The period in which this 

project was conceived and enacted coincided with a supportive political environment at both the 

state and federal level on issues relating to sustainability (2007-2010). As mentioned earlier, the 

greeningthewharf.com website was a valuable record of the public narrative of the Greening the 

Wharf project and its outcomes.  

4.7.2.1. Organisational Documents  

Documents gathered included public documents such as the annual report published in April each 

year to report on the preceding year. Copies of these reports were available on the Company 

website and older reports (pre-2010) were held in hard copy in the archives room and were 

photographed with an iPad.  They included details about the Greening the Wharf project and the 
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financial status of the organisation.  Other organisational documents included instructions for 

clients or contractors in relation to procedures informed by Greening the Wharf principles. For 

example, there was a document with advice for set and lighting designers regarding appropriate 

materials and limits on power usage. There was also a Green Events Guide for outside 

organisations or individuals wishing to host events at STC.  

4.7.3. Site visits 

I visited STC three times in my main data gathering phases over a four-month period in 2014. The 

number of visits was dictated by the availability of staff for interviews. The first two visits allowed 

me to interview the staff identified in the initial participant selection process. The follow-up third 

visit was to allow me to interview additional staff I identified as being of interest or who have been 

suggested to me by other participants as being of interest due to their involvement with the original 

Greening the Wharf project or greening activities post the project.  My initial two visits were held 

in February and I visited again in April for some additional interviews. The visits enabled me to 

conduct scheduled interviews and to observe a little of the day to day running of the organisation, 

garner a sense of the culture more broadly and familiarise myself with the built environment as 

well. This was significant as the building was heritage-listed. Gaining approvals for some of the 

infrastructures such as solar panels was a challenge for the Greening the Wharf project 

implementers. I took a small number of photographs of points of interest (to my research focus) 

on each visit, the signage about printing and the recycling bins, for example.  

4.7.4. Research Journal 

I maintained a research journal throughout the entire research process. It was not used to collect 

data specifically but more to act as place for reflection and recording observations. During the data 

gathering phase, I made notes on each interview, including the pilot interview and my observations 

from site visits. I kept notes from my meetings with my PhD supervisors (which were also recorded 

using Livescribe or Evernote so that I could listen back to them). I also recorded any insights, 

questions or frustrations I experienced as I progressed through my journey. My notes were an 

invaluable source of insights and a memory aid to review before I embarked on each stage of the 

coding process, analysis and thesis writing, as mentioned. It proved particularly useful because 

this had been a long journey conducted part-time while juggling work and family commitments.  I 

also used the journal to make notes as I started to engage in data analysis activities to assist me in 

thinking through what was emerging from the data.  
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4.8. Approach to data analysis  

I chose to use a Computer Assisted Qualitative Data AnalysiS (CAQDAS) package to support my 

data analysis processes. I had twenty interviews to examine, many photographs of company 

documentation and press clippings as sources of triangulation and a software package allowed me 

the opportunity to link those data sources during the coding process in a variety of ways.  

I chose MAXQDA 11.1.2 as my analysis software because of its flexibility, particularly around its 

coding and memo systems and data visualisation capabilities. The coding system was intuitive, 

and it had excellent visualisation options for using colours to delineate different coding levels and 

even emoji coding (though I did not use these). Document importation was easy across all file 

types used including MSWord, PDF and JPG files of photographs of archival material and 

photographs taken around STC. The screen layout was easy to configure to my preferences and its 

auto-backup facility was also a useful feature.  

All interview transcripts and documents (press articles, company reports and internal documents) 

were uploaded into MAXQDA for analysis after I returned from the second site visit in April 2014. 

Any errors in interview transcripts were corrected by comparing the transcript to the original audio 

recording and amending the transcript before files were uploaded for coding. MAXQDA proved 

very intuitive to use. Coding in the documents was simply a matter of highlighting the relevant 

section of an interview, or document or photograph and clicking the right mouse button. It then 

opened a contextual menu which presented options to code in-vivo or code with a new code. The 

code then appeared to the left of the relevant item with vertical brackets to indicate exactly which 

area of the file it related to. Codes could be colour coded so that I could tell what higher order code 

a sub-code belonged to. For example, and not surprisingly, codes related to the Greening the Wharf 

project were green. Multiple codes could be applied to the same piece of data. Adding memos 

related to codes could be done at the time the code was created to describe the code and its purpose 

and any insights that emerged during my analysis. Memos could also be created for individual 

documents.   

4.8.1.1. Coding   

Data can be coded as they are collected, and the codes typically evolve through the cyclical data 

collection/analysis process but in the case of this research project, the coding was all done post 

facto. The codes assist with labelling, separating, compiling and organising data. In grounded 

theory, the coding practice can be open, axial or selective (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Open coding 
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is the first stage of breaking down the data, examining it and devising categorising data to yield 

concepts. Axial coding is a method of putting data together in different ways after the open coding 

process by making connections between the categories developed. Codes are linked “to contexts, 

outcomes, patterns of interaction and to causes” (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 578). Finally, selective 

coding occurs by picking a core category around which to tell the story of the data and 

systematically relating it to other categories. An alternative way to describe coding is offered by 

Saldaña who talks about coding as occurring in cycles.  The first cycle is akin to open coding 

where data are broken down and labelled with initial in-vivo (using words directly from the data) 

or descriptive codes. The second cycle involves focused coding where we are finding thematic or 

conceptual similarities; axial coding where we establish relations between a category’s properties 

and dimensions; and theoretical coding where we are discovering the central or core category that 

identifies the primary research theme (Saldana, 2009). This was the approach that I took in my 

coding of the data on Greening the Wharf.    

My first cycle coding of interviews and documents was structural, following the topical landscape 

of the interviews. The purpose of this cycle was to gain insights across the interviews as to general 

responses to questions so convergent or divergent perspectives could be identified and explored  

(Saldana, 2009). Codes were allocated for metaphors and frames for sustainability, Greening the 

Wharf and impressions of what STC was like to work for (culture). Codes were also allocated for 

behaviour in order to capture reported behaviour engaged in by participants. This included 

behaviour at work before and after staff had lived through Greening the Wharf for Groups 1 and 

2. Group 3 had codes allocated for behaviour at home and work before and after joining STC.

I established variables for each participant in MAXQDA that indicated their pseudonym/surname, 

role, length of time at STC (expressed as <5yrs or >5yrs), approximate age based on my subjective 

assessment and their gender. I also established temporal codes with a code for each year from 2006 

to 2014 when I gathered the data. This assisted me in building my understanding of how the 

Greening the Wharf project had unfolded over time and who the key participants were at any point 

in time.  While coding around the topic landscape I was already finding some of the responses to 

my questions intriguing. Given I was trying to establish a clear frame on the project in which to 

start diving deeper they related to key issues such as who ran the project and what constituted the 

project. This point of interest led me to create a code called discrepancies in perception.  

I worked on the data throughout 2014 but could not get a clear frame on the project, particularly 

any great detail on the early stages. I had the impression the project had fallen together rather than 
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being tightly managed. On re-reading one interview with a member of the original implementation 

team I noted he had mentioned the former General Manager, Rob Brookman, as being a key 

individual. I arranged an interview with him that, as indicated earlier, proved invaluable. That 

interview added critical data in the form of the interview content and company documentation that 

he furnished me afterwards. That allowed me to build a clear picture in my own mind of the project 

end to end and that spring-boarded me into my secondary analysis processes.  

I reorganised my coding tree to reflect the conceptual framework using the complex systems of 

dynamic influence around the organisational activity of Greening the Wharf (Cooksey, 2003). It 

provided a loose and general template that allowed me to apply the lenses of the model to the 

Greening the Wharf project and sources of influence from the environment, organisation, 

individuals and group contexts. I created top level codes for Greening the Wharf, environment, 

organisation, groups and individuals. I created a memo at each of the levels to capture any key 

insights or questions that emerged as I coded.  

• Greening the Wharf Project capture all codes related to the project itself including 

timelines, the way staff framed the project, the details about how the project had 

unfolded over time, communication about it both internal and external. 

• Environment created codes based on examination of reports within company 

documentation, public documents such as Government websites or press clippings, 

relevant internal documents and comments made by interviewees about the larger 

context(s) (e.g., state, federal, legislative, funding, etc) in which Greening the Wharf 

took place. 

• Organisation – held codes related to the organisational aspects relevant to Greening 

the Wharf including the leadership and STC’s culture, structure, communications, 

policies, financial aspects and business plan. 

• Groups looked at the influences on people’s behaviour from groups within and outside 

the organisation. These could include, family/friends, colleagues and work group 

dynamics. Codes captured the role of the teams involved in Greening the Wharf. 

• Individuals coded for the experiences of the various individuals interviewed in terms 

of their personal past with respect to the sustainable behaviours at home/work; their 

current behaviours at work/home, their sense of the Greening the Wharf project and 

how part of the organisation culture has it become. It will also explore the interplay 
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between personal beliefs on the Greening the Wharf project and how the project may 

have impacted on personal behaviours.   

By clustering codes that way I started to examine each sub-system for sources of dynamic 

influence that might have been enabling or constraining conditions and sources of feedback to the 

project. Codes were modified, added or changed as new insights and themes emerged. Codes that 

were no longer analytically useful were removed. I then examined how each of the subsystems 

was feeding back and forward with each other. For example, at the level of the individual system, 

I identified individuals who were critical enabling conditions for the project.   

For all individuals I tried to capture how they framed their conception of sustainability, of 

Greening the Wharf and STC culture. I also captured their reported behaviour before and after 

Greening the Wharf or joining STC, if they had arrived after the project had formally ended. I 

added codes to capture if the reported behaviour was positive or if it was neutral/negative. This 

enabled me to explore themes that emerged through examining the three groups of participants. I 

was also able to use the variables to compare perspectives through the prism of level of 

involvement with the project, years of service, age and gender for any emergent themes.   

A copy of the full coding hierarchy is available for review in Appendix 2. 

4.9. Quality criteria for assessing research 

Research in the interpretivist tradition presents a challenge to the researcher. It requires the 

researcher to convince the audience that the social world under investigation has been 

appropriately represented. Cooksey and McDonald articulated four quality criteria that must be 

addressed if interpretivist/constructivist research is to be convincing (2011; see also Cooksey, 

2008).   

The Transparency criterion asks if another researcher could generate similar categories/meanings 

that facilitate the elaboration of the account or interpretation. I argue that if another researcher had 

access to the theoretical framework chapter, they could use Cooksey’s (2003) complex systems of 

dynamic influences framework with the added attention to frames and metaphors, plus copies of 

the interview guides, transcripts and other documentation, they should be able to replicate a similar 

set of codes around the data gathered.  

The Authenticity criterion asks if the interpretation generated by the researcher is an accurate 

depiction of the perspectives of those participating in the study. The danger of engaging in more 
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naturalistic forms of enquiry is the potential for researcher bias in distorting the results. Using a 

constructivist grounded theory approach, I was careful to allow the data to speak for themselves. 

Thus, I have tried to capture the actual utterances of the staff involved in explaining my findings 

in Chapter 5.  

The Sufficiency criterion asks if enough people/instances/occasions/perspectives/documents been 

sampled to allow presentation of a sufficiently complete and convincing account? The interviews 

with 20 staff with different levels of exposure to the Greening the Wharf project provided a broad 

and deep picture of the project and its impact. I interviewed staff from all levels of the organisation, 

so I was satisfied that they were a representative sample who could offer a variety of perspectives. 

In addition, the information offered by the interviewees was triangulated against other data sources 

including company reports and internal documentation, press articles, government websites.  

Transportability asks if the account and its perspectives have meaning/relevance in other  

contexts. As the study was based on a single case, this criterion was a bit more difficult to apply. 

However, any patterns I discovered might be argued to be relevant in similar contextual 

circumstances through conceptual extension (Cooksey & McDonald, 2011; Yin, 2014). There 

were relevant meanings and interpretations around the Greening the Wharf project as it unfolded 

and recounted by the staff in interviews that offered insights that other organisations might find 

informative if they are undertaking an organisational learning for sustainability project.  

4.10. Presentation of the research findings  

There many ways in which to display research findings and I have employed several in telling the 

story through Chapters 5 and 6 (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2014). The interpretive approach 

taken in this research required me to focus on analysing qualitative themes and relationships and 

to seek out similarities and differences in how the participants described their experiences in 

answer to my interview questions. To ensure that I captured those perspectives in their own voice 

I have made extensive use of verbatim quotes throughout the presentation of the data. Those 

findings are captured first in a narrative display because it offered a way to take the reader through 

my own journey into the data as alluded to above in Chapter 5 and the subsequent additional data, 

once analysed permitted the narrative of the entire Greening the Wharf process (Cooksey & 

McDonald, 2011). Quotes include the surname or pseudonym of the participant, the year and the 

section number or numbers from the transcript.  
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In addition to narrative display I have drawn on other sources of data display. These included 

summary tables in which I capture the details of the research participants including the variables 

added to contextualise them in terms of age, gender, years of service and role.  A summary table 

was also used to capture the chronological narrative of Greening the Wharf. Further tables are used 

in assessing STC’s level of sustainability.  

I have displayed the complex dynamic influences on the project through a mind map using 

Inspiration software. Mind mapping was invented by Tony Buzan (Buzan, 1993). Mind maps 

allow for a colourful non-linear display for organising, ideas or research findings. It allowed me 

to capture the important enabling conditions and show feedback between the subsystems around 

the central activity of Greening the Wharf. In addition, I used a related tool called a concept map, 

also produced using the Inspiration software, to display the various stages of the Greening the 

Wharf project (Cooksey & McDonald, 2011). I captured its initiation and key stages across four 

different maps.   

I have used diagrams to show the floorplan at STC and its organisation chart. Finally, I have used 

photographs of key aspects of STC to give the reader a richer perspective on the context and the 

visible impacts of Greening the Wharf on the building and cultural artefacts.   

4.11. Conclusion 

This chapter has set out the research process by providing a background to the thesis topic. It then 

established the position of the researcher and laid out the guiding assumptions for the research. It 

then laid out the research process using a constructivist grounded theory approach to explore 

Greening the Wharf at STC as a single in-depth case study. The ethical considerations were 

addressed before discussing the data gathering techniques, data sources, pilot interviews and actual 

interviews. The data analysis process was explained and how it met the quality criteria for 

interpretivist/ constructivist research. Finally, I outlined how the research findings would be 

presented. Chapter 5 will engage with the first level of analysis by examining the contextualisation 

of my journey into the research, the chronology of Greening the Wharf at STC, and the perceptions 

of staff. That will be followed by a deeper level of analysis, reflections, and interpretations in 

Chapter 6.    
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Chapter 5. Contextualisation, chronology  
and perceptions  

5.1. Introduction  

This chapter will present the findings from the research conducted on Greening the Wharf at STC. 

It will start by explaining my own journey into the data and how it informed and impacted on my 

initial interpretations and follow up actions. It will then explain how the project unfolded and 

evolved over time from 2006 to 2011 and explore the impacts evident when the data were gathered 

in 2014.  It will narrate the Greening the Wharf project as it was explained to me through those 

interviews and my initial analysis as this establishes some key points about framing that will be 

explored further in chapter 6. Once my own journey into the project and sustainability at STC is 

uncovered, I will then set out the chronology of the project from idea to completion and beyond.  

It will lay out the responses of change makers and non-change makers to my interview questions. 

The first part will look at the project itself, largely from the perspective of the change makers and 

canvas their impressions of what was easy, difficult, what was the level of resistance, what was 

successful and what was not. It will also summarise the behaviour changes reported by staff, in 

terms of sustainability related behaviours before and after Greening the Wharf both at work and at 

home. It will proceed as follows:  

 5.2.  The researcher’s journey into Greening the Wharf 

 5.3.  Overview of the Greening the Wharf project  

 5.4.  Perceptions  

 5.5  Behaviour changes  

 5.6  Conclusion  

5.2. The researcher’s journey into Greening the Wharf  

As indicated in Chapter 4, a first-person account provides an insight into the personal experience 

of an event and allows access to how the narrator frames and cognises that event through the choice 

of words and metaphors they use. Thus, the interviews conducted with staff provided a framework 

to explore their own sense of Greening the Wharf and its impacts. Taking that approach another 

step further, this chapter will provide a narration of how the story of Greening the Wharf unfolded 

to me in my capacity as the researcher through my preliminary access to publicly available 
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information and then through my site visits and interviews. The way in which the story came to 

me had its own influence on the research process as I tried to make sense of what was coming to 

me chronologically through my interviews and experiences at STC. My research journal was a 

critical source of reflections and comments about my journey as I gathered my data.  A little later 

in the chapter, the full chronological narrative will be revealed and summarised as a reference 

point for the Chapter 6.  

Once I had the green light to investigate Greening the Wharf at STC I set about the process of 

putting together my research approach as outlined in Chapter 4. In all, I conducted 20 interviews 

in 2014 with staff at STC. These took place over three site visits, two in February and one in April. 

My first visit to STC was a source of nervousness and especially so for an anxiety sufferer. 

However, the receptionist was warm, welcoming and spoke with an engaged intelligence, telling 

me about her law studies and interest in human rights while I waited to meet Patrick McIntyre for 

my first interview. He was quietly spoken and very articulate as I remembered from our first 

meeting. He exuded a calm confidence that did not need to be fed with affirmations. His office 

which sits next to the Artistic Director’s has harbour views but is modest in size and furnishings. 

We sat at a 4-person round table in the centre of the room for the interview. Our interview lasted 

for about an hour. At that time, I had no knowledge of how the project had started, who had run it 

and its timeframe. My main source of information had been the greeningthewharf.com website 

which was very professional and offered a neat narrative of the project and set of case studies 

related to various aspects of the project such as their energy strategy. As the site ceased to be 

available in late 2017, I have included copies of those case studies in Appendix 3.  McIntyre had 

joined STC at the beginning of 2010 and was employed to replace the outgoing General Manager, 

Rob Brookman who left in June 2010 after a hand over period.  I asked him about the language 

used for the project and he indicated that it was always referred to as greening. I also checked if 

the focus was purely environmental, particularly with some organisations operating with a triple 

bottom line focus. He said,  

It's exclusively environmental. Paul O’Byrne and I have been trying to talk 

more in terms of social sustainability, but that's not really got any traction. 

So one of the things we did try and do when I got here was the Green 

Wharf. They'd raised the funds for it, there was going to be the  

photovoltaic cells, the rainwater, all that kind of stuff.  
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The money was there but the work hadn't been done. What I faced when I first 

got into the job was that there was a lot of - there was still a lot of people going, 

why the hell are we doing this anyway? There was a perception that because it 

was the thing that Cate and Andrew were perceived to want to talk about most, 

that a lot of people in the industry and in the company were saying, what 

happened to theatre? So it didn't really have a logical home inside the business' 

mission, or business plan even. So what we did when I first got here was we 

completely recast the business plan. The first iteration of that business plan 

was called STC ABC, where ABC stood for Art, Business and Community. So 

that meant that art was the first thing and that was the reminder that we're still 

an arts organisation. B was there - for business - was there to remind people 

that without an effective business underpinning the art, things wouldn't happen. 

C was there to demonstrate that relevance and value to the community is - 

underpins both the art and the business performance. There are a whole lot of 

different ways that we work with the community in a non-theatrical way. One 

of them is education programs, another one, the regional touring programs or 

programs that explore mental health and wellbeing improvements through 

theatre. It's also where Greening went. So it was - we wanted a structure and 

an architecture for the business that clearly said Greening does belong here, 

and this is where it belongs.  

The other thing we were really careful to talk about was that there were 

three pillars to the Greening project. One was infrastructure, which was 

hogging all the attention because it was the most visible and expensive bit. 

The second one was behavioural change and - which had started before 

the infrastructure projects, in fact. The third one was advocacy, so that's 

where it becomes really relevant to being a theatre company, because a 

theatre company is a public storyteller and we believe that the arts impart 

information and tell stories in a way that encourages the imagination and 

encourages empathy and insight (McIntyre, 2014, 14-16).  

When asked about how the project evolved he said that there were “nodes of interest”. He talked 

about Front of House Manager, Mike managing the infrastructure elements which were undertaken 

by NSW Department of Public Works, a relationship that Mike owned. He also mentioned the 
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Head of Set Construction who became interested in sourcing sustainable timbers and the Head of 

Lighting who looked into how wattage could be reduced.  

Then we had [Paul O’Byrne], who we hired to run the project. He ran the Green Team and 

he was the management team's conscience on this. So he - it was his single focus when he 

first got here (McIntyre, 2014, 37).  

My next conversation was with Mike, the House Services Manager.  He had been a key part of the 

project since its inception. He spoke of a shift in the approach to maintaining the Wharf 

infrastructure when Rob Brookman became the General Manager and that they started to work to 

a three-year capital expenditure program rather than running on a twelve monthly basis as had 

occurred under previous managers. The Wharf building itself was first opened in 1912 and was 

also heritage listed.   

Rob was probably very important in terms of actually realising the 

greening of the wharf - the vision that Cate and Andrew wanted to bring 

into the company because he was already on the same page, in a sense. He 

already had - and so was I - we kind of already had a sense of an 

understanding of the need and the greening thing.  But Andrew kind of 

came into the company and I think they were lucky in that in the important 

areas of change there were people already primed to do things.  Because 

as far as I'm aware there was really no idea of how we would achieve what 

we did and even what we've achieved is not something we had in our mind 

when we started.  Because there was just something that was said to the 

press at the launch.  It was the first most of the staff heard about it (Mike, 

2014, 36).  

Mike spoke about he and Brookman organising a review of the waste management which was 

done with the assistance of a consultant.  He talked about a discussion around the potential for 

solar panels with a company and trying to consider a configuration which could work with the 

building. It had not progressed far when a representative from UNSW visited STC.  

He'd been put on to us by Arts New South Wales because of the professed 

greening of the wharf situation.  He was at that time looking at Pyrmont 

Bridge as the project for Suntech to do.  You’ve probably heard the story 

about Suntech wanting to give back to Sydney because of the doctor who - 
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Doctor Shi who went to University of New South Wales. At that time their 

goal was to find one or maybe two high profile places preferably on the 

harbour. …. that conversation started in earnest with University of New 

South Wales, Suntech and [Brookman].  Out of that came the proposal for 

them to donate.  But then from there it grew organically in terms of them, 

well how much money do we have to raise?  Is there government sources 

(Mike, 2014, 53)?  

Mike mentioned that STC had started a relationship with BigSwitch who were giving them advice 

and over time a business case was built covering how they might pay for it.   

So the Future Precincts Fund was brought in by the [Federal] Labor 

Government at that time so we then - there was an application made 

obviously to find funding there.  There was obviously efforts made to raise 

funds through philanthropy and sponsorship and that sort of thing (Mike, 

2014, 59).  

The second large aspect of the evolving Greening the Wharf project was rainwater harvesting, in 

consultation with another company. The challenge for a heritage listed site is where to put the 

harvested water and after much deliberation the idea was hatched to store the water under the 

building. Funding for this was sought and gained from the NSW State Labor Government.  

Again, all those things were kind of as we moved forward.  We didn’t have 

a list of things we were going to tick off at the start.  We just, as the 

opportunities came up I think we kind of grabbed with them and whole 

heartedly went with them sort of thing (Mike, 2014, 77).  

There was a push from the NSW Government to include all the tenancies in the Wharf. The other 

tenants of the Wharf building are Sydney Dance Company, Bangarra Dance Company, Australian 

Theatre for Young People, Sydney Philharmonia Choirs and Accessible Arts.  STC and Arts NSW 

co-operated to create a joint submission to the NSW Department Environment and Climate Change 

for that project along with a portion of the STC’s photovoltaic (PV) array project and energy saving 

initiatives. The submission was successful and Arts NSW received and administered the grant. 

They contracted with the Department Public Works to undertake the rainwater harvesting project 

and energy savings projects involving other residents of Pier 4/5. Public Works developed tender 

documents for the rainwater project and energy saving projects and managed the tender process, 
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tender award and contract on behalf of Arts NSW. In all, $1,177,000 was granted to STC from the 

NSW State Government.  

I asked Mike about whether there had been a formal process of articulating what greening would 

entail. He indicated that he and Brookman had discussed possibilities but indicated that they were 

far more modest until UNSW approached the company and that kick started the process of building 

a business case.   

It was an evolution, it wasn’t a list of 10 items we want to tick off over five 

years.  It was more a belief that we wanted to go - it was this desire to go 

green (Mike, 2014, 79).  

That afternoon, I interviewed Paul O’Byrne who had been employed as the Sustainability Manager 

to oversee the Greening the Wharf project in July 2010 after Brookman had left the company.  

When asked about his role he said,  

I managed the entire project end to end.  [Mike] obviously, was managing 

the infrastructural elements and the dealing with the public works, but I 

took a - I was, as a project manager, overseeing the broader budget 

envelope with [Cassie, Director of Finance] all the ongoing government 

acquittals….  So obviously we had $2 million coming from federal and 

state government.  So there were enormous government acquittals that 

needed to happen, so managing all of those kinds of stakeholder elements 

(O’Byrne, 2014a, 22).  

For instance, [the PV solar array] was owned by Suntech.  Water 

harvesting, rainwater harvesting, was owned by the state government.  The 

waste was owned by Veolia.  So we had to give each of that our press calls 

and each of our comms throughout the program.  We had to give different 

people Cate and Andrew time, and we had to give them profiling and - so 

different people at different stages became our hero for that particular 

component.  So that was quite interesting as well (O’Byrne, 2014a, 25).  

I was constantly tracking budget with [Cassie], whereas [Mike] was - 

there were only certain things that he was across, which were the 

infrastructural pieces which I had no expertise in whatsoever.  There I was 

sitting in meetings with engineers around photovoltaics and everything 
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else, but we had absolute experts and I didn't need to know that (O’Byrne, 

2014a, 35).  

I inherited a set of files.  I didn't really get a handover as such, because 

Patrick… (Me: had only just started?)... Yeah, and that was really great 

because it was just like a greenfield opportunity, I just had to work it out 

(O’Byrne, 2014a, 40).  

After that interview I noted my impression of O’Byrne. Compared to my previous interviews I had 

the sense that he was selling himself and his role and seemed to believe that he had ownership of 

the whole project when Mike was managing the infrastructure, the main target of the funding. He 

did not mention Brookman and his role, though the two may not have met.  He was brought in at 

a specific time in the life of the project where the planning had all been done, the funding had all 

been procured and the actual infrastructure elements were starting to roll out. The aspect that he 

was needed for was the management of the stakeholders. O’Byrne’s background was not in 

environmental sustainability. It covered work in the arts, television production, corporate 

marketing and had an interest in corporate social responsibility. He undertook studies in the area 

of social impact and social entrepreneurship. When asked what had attracted him to the role he 

said,  

So why I took the job was because no other social impact program at that 

time had the level of - we had 25 financial stakeholders - I came into it 

with 25 financial stakeholders, philanthropists, government, not-forprofit, 

university, advocacy groups as well as an arts company.  It was a really - 

and corporates.  So it was - plus mums and dad audience as well that was 

supporting the program.  It was such an interesting stakeholder matrix that 

really was unique in the country, and that appealed to me pretty much 

more than anything.  The fact that I could quickly upskill on the 

environmental sustainability side was obviously appealing, but it was the 

fact that I was managing a very dynamic stakeholder matrix that I would 

need to give everyone equal air time.  That's what appealed to me 

(O’Byrne, 2014a, 20). 

On his LinkedIn profile O’Byrne characterises his role in Greening the Wharf as follows:  
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“Led "Greening the Wharf" project, a multiple national award winning 

US$3.7m refit of an historic Sydney Harbour building resulting in 

dramatic reductions in energy (50%), water (75%) and emissions (50%), 

industry and community advocacy, plus a comprehensive program of 

changing the way STC makes theatre. See www.greeningthewharf.com for 

case studies” (O’Byrne, 2017). 

This characterisation seems to be the way that Greening the Wharf was framed for public 

consumption. It addresses the infrastructure element for the most part but leaves the 

comprehensive program of advocacy and behaviour change out of the frame.   

I interviewed Andrew Upton a couple of weeks later during my second next visit. Needless to say, 

I was very nervous about meeting him but he put me at ease immediately and our conversation 

was very engaging and enjoyable. He struck me as highly intelligent, engaged and passionate about 

what he does and the world around him. He also did not seem to take himself too seriously.   

Upton mentioned that one of the first things they did to communicate the importance of greening 

was to invite Tim Flannery to address the company and then invite staff to participate in the project. 

One of the first things we did, because Cate had quite a good relationship 

with Tim Flannery, so quite early on, I think before Patrick's time, well we 

announced it as a thing that we would do. … sometime in the first eight 

months of our time here and Tim Flannery came and spoke. So he sort of 

talked the whole company through the whys and wherefores of climate 

change and how to go about doing it on a daily, kind of personal basis.  

There's no kind of compulsory attendance, either; you can buy into this or 

you don't have to buy into it. The designers have to, they have to find a 

balance and obviously the office place is run on those kind of sustainable 

principles. But it's not, you don't have to, you don't have to vote green 

(Upton, 2014, 46-54).  

Following on from this I asked if they had come up with a clear definition of what greening meant, 

whether they were looking at it in triple bottom line terms or purely environmental. He said   

We started with what we considered a symbolic gesture. … That triggered 

inside the board and from our then what was called general manager, 

Brookman, a kind of much more rigorous series of questions and plans 
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which we sought. So no - the short answer is no, we didn't have some kind 

of plan, but we knew we needed one and we knew we needed to root it 

deeply in the business and in the daily practice and rigorously, that it 

needed to be a proper plan, it couldn't just be some kind of whim (Upton, 

2014, 109).   

We made a greening committee and we got cracking and we took their 

advice. A couple of them were businessmen, I think Ian Darling was on it 

and he's quite a high powered businessman himself. He knew another guy 

who was on our board briefly for a while, Cameron Riley, a very high 

powered green businessman. Rob Brookman himself, who was the general 

manager then, as I said, had his own green credentials and has been 

running theatre companies for a while. So it was quite easy to very quickly 

come up with a properly integrated plan (Upton, 2014, 113).  

Upton also left me with the impression that Paul O’Byrne was pivotal to the project’s success when 

it started to roll out. Brookman was mentioned only in the quote above.   

He articulated the initial idea thus:  

So the idea of creating a battery, if you like, on our roof that charged, free 

of charge from the sun and allowed us to have our shows at night was the 

kind of core idea (Upton, 2014, 28).  

Then also inside that idea was the fact that there are changes happening 

and, we believe, sceptics aside, and that that would eventually affect the 

way we design shows or might choose to design shows, so we started to 

implement - we've been trying to - trying, like it bumps, sometimes we miss 

the boat with green design practice, but we've been essentially trying to 

green all of our design practice, our workshops, our lighting, so we kind 

of pushed right through to everything, because we felt that this was a place 

to have that conversation, engagement of conversation (Upton, 2014, 30).  

He said that the idea of greening,  

was part of our job application, if you like, was that these are the things 

we would do, this is how we would approach programming, this is how we 
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would approach the industry and this is how we would approach the 

building (Upton, 2014, 38).  

Here we see that Upton initially conceived of greening as being about the building, hence the name 

Greening the Wharf. However, that was not as clear cut as it might seem at first glance.   

My interviews with different staff offered varying levels of insight into the project and I kept 

bumping into differing perspectives on it. Of those who had been purposively selected for 

interviews I had two from the Ticketing office and two from Sydney Theatre. Sydney Theatre is 

in a separate building across the road from STC. It was renamed the Roslyn Packer Theatre in 

2016 but I will refer to it as Sydney Theatre or ST as its name was significant to my research 

because I framed them as being synonymous with each other due to the similarity of the names. 

ST was an old industrial building beautifully converted to a theatre space and restaurant. STC own 

the building under a leasing arrangement and it is used to put on some of its shows in addition to 

the two theatres housed at the Wharf and Sydney Opera House’s drama theatre. The two staff 

identified were its Building Services Manager, Bob and Kim, the Venue and Events Coordinator. 

Bob seemed mystified as to why I was interviewing him about Greening the Wharf. In his mind it 

had nothing to do with ST and therefore, nothing to do with him. He ran ST as efficiently as 

possible and had installed lower wattage lighting and efficient bathroom fixtures and fittings as 

part of that efficiency drive but was adamant that it was on his own initiative and nothing to do 

with Greening the Wharf. Kim, on the other hand, saw ST and STC as a part of one entity and was 

keen to see some of the greening initiatives at STC (the Wharf) being rolled out at ST.  This was 

very confusing for me as the two names were so similar and the fact that two staff from ST were 

on my interview list suggested to me that ST was part of Greening the Wharf in some way.  

On this point of confusion, I approached Mike, the House Services Manager, for an explanation. 

He indicated that ST was not considered as a part of Greening the Wharf project because the 

building was only five years old at the time the project was being put together. However, ST staff 

attend company meetings and were being kept abreast of greening activities, so there is an aspect 

there of some sense that they were included in the conversation about greening activities.  I also 

asked for his clarification on O’Byrne’s role. Mike indicated that he had been brought in by Patrick 

when he took over the role of General Manager. Patrick handed over the Greening the Wharf 

project to him as it was too big to handle on top of the workload of taking on an over $20 million 

theatre company.   

In between interviews, I visited the Archives area. My time there was a welcome relief from 
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Sydney’s humid February heat as it was one of a handful of air-conditioned spaces in the building.  

The archivist, Jane, had been at STC since the early 1990’s and had a wonderful corporate 

memory and collection of press clippings relevant to the period and annual reports. I spent many 

cool hours photographing them with my iPad. The clippings were extensive during the period 

leading up and during the co-Artistic Directorship of Cate Blanchett and Andrew Upton. Once 

Blanchett had finished her tenure, the press articles dropped off markedly! These documents 

helped me to establish the chronology of the project and triangulate against what was being 

reported in the interviews.  

Subsequent interviews contributed to more confusion for me. One area that I received many mixed 

messages about was the issue of theatre flats, which are the pieces of ply timber used for set 

building. On my first day at STC, I was invited to view what’s called a company run of a play that 

was in rehearsal. This is where the staff in the company are invited to be the audience for a play 

that is in the late stages of rehearsal in order to mimic having a live audience present. McIntyre 

pointed to one of the flats which had the name of a different play written on it. He said that this 

was an initiative in recycling old flats that had started happening since the Greening the Wharf 

project. Yet, when I interviewed Mike, he indicated that flats had always been reused where 

possible, saying “it's always been in the blood to utilise the stuff that's there” (2014, 115). 

Similarly, Jack, the Production Workshops Manager made the same point about reusing as much 

of old sets as possible.   

I guess historically we've always been hoarders.  So we've sort of always, 

without us really thinking about it, recycled a lot of things that we do. 

Yeah, there's lots of different things that we use in that.  But yeah, we've 

never - especially in the early days, back in the '70s.  In the late '70s when 

the company started - I mean I've worked in theatre since 1969, but with 

this company since '78.  It has, it's - anything that's a reasonable size, like 

what we call a flat which is a piece of wall scenery.  If it's a geometrical, 

rectangular or square size that we know that we can reuse we always 

collect those and hang onto those.  Doors, things like that are all items 

that we sort of are a bit hesitant to let go, because you just never know. We 

may store things for three or four years and then not use them and you 

think, oh, why are we hanging onto that?  Occasionally we have recycled 

them and then we need them (Jack, 2014 28-38).  
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The issue was finally clarified when I spoke to Joe, the Head of Set Construction who said that 

some reuse had always taken place but that it was a more embedded practice than previously. The 

new practice was to screw rather than glue sets together where possible so that they could be 

dismantled and reused, perhaps for a rehearsal set.   

Mike, as the Front of House Manager had a similar ethos to the building Manager of ST- one 

driven by efficiency and cost saving. “I think you'll find that most people who do what I do in 

buildings, it is about bottom line but there is an innate logic I think to being green.  It just seems 

silly to waste something” (Mike, 2014, 275).  

The two points of confusion for me relate to just how green STC was being in its normal day to 

day running before Greening the Wharf and how much Greening the Wharf had contributed to its 

green credentials. Further, I was confused about what was part of Greening the Wharf project and 

what was not. This can in part be a function of taking a retrospective view of a project that had 

already been formally wrapped up for two years at the time of the research. My understanding of 

the early days of the project were murky, particularly the period leading up to the major press 

announcement in mid-2009. Nevertheless, I set to loading the data into MAXQDA including the 

press clippings, annual reports, some internal documents furnished to me by O’Byrne and the 

interview transcripts. I set about pulling the data into some order around the interview questions 

in the first instance, and later started coding for themes. A key code that emerged from that process 

was “discrepancies in perception”.  

So, was greening about a building or something more? I was struggling for clarity around that 

issue, particularly as McIntyre had indicated that infrastructure as only one of three pillars to 

Greening the Wharf with the other two being behaviour change and advocacy. Further, Upton 

spoke about a properly integrated plan but no such documents were presented to me. I was not 

sure if that was due to commercial in-confidence issues or a lack of actual documentation or 

corporate amnesia. So, the specifics were quite elusive apart from those that were reported in the 

press or annual reports.   

My sense of the project was of one that had unfolded over time and there was no evident grand 

narrative for it in the minds of those I interviewed. I still felt that there was a grey area around the 

period from the time that Blanchett and Upton were announced in November 2006 and articulated 

vision to make theatre green to April 2009 when Greening the Wharf was announced as a fully 

funded project worth $5.2 million.  By the end of 2014, it became apparent to me that the missing 

piece of the puzzle was Rob Brookman, the former General Manager, who had left in 2010, 
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succeeded by Patrick McIntyre. I sought permission from Patrick to contact Rob which he granted 

without reservation. I contacted Rob at Adelaide Theatre where he was working as the General 

Manager and arranged a Skype interview with him in February 2015.   

I asked Rob to tell me what he recollected about Greening the Wharf and he spoke for an hour 

without pause about the project. His knowledge was encyclopaedic. This was definitely what was 

missing – the person who could connect the amorphous notion of greening theatre to the 

$5.2million dollar April 2009 Greening the Wharf announcement and subsequent rollout.  He was 

the missing piece, literally. Describing himself as an ‘organised hippy’ who had been an active 

environmentalist since the 1970’s he said that the opportunity was a dream come true for him and 

he poured huge energy into it from 2007 to mid-2010 when he left the company. The following 

account of the project only takes this form because of my interview with him. The other accounts 

formed and reinforced parts of Rob’s narrative and the data in the annual reports triangulate his 

account of the chronology and they make more sense with the meat he has put on the bones of 

those reports. So, we can begin, and, in Chapter 6, we will return to a discussion of those 

discrepancies in perception and how they might be explained in terms of the conceptual framework 

developed in Chapter 3. For now, the story of Greening the Wharf from 2006 to my visit in 2014.  

5.3. Overview of the Greening the Wharf project  

This section charts the Greening the Wharf project and further sustainability initiatives from 

announcement in 2006 to 2014 when I conducted the research. STC is the largest theatre company 

in Sydney, formed in 1978 and eventually finding a home in a heritage listed derelict Walsh Bay 

Wharf refurbished to fit its purpose in 1984 (STC, n.d). The building houses all of the production 

staff (including scenery and costumes); a ticketing office, archives department; administrative 

offices; rehearsal spaces; two theatres and a casual dining restaurant called The Bar which is run 

by an external operator under contract. Some productions are staged across the road at Sydney 

Theatre (ST), a much newer building than STC. Staff at ST are employed by STC.  

On 6 November 2006, then Artistic Director of Sydney Theatre Company (STC), Robyn Nevin, 

suddenly announced her resignation from the role that she had held for the preceding seven years.  

At the press conference she announced that actor, Cate Blanchett and her play-wright husband, 

Andrew Upton, would take on the role as Co-Artistic Director’s, commencing in 2008 after 

shadowing Nevin through her final season in 2007.  This was an unusual announcement in that the 

new Directors had been appointed by the Board without going through a recruitment process.   
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More unusual was the new director’s vision for STC under their direction. Rather than discussing 

anything artistic they announced that they intended to make STC ‘green’.  

"We intend to initiate discussions with companies with the aim of making 

the building self-sufficient, to green the building. We are talking solar 

panels, rainwater, the works," Upton said. "This would ideally generate 

enough power to do a whole season off the grid. This would be the first 

theatre company in the world to do that" (Bennie, 2006).  

It is still striking that two novice Artistic Directors who had not held anything other than freelance 

roles would be so audacious as to make such a non-artistic vision the centre piece of their 

anticipated tenure.  The appointment was met with much excitement in the press and in the arts as 

it was bringing a major international star of stage and screen to the helm of a major Australian 

theatre company, though some discontent was expressed, notably in-house actor Colin Moody who 

resigned in protest regarding the pair’s lack of experience in running a theatre company.   

STC actor Colin Moody quit the company's full-time actors' ensemble 

saying "an Oscar for acting is not a suitable recommendation to run the 

biggest theatre company in the country".  … Neither had worked in 

management nor been tied to a particular company in their careers to that 

point, working successfully as free lancers previously (Maddox, 2007).   

In the background of the public announcement, was a supportive Board and General Manager, 

Brookman.  It had been part of the discussion of the appointment from the outset. “The board were 

very supportive and always have been, actually” (Upton, 2014, 40). Those discussions had 

commenced when the pair had worked with the company on productions in 2004 and 2006.   

I was their prospective GM, we started talking way ahead of any 

announcement being made about them taking over the artistic direction. 

The idea of greening came up very early in the piece, probably a year 

before any announcement was made (Brookman, 2015, 12).  

Work began in 2007 during the period when they were shadowing Nevin through her final year 

before they formally commenced their role in 2008.   

In August 2008 they were interviewed by the Sydney Morning Herald and mentioned that  
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“They hope to raise $4 million to make the theatre "environmentally 

friendly" with a goal of it being carbon neutral within five years. On a 

more prosaic level, they need $400,000 to install a lift and to renovate the 

toilets. Some subscribers have reacted angrily in newspaper letters 

columns to the appeal for cash, suggesting the couple should foot the bill 

themselves. (BRW magazine estimated Blanchett's worth at $41 million in 

2007). "Well that's completely unrealistic," laughs Upton. "On what level? 

Should Kevin Rudd pay for the toilets at Parliament House?" Blanchett 

offers a more conciliatory view: "But I think [subscribers] feel the 

company asks for a lot and doesn't return them a lot" (Dabscheck, 2008).  

It was not clear that there was immediate support from the subscribers for the greening idea and 

funding had not been secured. Brookman was already in discussions with the State and Federal 

Government and other potential stakeholders about possible funding. It took two years of planning 

and fundraising to bring it to fruition. It was announced formally in 2009 and work commenced in 

2010. Brookman described the planning process as the same as putting on any other theatre 

production.  

In many ways we treated it like a giant theatrical production and brought 

all of the project management skills you need in making theatre to bring a 

production to the stage. It is a very precise industrial process – staging, 

design, lighting, performance, marketing, sponsorship. So, this project had 

similar requirements (Brookman, 2015, 16).  

This suggested an organisational metaphor for Greening The Wharf as a theatre production for 

STC; i.e., to produce ‘Greening The Wharf’, a play in two acts. Characterising the project within 

the norms of STC’s core activities allowed the project to be more accessible to those involved and 

integrated into normal day to day activities.  

The full chronological story of the project from announcement to 2014 is captured in Table 5.3.  

Over the period of the project it evolved as milestones were achieved and key personnel changed. 

In keeping with the theatre production metaphor, there were two identifiable acts to the project 

due to those changes in personnel.  
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STC would generate the most public awareness about the array due to Blanchett’s profile, 

emphasising that bridge climbers and air traffic would be able to see the array. The eventual 

donation of solar panels was worth just over $2 million.  

When Blanchett and Upton commenced in 2008 staff were advised formally of their intention to 

‘green the wharf’ at the first Company meeting they addressed. From my interviews it is evident 

that it was this announcement and not the one in the press in late 2006 where most staff reported 

hearing of the initiative for the first time. The impression from my interviews was that the company 

were broadly supportive of the idea. Early in their tenure, Blanchett and Upton invited Tim  

Flannery to address the company on the issue of climate change. The talk was attended by over 

90% of the staff, according to Brookman.    

Following from that, Brookman engaged BigSwitch Projects via the Arts NSW to run a series of 

workshops to audit what STC did across all of its functions. The workshops were attended by 

about 40% of the staff which is an impressive figure. Out of that, champions emerged, who 

undertook to review and found solutions to the challenges they were facing within their particular 

spheres.  

Notably:  

• Head of Set Construction (Joe)- raised the issue of the ply used for set building. 

• Head of Lighting (no longer with STC)– elected to research more energy efficient 

lighting. 

• Head of Development (no longer with STC) -elected to engage in the fundraising and 

project management required to procure a solar array and water harvesting system. 

• House Services Manager (Mike) – was to be the liaison point between government and 

suppliers for the infrastructure elements. 

They became the members of Green Team I. Finance Director, Cassie and Jack, Production  

Workshops Manager also made significant contributions but did not seem to be part of the core 

team. A full project plan was drawn up and covered all aspects of STC.  Opportunities identified 

included, a review and replace of inefficient lighting; water capture and savings; a comprehensive 

waste stream management plan for paper, cardboard, timber, metal and organic waste; a PV array, 

and modifications to administrative functions. Green Team I raised funds and liaised with 

governments at both State and Federal level to realise the ambition to make STC the greenest 

theatre in the world. A major challenge that Brookman faced was the heritage status of the 

building. He had to work very closely with a NSW Government heritage architect to ensure that 
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any changes would meet the strict criteria for the building.  Federal and state funding was sought 

and won for different aspects of the project and philanthropic donations also made up a significant 

contribution. In all $5.2 Million was raised to achieve a number of objectives that completed the 

steps on the transformational path. The program of changes was announced in mid-2009, refined 

in the internal project planning document in 2010 with the following final objectives captured in 

their project planning case study (STC, 2011b, p. 2):  

• significantly reduce on site energy and water use

• reduce carbon emissions

• develop a leading sustainable theatre venue

• stimulate conversations about sustainability

• demonstrate and communicate practical steps to sustainability to encourage action

from other organisations and individuals

• demonstrate the combination of sustainability and heritage buildings can work

• showcase best-practice innovation and technology

• demonstrate active arts leadership on Climate Change.

Joe, the Head of Set Construction, who did not identify as particularly green stepped forward to 

advise that the lauan ply which was used ubiquitously in theatre and film set construction was very 

problematic if STC wanted to be a green theatre. Lauan is a generic term for many species of 

hardwood timbers grown mainly in Indonesia, Borneo in particular, and much of it is logged 

illegally. It produces lightweight and robust ply that is ideal for building theatre and film sets. STC 

stopped using it in 2008 and adopted the use of a birch ply which is twice the price and weight. 

Joe decided to investigate alternatives. He successfully applied for an Australia Council Skills and 

Arts Development Grant to travel around the USA and Europe in 2009 talking to other theatre 

companies about what they used with financial support from STC.  He produced a report based on 

his investigations and of the alternatives available. Birch ply emerged as the best option. STC 

ensured that it was certified by one of three certification schemes- the Programme for the 

Endorsement of Forest Certification Scheme (PEFC) or the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC), the 

Australian Forestry Standard (AFS) where possible. Chain of Custody (CoC) is a process for 

tracking wood products through their life cycle and is encouraged by the forestry certifications 

organisations but it can still be problematic. However, at the time of the research STC continued 

to work with suppliers to improve practices around chain of custody.  
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The Head of Lighting investigated alternative lighting options in 2009. That was before the new 

wave of low wattage, Light Emitting Diode (LED) bulbs had become available. His final report 

made five recommendations. These included upgrades to some of the existing lighting systems, 

investment in non-incandescent lighting fixtures, reconfiguration of the dimming system in one of 

the theatres and the introduction of a wattage cap for theatre productions.  

Solar panels were installed in mid-2010 and Brookman successfully applied for a NSW Green  

Globe Award for the work they had done to that point. Then Environment minister, MLA Frank 

Sartor presented the Community Sustainability award and the Premier’s Award for Sustainability  

Excellence to Blanchett and Upton in July 2010 (STC Company Report, 2010; Cambourne, 2010). 

In addition, STC earned a Banksia Award for leading in sustainability – setting the standard for 

small organisations, as it was “considered the most comprehensive environmental program of any 

arts company globally” (Banksia Foundation, 2011). The Banksia Foundation was established to 

inspire excellence in sustainability. The water harvesting system was installed in bespoke pipes 

under the building in 2011.  

STC had also made significant efforts to communicate the work done to the broader community 

to really engage the community in a conversation about sustainability. The communication plan 

for the project as at June 2010 included public screens showing energy and water savings achieved, 

education programs, the bi-monthly Wentworth Talks hosting the Wentworth group of concerned 

scientists to discuss climate change issues, participation in various public fora, a media plan to 

keep the public informed of initiatives and inclusion of Greening the Wharf in the tour guide scripts 

(STC Greening the Wharf Project Plan, 2010).  

Rob Brookman resigned in early 2010 to pursue a new passion sparked by Greening the Wharf.  

We were probably talking to people who were converted and my response 

is that they need to have more information to help influence others. That 

idea was one that I took forward to found a foundation to run a festival 

called WOMAD Earth Station in 2011. We took the Wentworth talks idea 

and took it to a festival (talks in one tent, music in the other). It was a 

financial disaster (Brookman, 2015, 26).  

WOMAD refers to World of Music, Arts and Dance – a global festival that is hosted locally in 

Adelaide each year and the Earth Station was an addition to that. Brookman ended up back in 

Theatre, becoming the General Manager of the Adelaide Theatre Company after the Earth Station 
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failed. Brookman was replaced by Patrick McIntyre. He worked with McIntyre for the first six 

months of 2010 before leaving in June just as the first solar panels were being installed. The Head 

of Development who had been pivotal to the fundraising had resigned and moved to the UK before 

him. So, two key personnel from Green Team I had left. This changing of the guard signalled the 

continuation of the project with new frame and new personnel.   

5.3.2. Act II: Consolidation – July 2010 to 2011 

The management of the STC and Greening the Wharf fell to the new General Manager, Patrick 

McIntyre. In addition to taking on a new role running a $30 million theatre company, he also had 

to contend with a greening project that had grown to a value of $5.2m with multiple stakeholders 

including the NSW State Government, the Federal Government and the Shi Family Foundation. 

He hired Paul O’Byrne to project manage Greening the Wharf. As mentioned, O’Byrne had come 

out of a marketing, social impact and stakeholder management background rather than 

environmental sustainability.   

The infrastructure components were in the process of being installed during this period, a new 

Green Team (Green Team II) was created from volunteers in the organisation to come up with 

ideas to encourage behaviour change and the advocacy component was an extensive effort to 

engage the broader community. Initiatives organised under Brookman such as the Wentworth talks 

and ABC TV panel discussions, lunchtime talks, education publications continued. In addition, 

initiatives such as Acting Green were added, which were “case studies written for the Australian 

curriculum for secondary school students” about how to produce theatre sustainably (O’Byrne, 

2014a, 46).    

In October 2011 the British Arts Council funded arts sustainability organisation, Julie’s Bicycle to 

visit Australia and co-host a collaborative sustainability workshop with STC and other Australian 

theatre companies to share knowledge and build ideas.   

Company reports began to talk about the achievements of the Greening the Wharf project and, 

year on year, the cumulative results were reported. McIntyre and O’Byrne decided on four key 

metrics in to report on and those were energy and water consumption, energy generated from the 

solar panels and waste diverted from landfill. The measurements were taken and averaged across 

the number of productions per year.  These were captured very effectively in simple graphics and 

the data are verified by Australian energy company, COzero through their proprietary monitoring 

system. Refer to Figure 5.1 for the achievements to 2015.   
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The Greening the Wharf project proper came to an end in mid-2011 but the Company continued to 

manage the  web site  established to  showcase  what had  been achieved 

(www.greeningthewharf.com) until it was decommissioned in late 2017. O’Byrne employed a 

professional writer to construct the content for the site and it uses a series of case studies drawing 

on a standard template to discuss the key aspects of the project and how they were achieved. These 

include:  

• Project planning 

• Energy 

• Water 

• Waste 

• Theatre Production- sets, lighting, costumes 

• Advocacy 

• Results (See Figure 5.1) 

Copies of the case studies had been downloaded as part of the early research and they are included 

in Appendix 3.  
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Figure 5-1 STC Greening the Wharf Results as at 2015 

O’Byrne continued to manage the stakeholders involved in the project through to its completion. 

He stayed on with the company becoming the Director of Community Programs and then, Director 

of Community and Corporate Partnerships. He continued STC’s sustainability journey as part of 

his subsequent roles. A report by Green Team II in August 2011 identified a range of new priorities 



 

109  

including embedding sustainability responsibilities alongside work health and safety (WH&S) 

duties in job descriptions and in the staff induction kit; establishing priorities for the Green Team 

including initiatives like ride to work days and the awarding of the Green Gnome to the staff 

members who made the best suggestion for improving green practices. These were handed out at 

the quarterly company meetings after the Green Team had reported on their activities to the whole 

company.   

The Advocacy Plan put together in 2011 built on the communications and education plan 

developed under Brookman (STC, 2011a). It included three key areas:  

• Industry- visible leadership. This included HR induction, Green Team II, signage, 

marketing, publicity, conferences, Greening the Wharf case studies and curriculum. 

• Education – stimulating conversation. This included continuing with the Wentworth 

Talks and ABCTV panel discussions, STC channels, education publications, 

conferences, work with schools such as the aforementioned ‘Acting Green’. 

• Community – meaningful advocacy. This included hosting green team events, setting 

monthly objectives, media promotion, hosting a sustainability conference, promoting 

Greening the Wharf to Sydney Harbour Bridge visitors and running a teacher’s 

workshop. 

One of the major initiatives was the sustainability workshop to be held by STC and including arts 

organisations and other businesses to have a discussion about how organisations were 

implementing sustainability.   

No charge. Strictly invited companies only. Provided by Sydney Theatre 

Company as part of their Greening The Wharf program, and desire to 

share their case and lessons learned with other performing arts companies 

(STC, 2011a).  

This event was well attended by Arts organisations and they heard from speakers in other sectors 

as well as STC about how they were implementing sustainability in their own organisations. Out 

of this day, an alliance called the Green Arts Project was formed. Their website states:  

The Green Arts Project is a network of Australian arts professionals, organisations 

and venues working towards greener practice.   
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Formed in January 2012, the core group of companies came together to 

share their knowledge and experience and to collaborate on initiatives for 

sustainable practice (GAP, 2012).  

5.3.3. After the Show - 2012 and beyond 

McIntyre and O’Byrne’s own sustainability plans for STC continued to reach out to the community 

both through advocacy and education while bringing community into theatrical productions like 

The Long Way Home, a collaboration with the Department of Defence. It featured stories of the 

difficulties experienced by returning defence personnel after their deployments, and was 

performed by professional actors and Defence personnel.   

O’Byrne developed a sustainability road map for STC 2012-2015 (STC, 2012). It continued with 

the three pillars of infrastructure, behaviour change and advocacy, though the latter expanded to 

education and advocacy. In addition to continuing the environmental commitments in what he 

terms Greening the Wharf Phase 2, he introduced social as a specific aspect of Sustainability. The 

three key areas he identified were reconciliation, social access in partnership with Accessible Arts, 

and inclusion. O’Byrne was working to have regular Indigenous interns working at STC and 

wanted to reach out to potential employees with disabilities. Internally, job descriptions now 

mention sustainability responsibilities alongside WH&S duties and the greening web page is 

included on the staff job pack, stating:  

Environmental Sustainability 

To support the Company’s vision of becoming the world’s most sustainable theatre 
company, the [applicant] must ensure that she/he:  

● takes reasonable steps towards minimising the environmental impact of
their role and that of the Company;

● works in an environmentally responsible manner and follows procedures
introduced to this end;

● participates in any training or education necessary to enable them to
work sustainably including familiarisation with the Company’s various
green policies;

● brings to the attention of the internal Green Team any situations or
practices that could be improved in relation to environmental performance;
and
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switched their monitors and their modem things on.  So you got a chocolate 

if you have both of them off.  We didn't put a negative prize because we 

thought the negative prize was not to get one, but we found overall most 

people were switching their computers off but they weren't switching their 

monitors off.  So the first one we did we just gave it if they switched their 

computers off and then the second time we did it was only if they'd switched 

both off.  It was quite fun everybody coming and saying why I have I got a 

Redskin, what's happening. Yeah.  Nobody knew we were coming - we 

didn't tell everyone.  We sent out an email about two weeks before saying 

this is a project that the Green Team are working on, be aware that we 

might - there'll be some sort of raid in the next two week period where we'll 

come around and do this.  That was quite fun but we found by the second 

time we did it about 90 per cent of the company was already switching stuff 

off (Cynthia, Corporate Partnerships Coordinator and Green Team II 

volunteer, 2014, 113).  

This was a popular initiative with the staff based on the number of comments about it during the 

interviews and demonstrated that the carrot approach, particularly one that injects a little fun, has 

a bigger impact than more staid or punitive measures. The fact that it involved both STC and ST 

is also an indication of the evolution of the Greening the Wharf project which focussed exclusively 

on the Wharf building to a broader greening agenda targeting the whole organisation. It also points 

to a key issue around the aforementioned discrepancies in perception about Greening the Wharf 

and what it meant over time.   

The overall themes that emerged from the analysis of staff perceptions for those who experienced 

the Greening the Wharf project through their involvement in its implementation or observing it as 

it unfolded include the idea that the project proposal landed in fertile cultural soil. The staff were 

largely open to the rather tangential proposal of the environmental sustainability program being 

proposed. A further key theme is the idea of collaboration which was reinforced across the broader 

data analysis. The organisation has a strongly collaborative culture and that helped to facilitate the 

project roll out across STC. The key challenges identified dealt with the issue of really embedding 

behaviour change in response to the project’s objectives. 
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5.4.2. Conceptions of sustainability 

Over the course of the interviews I tried to ascertain what staff conceived of when they thought of 

sustainability. Coming in with an academic background I consider sustainability, as it pertains to 

organisations, in terms of the triple bottom line. That is, organisations need to be economically 

sustainable and also environmentally and socially sustainable as outlined in Chapter 2.2. The Benn 

et al. (2014) Sustainability Phase Model describes the latter two as ecological and human 

sustainability, though for consistency, I will continue to use the term environmental instead of 

ecological. A project called Greening the Wharf implies a high level of attention on the 

environmental side of the equation but I was interested in whether any explicit link to a social 

dimension was considered by the change makers. However, for the interviews, I was interested in 

canvassing the views of all of the participants to ascertain what was front of mind and how their 

frames varied. Certainly, their frames on sustainability were quite varied but the term sustainability 

itself did not seem to be something that most staff seemed to have reflected on.  Over the course 

of the interviews I was able to ascertain the understanding of and level of commitment to 

sustainability exhibited by the participants in the way that they spoke about their own attitudes and 

behaviours.  With the exception of two participants, the focus was on the environmental dimension. 

I will return to the exception a little later.  

Staff over 40 were quite concerned about not wasting things – energy being a big one. The ethos 

of ‘waste not, want not’ was mentioned in various forms. Blanchett herself, has used that phrase 

in a press interview when asked about her own environmentalism (Elliott, 2010). Three of the key 

change makers – Brookman, Upton, and O’Byrne could all be described as having strong levels of 

environmental commitment.  Mike and Cassie, who were also part of the implementation could be 

described as proactive – they were concerned about reducing waste, resource use in general and 

were engaged in pro-environmental behaviours. The one standout from the implementation team 

interviewed was Joe, the Head of Set Construction, who expressed no particular commitment to 

the environment but raised the issue of the lauan ply being used in their sets. Younger staff were 

more likely to mention food as a sustainability issue with one mentioning sustainable fisheries and 

others spoke about making ethical purchasing choices.   

On the social sustainability aspect, I specifically asked McIntyre and O’Byrne if a social dimension 

had been considered. McIntyre said that the focus of Greening the Wharf was purely environmental 

and that while he had discussed social sustainability with O’Byrne he felt that it had taken off as 

much as it was going to. O’Byrne, who had come out of a social impact rather than environmental 
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impact, seemed to have the most clarity about what social sustainability might involve. His 

Sustainability road map 2012-2015 explicitly addressed the social dimension (STC, 2012). It 

addressed three key social areas – reconciliation, access (in partnership with Accessible Arts) and 

inclusion. During the research phase STC had an indigenous intern working with the human 

resources manager. O’Byrne was also looking at how to employ some staff with physical or 

intellectual disabilities. Lastly, the inclusion aspect was to broaden STC’s reach to include regional 

areas and provide better access for seniors and other under-represented demographics. The social 

dimension as indicated by O’Byrne was about out-reach to community rather than having any 

particular focus on social sustainability among the staff themselves. This will be discussed further 

in Chapter 6.  

5.5. Behaviour changes  

The staff interviewed were asked questions about their understanding of sustainability and what 

behaviours they engaged in before and after Greening the Wharf (or joining STC for those who 

had been there since the project officially finished) at work and at home. The aim was to explore 

the nexus between the personal and organisational spaces because sustainability requires 

behaviour change in all of our contexts. I was interested in whether the organisational learning had 

impacted on personal learning and change around sustainable behaviours. As mentioned in 

Chapter 2, organisations themselves don’t learn, the organisational members learn and then that 

learning can be codified into organisational processes, practices and supporting documentation. 

When the learning relates to behaviours that are relevant to all contexts in which people live I 

wondered if the learning was carried from the work space to the home space.  The responses have 

been summarised in three separate tables, one for each of the key groups interviewed – those 

directly involved in the implementation, those not directly involved but who lived through it and 

those who had joined STC after the project had formally wrapped up. Each table is followed by 

my own reflections and observations. Table 5.4 provides a key to understanding my assessment of 

level of environmental commitment evident through my interview with each respondent, and 

graphics to represent the types of ecological behaviours they engaged in. Then, Tables 5.6, 5.7 and 

5.9 cover the responses of the three groups. I devised the symbols and sourced them from creative 

commons sources on the internet for ease of presentation to the reader. 
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5.5.1. Commentary on reported behaviour by staff involved in the 
implementation of Greening the Wharf   

The first five people on the list represent the key implementers and leaders of Act I of Greening 

the Wharf. They were members of GT I with the exception of Upton who was part of an oversight 

group with Brookman and other industry members. Upton and Blanchett were the instigators. The 

latter two, McIntyre and O’Byrne came into the picture in Act II after Brookman left. Brookman 

described himself as an ‘organised hippy’ during our interview and described Greening the Wharf 

as a ‘dream come true’. He had been a committed environmentalist since the 1970’s and built his 

own environmentally friendly home in the Adelaide Hills. This helps to explain the extensive 

efforts he went to in order to see it succeed. It would be fair to say that neither he nor any other of 

that original group could have known just how successful it would be and the scale to which it 

grew. As the General Manager of over ten years and very experienced in producing theatre, he 

described the project as being like a giant theatre production. So, his skill set translated well to 

working on the project. In addition, to the three staff interviewed (Cassie, Joe and Mike), he was 

also assisted by the Heads of Development and Lighting who had both left the company by the 

time the research was conducted. Brookman’s personal values played an enormous role in his 

enthusiastic embrace of such a large task and he managed it ably. It may also have lead him to 

leave STC to pursue his ill-fated Earth Station Adelaide project, a similar festival to WOMAD 

(World Of Music, Adelaide festival) but with a focus on sustainability. It was not a success and he 

returned to managing theatre running the Adelaide Theatre Company. He has installed an extensive 

PV array at his home since finishing with STC and mentioned that he would love to audit his life 

with the thoroughness that Big Switch employed in assessing STC.  

It is evident in the reported green behaviours of the original Green Team I members that there was 

an evident commitment to the environment or at least to not be needlessly wasteful. Joe, the Head 

of Set Construction, was the exception because he was described by others and himself as not 

having any particular green tendencies before joining Green Team I. However, he was aware that 

the ply they used in the sets was unsustainable and it would need to be addressed if STC was going 

to go green. The changes in work practices in the Production area as a consequence of his research 

and that of the Head of Lighting were extensive. Joe did not consider that he engaged in particularly 

green behaviours at home and had not modified his home behaviour despite the extensive learning 

he had undergone on sourcing sustainable timbers and on waste stream management. Mike, the 

House Services Manager, talked about having a natural affinity for saving energy and water,  

 







 

121 

reusing and recycling. His childhood promoted those ideas as being sensible rather than part of a 

particular environmental commitment and it continued into adulthood in behaviours both at home 

and at work. As he was already engaging in many green behaviours before Greening the Wharf he 

did not make any further changes since. He had already renovated a house, installed solar panels, 

water tanks and a grey water harvesting system.   

Director of Finance, Cassie, grew up surrounded by a beautiful natural environment in the Adelaide 

Hills and was imbued with pro-environmental values by her mother. She lived in a set of units in 

Sydney which limited her personal behaviours but she recycled extensively and was active in a 

community garden established at the units. So, there was little additional behaviour change she could 

engage in. She indicated that she would take public transport to work if she could but the Walsh Bay 

area was not serviced by Sydney Buses, something she had been lobbying the City of Sydney to 

change, not just for her but for patrons of STC as well.  Upton, of course, had excellent green 

credentials, having renovated his and Blanchett’s home to include water harvesting, grey water 

recycling and solar panels. On the day I interviewed him, he had cycled to work from Hunters Hill, 

though he did indicate that it was not an everyday thing. One of the other staff conveyed a comment 

from him that he feels less guilty on the days in drives the Porsche to work if he cycles some of the 

time! Despite his status in the company he was obviously aware of the need to set a positive example 

to the staff at STC.  

McIntyre did not describe himself as a strong environmentalist but had the commitments to not 

wasting resources needlessly. He mentioned his father reminding him to turn of lights or put on a 

jumper rather than switching the heater on when he was a child. He was acutely aware of being 

scrutinised by the media around the time that Greening the Wharf was rolling out. He purchased a 

new car around that time and convinced his partner that a four cylinder model would be preferable to 

a larger six cylinder because he was somewhat concerned about any negative press that might attract. 

If he had purchased the car later, it is difficult to know if he would have made the same decision. He 

also indicated that he refuses to own a clothes dryer. O’Byrne indicated that in his work life, the 

environmental side of sustainability was relatively new to him, he demonstrated a strong commitment 

to green behaviours in his personal life prior to joining STC. He had kept chickens in the garden of 

his block of units at Bondi until other residents asked him to remove them because they found them 

too noisy. He had purchased flight offsets since they became available. He had a property outside of 

Sydney as well where he was as green as possible. He had also downsized his car.  
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Overall, the impression from the group of implementers was of people who were committed to the 

environment on some level and that may have been why they were the ones to put up their hands to 

roll out the project. In Joe’s case I would suggest his commitment to the organisation and the potential 

reputational risk around not investigating the ply was more important than his lack of personal 

commitment to the environment. McIntyre was handed Greening the Wharf as part of his taking on 

the general management of STC, so he did not have the passion that Brookman had, nor the capacity 

to take on such a huge new role and the Greening the Wharf project. Hence, the employment of 

O’Byrne to manage that. However, it was McIntyre who said that a project like Greening the Wharf 

could not be deemed as successful unless the culture changed so that greening behaviours were part 

of business as usual, though he did not express full confidence that it had been achieved during our 

interview. The research process produced sufficient evidence to provide that confidence to him.  

5.5.2. Commentary on reported behaviour by staff not involved in the 
implementation of Greening the Wharf but lived through it.  

Of those interviewed, only archivist, Jane and Data Analyst, Alan indicated any pro-green 

commitments and behaviours prior to the Greening the Wharf project. Alan was the most committed 

and expressed frustration at the ticketing practices in STC. He described the ticketing stock as being 

quite a source of waste because the base stock would change and old stock would be dumped. He 

also spoke about lots of paper membership forms and that he had been pushing for online forms but 

that the age of patrons was an impediment to changes in that regard.  He spoke about being quite pro-

environmental in his personal life and this did not change with Greening the Wharf. His purchasing 

of a smaller car after Greening the Wharf would probably have happened regardless of Greening the 

Wharf.   

Jane, had always tried to recycle and reuse both at home and work. She reused folders in the Archives 

area and she and Alan were also convinced that STC were already recycling paper and cardboard 

before Greening the Wharf, whereas McIntyre seemed to think it was a Greening the Wharf initiative. 

Jack, the Production Workshops Manager who had worked at STC for over thirty years did not 

express a particularly green commitment but mentioned that theatre companies reuse and recycle 

what they 

 





can. He had been critical in the waste stream management and had attended training to improve their 

practices along with Joe, Head of Scenic Art. He maintained and updated the database that STC used 

to track their waste stream so that STC could measure the tonnage of waster diverted away from 

landfill. He was very enthusiastic in describing the lengths he and his team would go in order to find 

a new use for parts of sets whose only alternate destination is landfill. It was somewhat surprising then 

that he did not indicate any particularly green behaviours in his personal life since Greening the Wharf. 

He engaged in the usual kerbside recycling, but it did not seem that he had made a connection between 

the work and home context.   

Bob, the Building Services Manager at Sydney Theatre was similar to Mike, the House Services 

Manager at STC in that their roles were to run the built environment of the theatre as cost effectively 

as possible. All the initiatives he engaged in at ST were driven by that and not a particular 

commitment to the environment or participation in the Greening the Wharf project. He had installed 

efficient lighting, water and energy saving fixtures and fittings in the public bathrooms among other 

measures but it was all to reduce the cost of running the ST building. In his home life, he did not 

express particular green commitments, mainly harping at his kids to turn off lights.   

Hannah and Pam were both very shy interviewees and thus, not very forthcoming with their answers. 

Neither expressed strong commitments before Greening the Wharf and Hannah mentioned recycling 

at home afterwards, but her lack of confidence and the fact that the interview did not record makes 

me reliant on my notes. I don’t regard these two interviews as strong data sources.  

5.5.3. Commentary on reported behaviour by staff who joined after 
Greening the Wharf project had formally wrapped up 

The staff who were interviewed consisted of five purposively selected from the staff list by the human 

resources intern and two I specifically targeted. Of the five who were randomly selected, two were 

recent migrants from Ireland (Will and Connor) and had grown up in rural settings which influenced 

their early values. Will was particularly reflective about the state of the world and read to educate 

himself about issues like climate change and tried to do things like grow his own food despite living 

in a city setting. Connor had been surrounded by environmental values at home, school and college 

but his move to Australia seemed to have stopped his own environmentalism in its tracks. Living in 



 

 

a city was a big shift of context and one that can make the same level of involvement more difficult 

but as with many interviews my sense was that he had not really thought about the home context 

despite being well versed in and positive about STC’s green credentials. He listed many pro-green 

behaviours in the workplace and expressed pride in being a staff member.   
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Susie and Dave both seemed to have a reasonable level of environmental awareness and were 

engaging in pro-environmental behaviours, Susie’s behaviour was informed by the lived 

experience of growing up on a drought prone farm which also focussed her attention on food 

security. Dave had become a production assistant after Greening the Wharf had wrapped up and 

this would have put the Green Design Policy at the centre of his work (Appendix 4). This was 

reflected in his knowledge around sustainable timbers and his own expressed commitment to try 

to use an iPad for much of his own work in preference to paper. He also indicated that he was 

choosing to walk or catch public transport to work.  Kim also showed some pro-green attitudes 

and behaviours. She was also spending some time with members of the Green Team and expressed 

interest in having some of the Greening practices from the Wharf transferred to Sydney Theatre. 

It had not been included in the initial Greening the Wharf project due to the age of the building but 

as the project evolved and greening was being discussed as a company-wide program she picked 

up on the differences and was actively pursuing them. However, Bob, the building manager still 

saw ST as something quite separate from Greening the Wharf which he saw as sitting in the Wharf 

building.  

I targeted two other people for interview. The first was Trina who ran “The Bar” restaurant at the 

far end of the Wharf building. I wanted to get a sense of how much the Greening the Wharf project 

had impacted on the tender process for her organisation when they applied to run it and how green 

their own work practices were given they were a separate company to STC. She indicated that they 

had to operate The Bar with the same green ethos as STC. They shared the same waste management 

company. They had installed worm farms and compost to deal with food waste, minimised the use 

of lights during the day, and used candles at night to minimise electricity use. They were drawing 

power from the PV array. Food and wine were purchased as locally as possible.  Trina’s own sense 

of what sustainability was about was informed by her work in the food industry and she followed 

the same local purchasing ethos that she uses in STC.  

The second was Corporate Partnerships Coordinator, Cynthia, who was a member of Green Team 

II and O’Byrne had recommended I speak to her about their activities. Cynthia had joined STC 

within the preceding 18 months. While aware of the solar panels she did not have extensive 

knowledge of Greening the Wharf and did not think of herself as being particularly 

environmentally aware.  However, as she worked with sponsors, she started to notice some of their 

involvement with greening and became more interested in exploring it. One of her colleagues was 

also studying sustainability which heightened her interest. Her work involved events management 
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which brought her into contact with the Green Events Guide (STC, 2011c) and actively guiding 

clients using the Wharf on what was appropriate practice. She is one of the only staff members 

who seems to have genuinely changed her personal behaviour in response to this increase in 

knowledge, saying that she recycles far more, buys green products, is involved in a community 

garden and walks to work each day.   

5.5.4. Summary discussion of behaviours at work before and after 
Greening the Wharf or joining STC 

What is evident from the research is that staff are aware of and have reported on behavioural 

changes they have engaged in since the Greening the Wharf project or joining the organisation. It 

shows that it is within the awareness of staff as it applies in their particular area.  Staff in production 

were more likely to mention the Green Design Policy (Appendix 4) and sourcing of timbers from 

sustainable sources. Staff involved with events were more aware of the Green Events Guide and 

how it helped them to ensure compliance by organisations using STC to host events (STC, 2011c). 

Staff in the administrative areas were more likely to mention being encouraged to switch off 

devices and the changes to printing practices as these were the most prominent issues for them. 

However, across the interviewee sample it was clear that changes had occurred across the 

organisation. Some of the more long serving staff spoke about a culture of reuse and recycling 

even before Greening the Wharf but newer staff tied all greening behaviours to the Greening the 

Wharf project.  

I think it is worth distinguishing between those reported behaviours that could be described as 

requiring minimal to no effort and those that required actual behaviour change on the part of the 

staff. For example, several staff mentioned that the printers had been switched to automatic double 

–sided and black and white ink. Thus, the positive behaviour requires no effort. However, being

encouraged to minimise printing by drawing attention to the amount of water and energy required

to  produce paper does require staff to make a conscious choice to share files electronically rather

than printing and sharing hard copies, or to avoid printing unless it is absolutely necessary.

Recycling required a conscious effort on the part of staff but it was supported by the presence of

recycling bins across the organisation. Staff had to make the effort to switch off their monitor and

computer at night. The production area had to make an even bigger effort as they had to consider

how to reuse and recycle a range of materials used in productions including metal and timber and

other materials that could not be taken by the waste stream management company.  As at 2014,
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staff were still undertaking training to improve their waste stream management and recording the 

material diverted from landfill so it could be reported in the annual company report and on the STC 

website.  

5.5.5. Summary discussion of behaviours at home before and after 
Greening the Wharf or joining STC  

This area was the most unexplored in the literature on sustainability.   Given the pervasiveness of 

the environmental problems faced by society, and if an organisation could positively influence the 

behaviour of its staff outside of work,  that could be an avenue for pursuing pro-environmental 

behaviours among the broader population. Overall, there seemed to be minimal to no influence on 

greening behaviours engaged in by staff as a consequence of living through the Greening the Wharf 

project. Those who were already proactive or committed to the environment continued in that vein 

but those who were neutral, while reporting changes in their work-based behaviours, did not 

modify their behaviour at home. As discussed, McIntyre may have downsized his vehicle but it 

seemed to be more a choice of being consistent with the Greening the Wharf messaging than a 

particularly environmental decision.   

A notable standout among the interviewees, was Corporate Partnerships Coordinator, Cynthia who  

I would describe as neutral going into her work with STC. She joined STC after Greening the  

Wharf formally wrapped up but she was asked if she would be interested in joining Green Team 

II in 2013.  Her own job involved events management and so, she was using the Green Events 

Guide (STC, 2011c) as part of her job. In addition, as a member of the Green Team II, she was 

actively seeking ways to encourage ongoing behaviour change among the staff, so was likely to 

be thinking about the project and about behaviour change more than her non-Green Team II 

colleagues. She reported significant behaviour change at home, as discussed above. In the case of 

Cynthia and McIntyre, their involvement in Greening the Wharf and Green Team II had drawn an 

explicit link between the work and home context that does not seem to have been the case for other 

staff.   

In the main, it seemed that a proactive or environmentalist attitude from the home context was an 

influence on those who enthusiastically embraced the Greening the Wharf project as Green Team 

I was populated by staff (those interviewed) who fit into either category, with the exception of Joe. 

In addition, there did not seem be the same strength of directional influence from the work context 

to the home context. Those who were already committed continued in that vein and those who 
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were not were engaging in positive behaviours in the workplace but it did not translate to the home 

context. So, it seemed to be a successful organisational learning exercise though less of a personal 

one. Of course, there was never a stated intention to modify staff behaviour outside the workplace 

as part of the Greening the Wharf project, although there was an intention to engage the community 

in a discussion about the environment and climate change as part of the project and significant 

culture change was also a part of the project’s intentions. So, it was not improbable to think that 

through those two elements that staff might have considered the home context as well.   

5.6. Conclusion 

This chapter has laid out the preliminary research findings about Greening the Wharf at STC. It 

has introduced the staff interviewed, the researcher’s journey into the data, the chronology of the 

project as it unfolded, the impressions of the staff about the project and its impacts and the 

behaviour changes evident in the home and work contexts engaged in by staff post-project and 

post-joining STC.   

Was the success of Greening the Wharf down to the valiant efforts of Brookman and his Green 

Team I?  It was always more complex than that and, of course, Green Team I was largely disbanded 

after three of its members moved on from STC. The new management team had to continue the 

project roll out alongside the key individuals who remained with the company and held the 

corporate and project knowledge. It evolved and took on a slightly new form over that process 

which was also very successful but perhaps not exactly as it might have been envisioned initially. 

This will be explored in Chapter 6 where I will also examine the project using Cooksey’s (2003) 

systems of dynamic complexity framework to ascertain what key enabling conditions and feedback 

were most crucial to the project; if organisational learning is evident per the features articulated in 

Chapter 2.2; how we might measure the success of STC’s sustainability credentials using the Benn, 

et al Sustainability Phase Model (2014); and, examine the role that various frames and metaphors 

played at multiple levels.  
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Chapter 6. Deeper analyses, reflections  
and interpretations  

6.1. Introduction  

This chapter will present discuss, integrate and theorise about the findings outlined in Chapter 5. 

Chapter 5 discussed the experiences of various players, some involved with Greening the Wharf 

and some not directly involved at all. It also covered the way in which the results of the Greening 

the Wharf project are reported on by STC each year since 2011. Those results only give us a small 

window on the larger changes evident at STC and the process by which they were achieved. In 

order to explore the broader question of whether organisational learning for sustainability took 

place and how it affected staff behaviour we need to examine STC more broadly than just through 

the lens of Greening the Wharf and those particular metrics.  This chapter will proceed as follows:  

6.2   will assess the level of sustainability commitment attained by STC;  

6.3 will explore how the organisational learning for sustainability unfolded over time 

through the lens of Cooksey’s complex systems of dynamic influence;  

6.4   will examine what organisational learning features were evident at STC; and,  

6.5   will explore the nexus between organisational learning and PL for sustainability   

6.2. Assessing STC’s level of sustainability commitment  

The results outlined in Figure 5.1 are a succinct and easy to digest set of metrics for the casual 

reader to grasp but too shallow to explore the range of deeper changes that had occurred at STC. 

There was evidence that O’Byrne was considering a more widely accepted form of reporting to 

augment the graphical results. The STC Sustainability Roadmap 2012-2015 (STC, 2012) 

mentioned in 5.3.3., canvassed the possibility of reporting along the lines of the Global Reporting 

Initiative.  

GRI helps businesses and governments worldwide understand and 

communicate their impact on critical sustainability issues such as climate 

change, human rights, governance and social well-being. This enables 

real action to create social, environmental and economic benefits for 

everyone. The GRI Sustainability Reporting Standards are developed with 
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true multi-stakeholder contributions and rooted in the public interest 

(GRI, 2018).   

At the time the research was conducted, there has been no evidence that this form of reporting had 

been taken up by the organisation. However, it is valuable to consider the STC’s sustainability 

overall inclusive of and beyond the Greening the Wharf project by drawing on a more publicly 

available evaluation tool. Though Greening the Wharf had an environmental focus, many tools for 

evaluating sustainability address environmental, economic and human sustainability or 

combinations thereof. As STC already report on their economic outcomes as part of their annual 

report, that leaves the issue of human sustainability unmeasured and therefore, unreported. The 

level of human sustainability both within and beyond the organisations has been described in 

various models and assessment tools, some which have already been mentioned (Benn et al., 2014; 

Elkington, 1998; Nattrass & Altomare, 2016).  By explicitly looking at the human and 

environmental aspects of sustainability at STC, we can gain a more comprehensive understanding 

of how well it is embedded in the organisation.  In fact, it could be argued that the core meaning 

of ‘sustainability’, centres not on what organisations do to become sustainable, but how behaviours 

and cultures need to change in order for greening activities to become sustainable through time; 

sustainability is less about what organisations do to become greener, but how they do it (Dalton & 

Cooksey, 2018). I applied the Sustainability Phase Model (Benn et al., 2014) to assess STC.    

6.2.1. Applying the Sustainability Phase Model to STC 

As discussed in Chapter 2.3 and 2.4, the sustainability phase model assesses organisations across 

two dimensions – human sustainability (HS) and ecological sustainability (ES). Ecological 

sustainability relates to engaging in reworking organisations in order to promote sustainable 

economic development and to protect the environment. Human sustainability is about capacity 

building among staff in an organisation so that they have the skills for achieving and maintaining 

sustainable organisational performance and the well-being of the broader community. Six phases 

of commitment are identified – (1) rejection, (2) non-responsiveness, (3) compliance, (4) 

efficiency, (5) strategic proactivity and (6) the sustaining corporation. Benn at al. (2014) provide 

a checklist for each level across the human and ecological dimensions to allow assessment of 

where an organisation might sit within the six phases and show what characterises each phase as 

organisations progress. By examining those checklists, we can assess how an organisation is 

travelling in terms of its human sustainability (HS) and ecological sustainability (ES).  
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Organisations can operate at different levels across the two dimensions. For example, an oil 

company may have excellent Human Resource practices and engage in positive behaviour in the 

community, giving it a rating of HS5 but its core business is damaging the environment which will 

put it at ES1 or ES2. The model allows different levels across and within those dimensions over 

time. I was impressed prima facie with the ecological achievements of STC and decided to apply 

the checklist for a sustaining corporation to them, having examined the criteria for the previous 

phases and discerning strong evidence that they met those criteria.  

While STC have couched their achievements much more strongly along the ecological dimension, 

the underpinning philosophy of what Benn et al. describe as the sustaining corporation are evident 

in the STC's intention to ‘green theatre’. There was a strategic intent at the outset to use the profile 

of the company to raise awareness around environmental sustainability, particularly climate 

change and to leverage the traditional ‘forum’ role of theatre as a place for engaging with the 

important issues facing the community. In the context of having such high profile Co-Artistic 

Directors in Blanchett and Upton, that objective was certainly met. The Greening the Wharf project 

attracted extensive media coverage. However, underpinning that strategy were the strong 

ecological commitments of Blanchett and Upton who were known for their environmental activism 

and thus, their underpinning objective for greening theatre was to do the right thing.  

The focus was purely environmental but as the sustainability phase model examines the human 

dimension, I applied the checklist for it as well, and it became the source of a key insight. Table 

6.1 provides an overview of the characteristics of the HS and ES across the levels with an 

indication of where STC was at in 2008 when the Greening the Wharf project started and in 2014 

when the research was conducted.  I rated them as ES2 due to the lack of engagement with 

environmental sustainability. While there was evidence of the reuse of materials, it was not due to 

environmental concerns but more to do with saving money in an industry that is often under-

funded. I have rated them as being at HS5-6 based on the interview data, specifically the 

commentary on the organisational culture from those who were with the company during the 

period prior to and during the Greening the Wharf project. They were able to provide insight into 

the way the company treated its staff at the time.  

The pinnacle of the SPM, the sustaining corporation can be described in more detail as providing 

the following to human and ecological sustainability.  
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Human sustainability (HS6) Ecological sustainability (ES6). 

The organization accepts responsibility for contributing to the 
process of renewing and upgrading human knowledge and 
skill formation in the community and society generally, and is 
a strong promoter of equal opportunity, workplace diversity 
and work-life balance as workplace principles. It adopts a 
strong and clearly defined corporate ethical position based on 
multiple stakeholder perspectives and seeks to exert 
influence on the key participants in the industry and in society 
in general to pursue human welfare, equitable and just social 
practices and the fulfilment of human potential of all. People 
are seen as valuable in their own right. 

The organization becomes an active promoter of ecological 
sustainability values and seeks to influence key participants 
in the industry and society in general. Environmental best 
practice is espoused and enacted because it is the 
responsible thing to do. The organization tries to assist 
society to be ecologically sustainable and uses its entire 
range of products and services to this end. The organisation 
is prepared to use its influence to promote positive 
sustainability policies on the part of governments, the 
restructuring of markets and the development of community 
values to facilitate the emergence of a sustainable society. 
Nature is valued for its own sake. (Benn et al., 2014, pp. 31-
32)
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social contract to the ecological environment and future generations. They encoded the terms of the 

contract into company documentation. That will be explored in the discussion related to the other 

pillars.  

6.2.1.2. A focus on human sustainability 

Human sustainability has both an internal and external focus (Benn et al., 2014). Internally, it focusses 

on the commitment to develop staff who are knowledgeable and flexible and who are capable of 

taking responsibility for their own development. Such staff are more capable of being responsive to 

change efforts. Externally, it focusses on having a strong ethical stance in relation to its stakeholders 

and developing strong relationships with them and being a source of positive influence on them.  

STC’s corporate values are Creativity, Play, Rigour and Commitment. Keywords that flesh out those 

values include curiosity, flexibility, collaboration and continuous improvement. The organisational 

structure is flat with an executive team comprising the Artistic Director and Executive Director, then 

departments with a single manager including Finance and Administration, Marketing and Customer 

Services, Philanthropy, Community, Corporate Partnerships, House Services and Production. The 

structure is represented graphically in Figure 6.5.  Staff at STC speak of a company that they are 

proud to work in, a place that encourages work-life balance, where contributions from staff are 

welcomed and supported for exploration. Human Resource recruitment practices enforce the values 

around Greening the Wharf and greening is incorporated into the staff induction process.  Work 

Health and Safety practices and documentation are rigorous.   

In a section of the 2015 Annual report headed A Great Place to Work, staff education initiatives were 

documented, staff engagement with the other organisations or the community were applauded and 

long serving staff were honoured (STC, 2015a). Staff interviewed for the case study expressed pride 

in being staff members and demonstrated high levels of morale. This approach to human resources 

greatly assists the company to draw on the best of the talents of their employees. Staff are supported 

to develop their skills and share their knowledge within and beyond the company. Long-serving staff 

members are honoured with an award named after their longest serving staff member at the quarterly 

company meetings. The culture is relaxed, creative and collaborative.   

STC engages with the community in a variety of ways, promoting its sustainability journey with 

schoolchildren, other theatre and non-theatre organisations and the public. The Community section 

of the company website details the extensive work that STC does in terms of adult drama and literacy, 
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juvenile justice and providing disadvantaged students with access to live theatre. In 2015, STC made 

another visible contribution to their human sustainability credentials by releasing statements related 

to its commitment to human rights and against corruption, stating “Sydney Theatre Company (STC) 

takes seriously its role as a responsible leader and influencer within the arts industry and wider 

community” and “our obligation to ensuring transparency and accountability of our business 

decisions and dealings” (STC, 2015b).  

Though Greening the Wharf did not specifically set out to address human sustainability as such, the 

way in which the company deals with its staff strongly contributed to a culture that was open to and 

willing to change to support environmental sustainability through investigating and modifying 

organisational practices as well as it has. The sustainability phase model (Benn et al., 2014) provides 

a key to understanding the success of the Greening the Wharf project at STC. STC would have been 

at level ES2 two, non-responsive, in the Sustainability Phase Model when the project began (Benn et 

al., 2014). The ecological environment was not a factor in the day-to-day business of the company. It 

became a focal point for the company when Blanchett and Upton took up their co-artistic directorial 

positions. Had their human sustainability been at HS2, where staff are viewed as a cost and industrial 

relations is more focussed on making sure that staff do the work they are employed for, the level of 

buy-in from staff when asked to engage in how they could ‘green’ their work practices would have 

been minimal, in all likelihood. At this level, significant barriers to organisational learning are usually 

evident. Staff may be cynical, feel it is adding to their workload and become defensive, avoiding 

engagement so as to maintain the status quo. The fact that staff were consulted on this already 

indicates that they were valued beyond the specific skill set that they brought to their roles.    

The process of engaging the staff, of empowering them to explore their ideas and the continued 

commitment to gaining their input on improving greening practices indicates that STC were operating 

between human sustainability HS5 and HS6 when the Greening the Wharf project was starting. At 

these levels, staff are valued for all that they can contribute, and the workplace works on attracting 

and retaining the best staff it can by providing excellent working conditions. The people who work 

for the company are seen as having value in their own right. The high human sustainability rating at 

the start of the project provided the fertile cultural soil for planting the greening idea, and perhaps, 

any other initiative. Staff knew that their input was valued, they showed high levels of commitment 

to the organisation and a willingness to go on the greening journey precisely because they were valued 

for what they could contribute beyond their functional roles. This was critical to the success of 
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Greening the Wharf and STC’s attaining the status of sustaining organisation.  In complexity terms, 

it was a key enabling factor.  

6.2.1.3. Purposive, values-based action 

A sustaining organisation is based on strong values and attract staff who are committed to the same 

values. As mentioned above, STC’s corporate values included creativity, curiosity, collaboration and 

continuous improvement. Their commitment to environmental sustainability was captured in its job 

descriptions. The Sustainability road map 2012-2015 indicated continued commitment to educate and 

advocate for environmental sustainability within and beyond the arts industry (STC, 2012).   

6.2.1.4. A focus on ecological sustainability 

In addition to the savings made through infrastructure changes, STC’s commitment to the 

environment was demonstrated in its continued refining and embedding of sustainable practices into 

organisational activities, as detailed in Chapter 5.3.   

6.2.1.5. Building strategy into culture 

Benn et al., (2014) discuss the importance of culture in setting an organisational strategy if an 

organisation wants to become a sustaining one. To achieve a change on that scale requires that all of 

the organisation’s members embrace sustainability values so that they become part of the way they 

go about their roles, a core shared ideology that is enacted in day to day practices. A strong culture 

binds the environmental and human sustainability in the organisation.   

STC was able to leverage an already strong culture with a high level of human sustainability in 

embracing its environmental sustainability program. As indicated in 6.2.2.2, without its high human 

sustainability rating, it is unlikely that they would have attained the level of buy-in from staff when 

Blanchett and Upton announced the intention to green STC. However, it should be noted that 

McIntyre had to try to make sense of Greening the Wharf when he developed the business plan for 

STC under his leadership. When he joined in 2010, Greening the Wharf had become a multi-million 

dollar juggernaut that was attracting more attention in the press than the core business of producing 

theatre. In developing his business plan of STC, ABC – arts,   business, community- he was able to 

retain the commitment to greening while reasserting the core role of the company (STC, 2010). STC 

was an arts company. STC needed to be financially viable and STC had a role in being embedded 

and engaged with its community. Greening became part of that community engagement because it 
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provided STC with a platform to engage the community in a conversation about environmental 

sustainability.  

6.2.1.6. Proactive leadership 

A strong organisational culture is underpinned by a commitment to having sustainability as a core 

part of its strategy needs to be reinforced by proactive leadership at all organisational levels (Benn et 

al., (2014). At every stage of Greening the Wharf there was evidence of proactive leadership, key 

staff who emerged as champions and role models, inspiring others to act through their actions. The 

members of Green Team I were the first leaders and built the momentum for greening to become part 

of the organisational culture. Green Team II continued the process of culture change, retaining a role 

in being a focal point for suggested continuous improvements in environmental sustainability at STC. 

Leadership was encouraged at all organisational levels which allowed STC to capture knowledge 

across the organisation.  

The sustainability phase model deals with the human and ecological levels of sustainability but does 

not specifically address the financial sustainability of the organisation, though Benn at al., (2014) 

articulate that a strategy with sustainability at its core must ensure that it attends to the financial 

viability of the organisation. In 2.2, I articulated my own definition of sustainability that could be 

applied to all organisation types and was based on the concept of the triple bottom line. I argued that 

to operate sustainably, an organisation must   

a. Ensure its ongoing financial viability; while

b. ensuring that it extracts no more from the ecological environment than can be replaced

all along its supply chain, by minimising its carbon footprint, minimising waste to landfill;

and,

c. engaging in management practices that promote the development and well-being of both

employees and community-based stakeholders.

In attaining an ecological and human rating of level of ES6 and HS6, STC met b. and c. above. Their 

financial performance over the tenure of Blanchett and Upton also improved substantially. The 2013 

annual report indicated a surplus of $430, 837 compared to a $254, 420 deficit in 2012. The 2013 

ticket sales netted $4.851 million compared to $2.047 in 2012 (STC, 2013). STC could thus be 

characterised by the metaphor of a sustaining organisation across all three measures.  
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6.2.2. Insights about STC’s level of sustainability commitment 

This section has assessed the level of organisational learning for sustainability evident at STC through 

the application of the Sustainability Phase Model (Benn et al., 2014). It found that STC could be 

described with the metaphor of sustaining organisation across both the human and ecological 

dimensions as captured in Table 6.2. STC also addressed the six pillars of a sustaining organisation 

(Benn et al., 2014). This section found that a critical contributor to the level of organisational learning 

for sustainability was the high human sustainability rating evident at STC prior to the Greening the 

Wharf project. This was a critical enabling condition in the success of the project. Staff were already 

empowered to lead their own learning and valued for all that they could contribute to the organisations 

in an organisation with a strong and collaborative culture. This was one of many enabling conditions 

that contributed to the success of the project. They are explored in the next section where I apply a 

Cooksey’s (2003) complex systems of dynamic influence model to organisations and organisational 

learning to Greening the Wharf at STC.  

6.3. Complex systems analysis of organisational learning for 
sustainability 

Chapter 3 established the conceptual framework for the analysis of this project as an example of 

organisational learning for sustainability within the Complex Adaptive System (CAS) that is STC 

and using metaphors and frames to dive deeply into each of the subsystems. Figure 3.1 explored the 

contextual complexity of organisational activities (in this case, Greening the Wharf) as developed by 

Cooksey, (2003). There are a range of influences of greater or lesser power in around any focal 

organisational activity when we consider the range of contexts within which those activities occur. 

These include the environment, the organisation itself, intra and interpersonal contexts which are 

interacting dynamically through positive (destabilising) and negative (stabilising) feedback loops. 

Within those influences and feedback analysis allows for the identification of enabling factors. I 

already mentioned one such factor in the previous section – the high level of human sustainability 

operating at STC at the time that Greening the Wharf was introduced. This was so important that I 

would describe it as a critical enabling factor. I will distinguish those that were absolutely essential 

to the project as critical enabling factors from those that were important which I will describe as 

enabling factors. I have created a series of flow diagrams to express the process graphically.   
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• Appendix 5 captures the dynamic influences and key points of feedback between them in

a mind map. It provides a single perspective on the sources of dynamic influence in

graphical form for readers who find visual representations a useful augmentation of the

written analysis.

• Figure 6.1 - a flow diagram of the announcement of greening and its impact on the start

of organisational learning for Sustainability at STC, indicating the type of feedback and

learning loops evident. This figure indicates the positive destabilising feedback that

prompted the examination of what STC’s purpose was and the opportunity presented to

engage in double loop learning. Once the company had decided that its role was to engage

the community in a conversation about the important issues facing society, the key one

being climate change, all the subsequent learning that took place was single loop. That is,

the new vision of becoming the greenest theatre in the world established performance

gaps that needed to be closed so that existing practices could be done in a green way. The

subsequent figures do not include notations for positive or negative feedback because all

of that subsequent learning was single loop. The detail is then captured in the following

figures:

• Figure 6.2 – a flow diagram examining Act I: 2007-mid-2010

• Figure 6.3 – a flow diagram examining Act II: mid 2010-2011

• Figure 6.4 – a flow diagram examining After the show: 2012 and beyond

Blanchett and Upton’s strong environmental commitments were the first critical enabling condition 

by making the idea of greening theatre part of their job application and subsequent tenure. Without 

that there would never have been a project. Their subsequent announcement to the Company that their 

artistic vision for STC was for it to be green was a source of positive, destabilising, feedback to the 

system and pushed it out of equilibrium. Theatre is a resource hungry activity and STC had not shown 

evidence of really trying to produce shows in an environmentally sustainable way even though at least 

the Set Construction area was aware of the poor environmental credentials of the ply being used for 

set construction. The environment was just not part of the way they framed what they did. The 

announcement of the strategic intention to green theatre provided a key opportunity for double loop 

learning where the assumptions that underpinned the reason for the organisation existing were brought 

into question. Should STC stop producing theatre to help mitigate against climate change? Should it 

redefine its purpose as being to engage the public in a conversation about climate change by becoming 
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an exemplar of how this resource hungry activity could be done in a way that does not damage the 

environment and share the story? They chose the latter and set in train the Greening the Wharf project 

proper. There were key enabling conditions evident across the domains of dynamic influence that 

provided key feedback into the system and ultimately enabled STC to emerge as a sustaining 

corporation.   

Exploring the domains of dynamic influence allowed me to look at the contextual complexity around 

the unfolding of Greening the Wharf over time and the behaviours that emerged as STC adapted to 

the feedback. Appendix 5 provides a graphical representation of those influences. The following 

subsections look at the four domains influencing the focal activity of Greening the Wharf – (6.3.1) 

Environment, (6.3.2) Organisation, (6.3.3), Individual and (6.3.4) group. 

6.3.1. Environmental influences and enabling conditions 

The environmental context in which any organisational activity takes place includes anything that sits 

outside of the organisation proper, but which can impact on the organisation and its activities. These 

can include socio-political circumstances, legal issues, professional associations, media and other 

information sources, the ecological environment, cultural and cross-cultural influences.   



Figure 6-1 Flow diagram of the announcement of greening and its impact on the start of organisational learning for Sustainability at STC 
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Figure 6-2 Flow diagram examining Act I: 2007-mid 2010 
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Figure 6-3 Flow diagram examining Act II: mid 2010-2011 
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Figure 6-4 Flow diagram examining after the show: 2012 and beyond 
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A number of enabling conditions were evident around the time that Greening the Wharf was being 

conceived and planned.  A critical condition in the success of Greening the Wharf was the timing of 

the announcement to ‘green theatre’ and the subsequent project rollout. This meant that the idea had 

the most fertile of socio-political circumstances for exploring an environmental sustainability project 

in the last twenty years.  Australia had been in grip of a drought from 2000 and did not see significant 

easing until April 2008 for Sydney, though many other parts of the country did not get any relief until 

the La Niña of 2010. The climate statement from the Bureau of Meteorology 2007 stated:  

Australian annual mean temperature for 2007 was 6th warmest on record 

(0.67°C above normal). Australian annual mean maximum temperature for 

2007 was 0.73°C above normal and annual mean minimum temperature 

0.61°C above normal; highest on record annual mean and maximum 

temperatures across much of the south; warmest year on record for Murray 

Darling Basin, South Australia, New South Wales and Victoria; and longterm 

droughts persist in the far southwest and southeast (Bureau of Meterology, 

2008).  

Former US Vice-President, Al Gore’s documentary, An Inconvenient Truth, was raising public 

awareness of climate change and its potential impacts (Guggenheim, 2006). The impact of the movie 

has been researched in several studies, one of which reported a significant relationship between 

coverage of the movie in the media and public perception about climate change being an urgent issue 

(Brulle, Carmichael, & Jenkins, 2012). According to Upton, he and Blanchett already knew Gore, 

having met him in the US and discussed his slide show about climate change. When he visited Australia 

in 2007, “Cate threw a [fundraising] dinner for about 50 people and they got to hear from her and Al 

Gore” (Brookman 2015, 17). In all, the philanthropic donations to the project totalled about half a 

million dollars.  

Another critical enabling condition in ensuring commitment was having the Australian of the year, 

Tim Flannery, speak to the whole company about why tackling climate change was so important. He 

was able to back up the greening vision with science, reinforcing the positive feedback into the system 

that it could not keep operating within the status quo of consuming huge resources to produce theatre. 

97% of the staff turned up to his talk. It was great because it was a palpably inspirational moment. 

Most of the staff were already on board because of what Cate and Andrew had brought but Tim was 
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able to give one of his amazing talks in which he laid out the science and what needed to be done. He 

was depressing enough about the possible future we could face but optimistic enough that people 

could see an alternative if they took action (Brookman, 2015, 15).  

Of course, the talk must be seen alongside the already established enabling condition of STC’s high 

human sustainability rating at the time. This meant that Flannery’s message was falling on engaged 

ears. Such a speech, like many an inspiring message, can create an initial surge of passion for action 

that quickly dissipates once people return to their normal routines. At STC it galvanised staff into 

action. This was assisted by the nature of the work that they do, particularly in the production area, 

which was the first part of the organisation to explore and take action. They are constantly creating 

new productions, putting on around 16 shows a year. Each show has a combination of permanent and 

freelance staff who have to come together within a finite time and have a functioning set ready for 

opening night. The speech by Flannery gave them the impetus to carry on that work but with an added 

dimension – to do so in an environmentally friendly way.   

6.3.1.1. NSW State Government 

The New South Wales (NSW) State Labor Government in power during 2007 was another critical 

enabling condition. During 2007, Blanchett and Upton were already working with STC, shadowing 

the outgoing Artistic Director, Robyn Nevin, ahead of taking over in 2008.   

We also went to see Bob Debus the NSW Environment minister who also 

happened to be the Minister for the Arts which was a handy confluence. As 

soon as we introduced Cate and Andrew to him we floated the green idea to 

him (Brookman, 2015, 14).  

Debus occupied the role of Minister for the Environment from 1999 to 2007, and took on the Arts 

ministry in August 2005 in addition to that role. During most of his tenure, Bob Carr was Premier 

until Carr resigned in 2005. Carr had a strong record of supporting environmental programs. Unlike 

their Federal counterparts, the State Labor Government were not climate change sceptics. Arts NSW 

provided funding for the consulting organisation Big Switch to audit existing practices and 

infrastructure at STC, to find ways to reduce energy and water use, and improve their recycling. The 

internal project-planning document also stated that 2007 set the base line against which the targets 
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were set. In 2008, STC brought Big Switch back to run workshops with the staff, engaging in detailed 

analysis and consultation to develop a comprehensive project plan.   

In providing the funding for the audit and subsequent planning workshops, Arts NSW provided 

another enabling condition. Rather than flying blind in terms of what they might be able to achieve, 

the audit gave STC the benchmark data from which to launch. It was a source of negative feedback as 

it showed STC the gap between where they were at environmentally and their aspiration to be green. 

This data from the audit provided a focus for the staff on what needed to be addressed so that STC 

could close the performance gap and fulfil its objective of producing theatre in an environmentally 

sustainable way.  

Debus was also instrumental in connecting STC and UNSW and the Shi Family Foundation. UNSW 

had contacted him to advise that they were looking for a site for a large photovoltaic (PV) array to be 

donated by the Shi Family Foundation not long after Brookman had visited with Blanchett and Upton 

to announce their plans for greening STC. The serendipity of the timing of bringing these key players 

together was another enabling condition. The funding from the NSW government totalled  

$1,177,000 and the along with the $2.5 million donation from the Shi Family Foundation comprised 

71% of the total $5.2 million raised for Greening the Wharf.  

6.3.1.2. Federal Government  

The Federal political climate was not a supportive one at the time when Blanchett and Upton were 

appointed. Then Prime Minister, John Howard, had refused to sign the Kyoto Protocol, the treaty 

among industrialised nations to set mandatory limits on greenhouse gas emissions. The ground 

became more fertile after the 2007 election, which swept the Rudd Labor Government to power, 

creating a further enabling condition. One of the key election commitments was to sign the Kyoto 

Protocol and to start tackling the issue of climate change. This brought the Federal and State 

government of NSW into alignment on environmental issues and programs to support action to 

mitigate climate change. To that end, one of the key initiatives was the development of a Green 

Precincts Fund, the purpose of which was to:  

Prepare Australia for a future with less water and to encourage local 

communities to better manage their water and energy use. The Green 

Precincts Fund supports high-profile demonstration projects that deliver 
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water and energy savings while educating the community about water and 

energy efficiency  

Sydney Theatre Company, Walsh Bay NSW – Greening the Wharf: $1,200,000 

Efficiency measures: rainwater harvesting, storage and reticulation; water 

efficient fittings; energy efficient appliances; a building management system 

upgrade; and a rooftop solar photovoltaic system to generate electricity 

(Department of Agriculture and Water Resources, n.d.).  

Kevin Rudd had also invited Blanchett to attend the Australia 2020 Summit the government hosted in 

April 2008. The summit, held in April 2008 and attended by over 1000 invited delegates, was aimed 

at shaping a long-term strategy for Australia and to tackle some of its long-term challenges across 

thematic areas such as productivity, the economy, population and sustainability, communities, 

indigenous issues, creativity, governance and security.  Blanchett accepted and co-chaired the Creative 

Australia policy group (Australian Government, n.d.).  

The role of both the state and federal governments in seeing this project get to the level that it did 

cannot be underestimated. As Rob Brookman (2015, 37) reflected, “if we had been trying to do this 

under the current government we would not have got there”. In similar vein, Paul O’Byrne 

commented,  

I remember at the end of 2011 meeting someone from the State Government, 

from the Office of Heritage and Environment.  She said, if you guys try to do 

that now you wouldn't have got even a fifth of the way (O’Byrne, 2014b, 56). 

As mentioned, UNSW and the Shi Family Foundation were serendipitously seeking a site for a 

showcase PV Array site being sought by, and ultimately won by STC. The installation was subject to 

a feasibility study commissioned by Arts NSW and input was sought from a firm of heritage architects 

to ensure that the installation would be sympathetic with the building’s heritage listing.  

6.3.1.3. The Media 

Cate Blanchett’s return home to Australia, after several years living overseas and building an 

international reputation as one of the leading actors of her generation, sent the Australian press into a 
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feeding frenzy. Her role at STC garnered incredible amounts of press for STC compared to the time 

prior to her joining with Upton and since she left the role.  

In all, there were 63 articles about the couple or Blanchett or Greening the Wharf over the period from 

late 2006 to end of 2013. These were clustered mainly around 2007 when the couple had just returned 

to Australia and were yet to take up their appointments but had announced greening (19 articles) and 

then in 2010 when around 30 articles were published, focussing mainly on Greening the Wharf at STC 

as it rolled out and won awards, most featuring photos of Blanchett.  

While gathering data for the research, I was overwhelmed by the amount of publicity that had been 

attracted around the Directors themselves. However, in 2010, the number of articles on Greening the 

Wharf in 2010 was impressive and photo opportunities featuring Blanchett were an obvious attraction 

for any media outlet. What was surprising to me was that staff did not mention the press articles. Only 

one member of staff interviewed mentioned an article and she had joined STC after the project had 

wrapped up:  

I think I would actually associate it with work, with STC.  Before I even started 

working here I had read an article, or an interview, that Cate and Andrew had 

given in MiNDFOOD.  I think it was when they first were rolling it out and I 

think that was one of my first - it was just after I graduated, actually, so it was 

one of my first really like, oh, we can have buildings that are sustainable and 

like, oh.  It was kind of a new concept (Kim, Events Coordinator 2014, 36).  

So, the media was an enabling condition in that it raised public awareness of the project and engaged 

the community in a conversation about responding to climate change. It was probably significant in 

terms of the funding the project attracted. Greening the Wharf was guaranteed to get significant media 

attention due to Blanchett’s celebrity. As Brookman put it, “she could have been clipping her toenails 

and the press would have been interested” (2015, 40). However, it had little impact internally among 

STC staff.  

6.3.1.4. Summary of key environmental enabling conditions 

As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, without Blanchett and Upton’s aspirations to green 

STC there never would have been a Greening the Wharf but that vision could not have come to fruition 

without the enabling conditions from across the various contextual domains of dynamic influence on 
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the project. Of all of the influences articulated above, the positive socio-political environment was 

certainly key. The enabling conditions were the timing of STC wanting to pursue an environmental 

sustainability project, the support of the NSW State Government in providing access to Bigswitch 

projects to audit STC’s environmental footprint and in running the planning workshops where the 

gaps were filled; in their own funding and in connecting STC to UNSW and the Shi Family 

Foundation. The 2007 election of a Labor Federal Government was also an enabling condition. This 

created the funding environment and those three sources were the major contributors to the 

multimillion-dollar pool of funds STC managed to raise. The media were significant in reporting on 

climate change and efforts to mitigate it because the millennium drought had brought the issue home 

to a significant number of Australians. In addition, there were powerful voices in the public sphere 

such as Al Gore and Tim Flannery. It must also be said that the media were likely to be have been less 

interested if the Artistic Directors had a lower profile. Internally, the media coverage had little impact 

on staff and was less of a key source of influence. Tim Flannery’s address can be seen as a reinforcing 

source of positive feedback to STC, backing up the greening vision with the science and forcing them 

to question what their purpose was. This helped to create a strong momentum for change as evidenced 

by the forty per cent of staff electing to attend the workshops that followed.   

6.3.2. Organisational context 

The organisational context encompasses the structure, culture, communication patterns, policies, 

procedures and practices and leadership styles within an organisation. STC was founded in 1984 at its 

current location. It had a small core staff of about one hundred and employed a variety of free-lance 

staff for their various theatre productions. The organisational structure was relatively flat. Refer to 

Figure 6.5 for details.   

6.3.2.1. Policies and procedures 

STC has a small number of formalized policies and procedures, including the staff recruitment and 

induction, guidelines for freelance staff (actors, directors, designers) who are employed on a 

production basis covering lighting and set design and an events guide to organisations hosting events 

at STC.  

• Green Design policy (Appendix 4) advising freelance staff and reminding permanent staff

about how to run theatre production with minimal impact on the environment. that
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specifies the use of sustainable ply in set construction, sets a wattage limit for each show 

to save electricity, encourages the reuse of existing flats, props and costumes, use of steel 

rather than aluminium because aluminium has a less sustainable life cycle, use of low 

VOC paints, and choosing more sustainable materials where such options exist. 

• Green Events Guide (STC, 2011c) is an internal document that offers five basic steps to

ensure events align with STC’s green ethos. These include:

o Decide the environmental goals for the event and distribute them to all involved in

the event.

o Incorporate greening into the event planning and budgeting.

o Appoint a green leader for the event.

o Select vendors that meet the green goals for the event.

o Review the event timeline to ensure there is adequate time to meet those green goals.

• The Workshop area has procedures for diverting waste from landfill and using a

spreadsheet to track the tonnage for reporting purposes.

• While not a specific policy, the Sustainability Roadmap 2012-2015 was guiding STC’s

ongoing sustainability journey (STC, 2012).

• Job descriptions carry a paragraph discussing the requirement for staff to engage in their

work in an environmentally sustainable way (STC, 2017).

The policies are a succinct but important guide and reminder to freelance staff and external 

organisations about how to maintain the green ethos.   

6.3.2.2. Infrastructure 

The built environment of STC is unique and makes its own contribution to organisational life and 

practices. Situated at Pier 4/5 on Walsh Bay, it is housed in one of the finger wharfs – a long thin 

building jutting out into Sydney Harbour with views of the Harbour Bridge and Opera House. I have 

created a floor plan based on my memory of the building, as I did not have a copy of the actual floor 

plan. Refer to Figure 6.14 for details. The Bar, STC’s informal dining and bar area at the end of the 

building enjoys the most spectacular views, though Figure 6.6 is a photograph of the view from the 

preparation bench in the kitchen of the Bar. The management offices have a view of the harbour, but 

administrative staff share open plan cubicle spaces that are largely viewless. However, walking out 
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into public spaces and The Bar affords staff and visitors access to the views.  I have included a number 

of photographs in this section to give the reader a sense of the building and its context and some of 

the evidence of changes to organisational practices as a consequence of Greening the Wharf. 

The shape and length of the building keeps its staff quite separate from each other in silos. 

Functionally, the various departments have little overlap with their work which could also create silos 

but it did not seem that STC was negatively impacted by this.   

The proximity of the rehearsal and theatre spaces also has an interesting impact. On my first day, I 

was invited to attend a ‘Company Run’. Initially I was wondering if this was a jogging exercise around 

the Wharves, but the human resources manager informed me that the staff attend a late rehearsal of a 

play that is close to opening so that the actors can experience how a live audience will react. It is a 

luxury available to STC due to that proximity. It benefits productions by providing a live audience 

and it connects the staff with the core business of the company even if they are not directly involved 

in the production process.   

The location of the building is attractive, though not well serviced by public transport. For the staff, 

it probably fades into the background a little, though lunch at the Bar restaurant affords those beautiful 

harbour views. It could have been a constraining condition for Greening the Wharf but instead, it 

seemed to have had a neutral impact.  

6.3.2.3. Leadership 

The leadership team had comprised a few different combinations from the time Blanchett and Upton’s 

appointment through to 2014. Initially Blanchett and Upton were working with General Manager, Rob 

Brookman. From 2010 to the end of 2013, they were working with Patrick McIntyre and Paul O’Byrne 

(on the Greening the Wharf project specifically) and from early 2014 to the end of 2015 the executive 

team was Upton and McIntyre. Comments made specifically about Blanchett’s own leadership 

capacities include:  

Cate has been a lead actor, kind of all her life and that - you know, people 



Figure 6-5 STC Organisational Chart   
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Figure 6-6 Sydney Harbour Bridge from window of the kitchen of The Bar (author’s photograph). 

Figure 6-7 Side view from Sydney Harbour Bridge showing length of the building (Destination NSW, n.d.) 

Figure 6-8 View from The Bar at STC (author’s photograph). 
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Figure 6-9 Front of House showing the stairs up to STC. Box Office is on left of the stairs (STC, n.d.). 

 

 
Figure 6-10 The long public corridor leading to The Bar. Wall on the left hides the private corridor and the 
production and rehearsal spaces (Theatre Now, n.d.). 
 

.  
Figure 6-11 Blanchett, Upton and guests at the opening of the PV Array (Stage Whispers, n.d.).161 
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Figure 6-12 My impression of STC’s Floorplan. 

STC occupy the top two floors of the building. Other tenants such as Sydney Dance Company occupy the bottom floor. The drawing is of 
the second floor where most of the organisational activity takes place. The top floor houses two theatres and a top floor section of the 
Administrative area.   

Ticketing Workshop – sets, props, scenic art Costumes Rehearsal 

Rooms 

Administration Kitchen 

“The Bar”  

See Figure 6.8 

Archives 

Private Corridor 

See Figure 6.10  Box 
Office 

Stairs Public Corridor 

Figure 6-12 Impression of STC’s Floorplan 
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think, oh leading actor means star, but it - a lead actor is a leader, that's 

what defines a leader, not that they're handsome or good looking or have 

the most lines, it's that they lead a company. … So Cate is naturally quite 

- well not quite - naturally a great leader (Upton 2014, 87, 89). 

Cate has a such a wide-ranging intelligence I think at one point that Robyn 

[then Artistic Director, Robyn Nevin] said to Cate half-jokingly, ‘one day 

you should run a theatre company’ (Brookman, 2015, 10) referring to a 

conversation during rehearsals for a production of the play, Hedda Gabler 

in 2004.  

A quite telling physical manifestation of the Blanchett and Upton leadership style was the way 

their shared office was furnished. A single computer sat on a tiny desk in the corner of the room 

and in the centre of the room was a large yellow couch flanked by two smaller red couches around 

a generous coffee table. A rattan sign on the wall proclaimed, “no point being King Shit of Turd 

Island”, so striking that I had to photograph it! See Figure 6.13.  It makes that claim to a lack of 

ego blatantly and the space invites conversation. The word ‘conversation’ came up repeatedly in 

press releases featuring Blanchett and Upton and in interviews.   

In fact, the constant references to conversations pervaded my interviews and related to the ethos 

of STC, the Greening the Wharf project and the role of theatre in society, particularly as it related 

to the project. It engages in a dialogue with its internal and external stakeholders, including staff, 

patrons, other organisations and the broader community. Blanchett spoke of using Greening the 

Wharf to engage the public in a conversation about how we can respond to climate change, even 

in a heritage-listed building.  

Upton for example, in describing the start of the project contextualised it thus:  

The building itself has always been - I think this is a really - in fact I think 

it's a real thing and possibly in the world, but definitely in New South 

Wales and definitely in Sydney, this was the first place that got into these 

old wharves and kept them as old wharves, but modernised them and 

there's a beautiful kind of dialogue in the old and the new and we felt that 

that was an extension of that conversation into the next - into the future.  

So they became the kind of guiding principles, I suppose, that it would extend the 

conversation (Upton, 2014, 23 -24).  
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Figure 6-13 Poster in Andrew Upton's office (author's photograph) 

The dialogue extended from STC at the organisational level to the wider environmental contexts 

within that STC interacted with. There were conversations with the public through the Wentworth 

Talks hosted at STC. It allowed the scientists of the Wentworth Group to speak with the public 

rather than other scientists. The ABC Panel discussions were another opportunity to engage the 

public in conversation. The workshops held very early in the project encouraged the staff in 

attendance to converse around how they could respond to the challenge of climate change in their 

own spaces and work practices. At the meta-level, Blanchett and Upton are quoted on the 

greeningthewharf.com website as saying that the “theatre has always stimulated both visionary 

conversations and practical action”. Additionally,  

climate change is the most pressing challenge facing the human race 

today. One of the roles of art is to imagine the future. To do this effectively 

it must be both visionary and practical. We believe Greening the Wharf 

not only delivers enormous practical outcomes for Sydney Theatre 

Company but offers a vision of how we might all creatively embrace the 

challenge and opportunities that Climate Change presents.   

The previous discussion is suggestive of a metaphor that captures the way STC, at least under the 

leadership team at the time of the research, could be described. That metaphor is STC as 

interlocutor, an organisation that achieves its outcomes whether internally or externally, through 

dialogue or conversation. 
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After Blanchett finished her tenure at the end of 2013, Upton was persuaded to continue in the role 

until the end of 2015. The new leadership team comprised Upton and new General Manager, Patrick 

McIntyre. Within twelve months McIntyre was made an Executive Director because,  

… we changed the kind of role, … it became executive director and artistic 

director. … I think the biggest change we've made to the STC, actually, is 

that it is still artistically led but it's not led at the whim of an artist 

anymore. It's too big for that (Upton, 2014, 145, 147).  

So, the two were co-directors of STC with Upton more focussed on the artistic side and McIntyre 

on running the business side of STC. In one interview, the Company Manager who joined just as 

the solar panels were being installed described the leadership thus:  

I do think particularly because the executive team here at STC, just the 

executive directors kind of invite that kind of conversation. I think they 

genuinely are deeply collaborative people and there’s a really - the thing 

I’ve noticed most and I’ve probably said it many, many times in my three 

and a half years is the remarkable lack of ego in our organisation at the 

top. So by contrast to say all of the other many artists I’ve worked with in 

theatre, the ego is quite low here. This thing of having to prove oneself, 

it’s just really kind of open collaborative spirit as much as there can be in 

this, which really impresses me too because again we’re so big (Connor, 

2014, 163).  

When Paul O’Byrne took up his appointment in July 2010 to take over the lead on Greening the 

Wharf, he emphasised the importance of having passionate people in the organisation willing to 

take on the work while also having support from the executive.  His observations of other 

organisations demonstrated the need for top down and bottom up support so that there is a 

distributed responsibility for contributing. This approach suggests an approach akin to Cooksey’s 

(2003) concept of “learnership”.  

I think there was an element of that.  I think that they each found that they 

- even though there was real passionate individuals within their 

organisations, they didn't get the top down support that we had from 

board and executive, and you need that.  You need it.  Not only do you 

need it, you need it consistent and where are we up to with that, what's 

going on with that.  I'd have my fortnightly catch up with Patrick and I'd 
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have my monthly catch up with Cate and Andrew and keep them abreast 

of stuff. They were totally across it all, and it was really important 

(O’Byrne, 2014a, 118).  

As part of the Behaviour Change pillar of the Greening the Wharf under his and McIntyre’s 

leadership, he reported on progress at company meetings, as did the Green Team II.  

Then we had Paul … he ran the Green Team and he was the management 

team's conscience on this. So he - it was his single focus when he first got 

here, so he was able to keep poking people when it was a relatively new 

movement (McIntyre, 2014, 37).  

Then there was the ongoing internal practice, particularly into the design, 

which Paul really took over, really championed and has been driving 

really ever since (Upton, 2014, 167).  

With so many shifts over time, greening at STC could have simply ended with the installation of 

the infrastructure elements and the financials acquitted. The level of passion shown by Brookman 

and his small team was unusual and sustained. When he left, there was a real danger that the 

momentum for moving greening from the Wharf to STC culture would be lost. However, in 

bringing O’Byrne on board, McIntyre was able to ensure that not only did the Greening the Wharf 

get managed to its completion but that the greening of STC more broadly would continue and 

expand. This was partly due to O’Byrne shifting roles during his tenure. His official positions, as 

described on his LinkedIn Profile were:  

• Sustainability Project Manager – July 2010-Feb 2012

• Led "Greening the Wharf" project, a multiple national award winning US$3.7m
refit of an historic Sydney Harbour building resulting in dramatic reductions in
energy (50%), water (75%) and emissions (50%), industry and community
advocacy, plus a comprehensive program of changing the way STC makes theatre

• Director, Community Programs – Feb 2012-April 2013

• Director of STC's program teams across education, sustainability, precinct and
urban and regional communities.

• Director, Community and Corporate Partnerships April 2013-July 2015

• Directing STC corporate support program plus direct and lateral management of
education, sustainability and precinct engagement teams and programs (O’Byrne,
2017)
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With the shifting roles and his background in Corporate Social Responsibility, the increased focus 

on the social dimension of sustainability in terms of community support is evident. Sustainability 

seems to have been central to all three of the roles. Even when his formal project management 

role with Greening the Wharf wrapped up, sustainability remained key and informed his approach 

to his next two roles. This in turn enriched STC’s approach to sustainability.  

The leadership at STC may have changed over the course of the Greening the Wharf project but 

that did not change the words I would use to describe it – open, authentic and collaborative. By 

authentic, I mean that there was no artifice evident with the members of the leadership that I 

interviewed. That lack of artifice was also evident in the interviews with other staff members.  

6.3.2.4. Communication patterns within the organisation  

Most staff I interviewed indicated that they heard about what was happening in the company 

through the company meetings chaired by the senior management team and attended by all staff 

at STC, including those from across the road at Sydney Theatre. The announcement of and 

continuing updates about Greening the Wharf and ongoing greening activities occurred at these 

meetings.  

For more day-to-day communication, the administrative space was quite compact and that 

facilitated conversation. The Production area and Administrative areas, Archives and Ticketing 

areas were very distinct spaces and there was little evidence of regular communication flows 

between those areas, but one would have to be present for a much longer period to observe such 

communication. However, the nature of the work undertaken in those spaces is quite distinct as 

well and the need for such communication is likely to be reasonably minimal.  

Within individual departments, and within production teams that come together for individual 

shows, the sense I had was that communication took place through collaborative conversations 

with team or department members. The interactions that I observed between staff regardless of 

their position within the organisation were friendly and respectful. They treated me in the same 

open and friendly manner. The staff involved in producing the shows themselves would need to 

communicate with each other frequently to ensure they can get the show ready for opening night. 

Each show has just six weeks to rehearse and for the production team to bring all of the other 

elements together, including the set, props, lighting, costumes and stage management. They put 

on around sixteen shows per annum.   
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In terms of visual communications around the building, at the time of the research STC were 

approaching the promotion of shows in a unique way that avoided having to print posters. They 

had employed a marketing assistant who would create the posters on blackboards along the public 

corridors and invite the public to engage with STC’s social media around the production or a 

question related to it.  See Figures 6.14 and 6.15.  Plus Figure 6.16 shows reminders to print less 

and Figure 6.17 is an example of a reminder to recycle. All are the author’s photographs. 

Figure 6-14 Invitation to join STC on social media       Figure 6-15  Poster for Production of Noises Off 2014 

Figure 6-16 Reminder to print less Figure 6-17 Visual reminder to recycle 

6.3.2.5. Culture 

The culture that I encountered at STC was characterised by a strong commitment to the 

organisation, underpinned by a sense that staff were proud to work there and felt that the 
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management valued them. This was indicative of the high human sustainability rating they 

achieved on the sustainability phase model (Benn et al., 2014). From the first encounter with the 

receptionist on my first visit, I met staff who were open, friendly, generous with their time and 

who seemed very happy to be at STC. There is a culture of openness to ideas and staff are valued 

for themselves, not just their skillset. There is a sense of playfulness as well and that might be 

nurtured by the nature of what they do - creating multiple theatre productions every year. The 

staff reinforced this impression during in my interviews when I asked specifically how they felt 

about working at STC. The following quotes capture the overall sentiments expressed. 

“I don’t have trouble voicing opinion where it’s appropriate in general 

anyway. I do think particularly because the executive team here…. kind 

of invite that kind of conversation. I think they genuinely are deeply 

collaborative people” (Connor, Company Manager, 2014, 163-164).  

“There's an emphasis put on work life balance and not working too many hours” 

(Susie, Ticketing Specialist, 2014, 34).  

“I think greening's sort of an integral part of who we are now” (Cassie, 

Director of Finance, 2014, 68).    

“I think the massive change with me was coming from corporate.  It didn’t 

feel like it was a corporate company and I think people are a lot more 

relaxed as well.  So that took a bit of time to adjust to that, you know, 

because it tends to make you be yourself, more than that corporate image 

that you have to portray, which I had to portray when I worked for a 

corporation” (Bob, Building Services Manager, Sydney Theatre 2014, 

146-148) 

“I would say it's an excellent company to work for certainly and it's a 

responsible company. … If I were to leave then whatever company I would 

choose I would hope that they would have the same responsibility in and 

outlook as STC has.  It has influenced me in that way” (Will, Ticketing 

Specialist, 2014, 116).   

… “one thing that can't be underestimated is that some people find 

themselves in jobs, they don't really know why they're there, but very few 

people find themselves in theatre and not know why they're there” (Upton, 

2014, 395).  
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During a follow-up discussion with McIntyre I mentioned my positive impression of the 

organisational culture and he brought up a quote he had read somewhere to the effect that “culture 

eats strategy”. This is sometimes attributed to management guru, Peter Drucker, though no 

literature was found to support that. However, it was put in slightly different terms by 

organizational culture expert, Edgar Schein who argued that strategy is determined and limited by 

culture (2010). In the case of STC, the culture (the way we do things around here) is one where 

staff were happy and described an organisation where they were allowed to be themselves. They 

were motivated by more than remuneration for their work. Staff were also encouraged to express 

ideas and to follow them through. They were supported in exploring them and rewarded for 

positive contributions. This led to a level of fearlessness that is not evident in most organisations. 

They just explored ideas and enacted them, assured that they had the support of the executive to 

achieve their outcomes.  

This was evident with Joe, the Head of Set Construction, with the Head of lighting and with Green 

Team II who were tasked with coming up with and enacting ideas to encourage behaviour change 

without being micro-managed or having to seek approval at every turn. The leadership encouraged 

and modelled a collaborative and creative approach to solving problems. This latter point relates 

to the Upton and McIntyre leadership team. I did not have the capacity to comment on the previous 

leadership team but in a follow-up conversation with McIntyre and Upton (2015) they alluded to 

the previous Artistic Director favouring the creative staff over the administrative staff. O’Byrne 

also commented that McIntyre had put in great effort into extending the valuing of staff to all 

members of STC.  

Green Team I was populated by managers who volunteered their time and energy. As mentioned 

in Chapter 5, once the project plan was in place, Brookman described the process of it as a giant 

theatre production. Refer to section 5.3 for the interview quote. This suggested another key 

metaphor of Greening the Wharf as theatre production and led to my describing it as a play in two 

acts in section 5.3. However, the metaphor offers a deeper level of analysis of the process. This 

metaphor facilitated a transformational change by casting it within the existing job-related frames 

of the team so that they could engage in single loop learning to close the gap between existing 

practices and environmentally sustainable practices. The role of a general manager in theatre is to 

produce the shows, so it is understandable that the approach to Greening the Wharf would take 

that form.  Each production requires pulling a team of permanent and freelance staff together to 

work together to put on a quality piece of theatre. As Upton commented to me, no one sets out to 

make a turkey. It is perhaps that regularity of different people coming together to work on 

productions that made it easy for Green Team I to just jump in and get on with producing Greening 
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the Wharf as if it was another production. The nature of theatre production also requires that staff 

have to be open to ideas, to fulfilling the creative vision that the set designers and directors have 

for staging the plays. McIntyre described a play put on after Greening the Wharf had launched, in 

which it rained on stage for all of Act II.  Because of their green ethos, they did not simply want 

to dump the water into Sydney Harbour, so they arranged the removal of the water with the City 

of Sydney Council so it could be used to water plants in public spaces. Their creativity had to 

extend beyond the immediate challenge of meeting the artistic vision for the show to ensuring it 

met STC’s environmental commitments. This suggests an openness to ideas and a willingness to 

explore the space of possibilities in realising a creative vision or responding to challenges at STC. 

Other organisations could potentially benefit from embracing such an approach to problem 

solving. 

6.3.2.6. Summary of organisational enabling conditions  

Although STC had a strongly siloed functional breakdown in terms of both the organisational 

structure and the built infrastructure, it did not seem to suffer from a siloed approach to Greening 

the Wharf and related greening activities. There was a strong identification with and commitment 

to the organisation evident across all of the staff I interviewed or had casual conversations with 

while undertaking my research. There is a very strong culture of collaboration and creativity 

supported by the leadership team and reinforced at company meetings, at least in relation to the 

ongoing commitment to greening. Brookman consulted widely with staff in the planning stages 

of Greening the Wharf and he collated and prioritised their ideas. Blanchett and Upton’s 

conversational and democratic approach to their leadership complemented Brookman’s style. The 

leadership team of Upton and McIntyre continued the approach of collaboration and conversation 

as the way to engage staff across the organisation and this seems to be a significant factor in the 

enthusiasm of Green Team II for their work under O’Byrne’s leadership. In the case of Green 

Team I, once STC had raised the funds, the Greening the Wharf project ran like a theatre 

production. Each manager found ways to become more environmentally sustainable within their 

own context and then influenced their individual team’s processes and practices.   

6.3.3. Group - interpersonal enabling conditions  

STC’s flat organisational structure contributes well to intra-departmental communication. 

However, it is both physically and functionally siloed as shown in Figure 6.5, which depicts the 

organisation chart and 6.12, which depicts my impression of the floorplan. The separation is most 

evident particularly in the case of production and administrative staff. The staff involved in the 
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production of the shows would work together on given productions, coming together as a team of 

disparate individuals comprising permanent and freelance staff. In this case, teams are discrete in 

terms of membership and time together. The organisation is supported through its administrative 

areas including Archives, Ticketing, Information Technology, Human Resources, Finance, 

Philanthropy, Community and Partnerships. I did note that Archives and Ticketing sit at the front 

of the Wharf building and are quite a distance from the other administrative area, separated by the 

production, rehearsal and theatre spaces. The archivist said that she did not venture down to the 

front of the building unless the company was hosting a specific function or meeting. Alan, the 

Data Analyst who worked in Ticketing expressed a sense of disconnect from management, though 

this was not reinforced by the two ticketing specialists I interviewed. Such physical and functional 

separations could make any major organisational change project like Greening the Wharf difficult 

to enact. However, STC staff seem to identify themselves as Team STC through their strong 

commitment to the organisation. This commitment to that identity and the organisation, the strong 

organisational culture and open communication channels contributed to the lack of silos and 

manifested in the two iterations of the Green Team.   

6.3.3.1. Green Teams 

The comprehensiveness of the project plan that emerged from the well-attended 2008 workshops 

suggest they that involved open and critical dialogue and an exploration of the space of 

possibilities about existing practices across all aspects of STC operations and what might be 

possible. Green Team I was made of managers from various functional areas and they were a key 

source of influence on the processes and practices undertaken therein. Each manager focussed on 

their key skill set and the role played by his or her department and worked on how to reduce its 

environmental impact. Brookman and the Head of Development focussed on overall project 

management and fundraising in the early days. The Heads of Set Construction and Lighting 

investigated the various challenges, then found and implemented solutions. They made changes 

to material inputs such as lighting and timbers and made appropriate changes to the relevant work 

practices to accommodate those. Mike, the House Services Manager worked with the Department 

of Public Works on the infrastructure pieces of the project. While Green Team I was a team in 

terms of the overall goal of Greening the Wharf, they each operated individually on a specific, 

contextually relevant, aspect of the project through a downward distribution of responsibility and 

leadership where each team member was encouraged to investigate and resolve the issues relevant 

to them. Each managed their own teams and the changes they made impacted on the work 

practices of those teams through localised actions aimed at achieving the broader organisational 

greening goal. I am unable to comment on how collaborative each individual manager was in 
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relation to his or her own teams. This was a somewhat different to the role played by the next 

iteration of the Green Team.  

Groups or teams came together at STC for each of their sixteen annual theatre productions.  These 

were comprised of permanent and freelance staff. To ensure that STC’s productions are 

environmentally sustainable, freelance staff are given the Green Design Policy (Appendix 4) to 

ensure they understand STC’s sustainable approach to theatre production while working 

collaboratively with the permanent staff across the various parts of the production department 

(sets, costumes, lighting, props, and scenic art). Further teamwork is required when shows are 

finished to manage the waste stream. When sets are deconstructed the Production Workshops 

Manager and his team must work with production staff to work out what can be reused, recycled 

or redistributed to minimise waste to landfill. Figure 6.18 shows a couple of photographs that 

capture the spaces where anything reusable is stored.  

 
Figure 6-18 Storage of reusable items for theatre production  (author's photographs) 

 

6.3.3.2. Green Team II  

By the time Green Team II was brought together, many of the infrastructure elements were in 

place and the balance shifted to more of a focus on coherent action as a team in order to promote 

ongoing behaviour change across the organisation as well as localised actions. This group of 

volunteers operated more like a team, compared to Green Team I,  in that they came together to 
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develop ideas collectively on how to improve green behaviours among the staff at STC and ST. 

The team implemented those ideas in consultation with O’Byrne. Staff had the freedom to explore 

the space of possibilities and act on the ideas that emerged from their explorations. They were 

introduced with great enthusiasm by the executive at a company meeting which signalled to whole 

company the value placed on the ongoing commitment to greening at STC. This provided top 

down as well as bottom up support for encouraging behaviour change.   

In both iterations of the Green Team, it is evident that staff were encouraged to be creative and to 

collaborate within and beyond the company to find solutions to any issues identified. STC 

supported The Head of Set construction and Head of Lighting to consult broadly with other 

companies in their investigations. Green Team II tended to brainstorm within the group to come 

up with novel ideas for encouraging behaviour change among staff. More broadly, at the level of 

what I call Team STC, the same sense of safety in expressing opinions and ideas in the company 

meetings was evident. The sense of openness to ideas across the organisation provides a way for 

the company to benefit from the collective intelligence and creativity of all of the staff rather than 

relying on the executive or management to come up with solutions.   

6.3.4. Individual influences and enabling conditions 

The individual or intrapersonal context encompasses all of the characteristics of the individuals 

involved in an organisation including their life history, education, skills, gender, age, cognitive 

capacities and frames, values and psychological function (Cooksey, 2001). While I spent 

significant time covering the individual perceptions of participants in Chapter 5, I now want to 

focus on those individuals who were enabling conditions for the Greening the Wharf project in 

this subsection. One can safely argue that the genesis of Greening the Wharf was Cate Blanchett. 

She had demonstrated her environmental commitments through public utterances in the press and 

had been photographed marching in rallies promoting action on climate change. Blanchett and 

her husband, Andrew Upton, were determined to make a big statement about acting on climate 

change as part of their tenure at STC. Some of the participants I interviewed were aware of her 

environmental activism. Her father died suddenly from a heart attack when she was ten years old. 

A magazine article in which Blanchett was interviewed wrote that she was raised by her mother, 

and a grandmother who was steeped in depression-era frugality: "I was reared with a strong sense 

of waste not, want not" (Elliott, 2010). She had appeared in an episode of Iconoclasts with Tim 

Flannery and said "I read the Weather Makers and it changed my life" (Etc, Etc, 2016), referring 

to Flannery’s best-selling book on climate change (Flannery, 2005).    
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Brookman was pivotal to the success of Greening the Wharf. The self-described ‘organised hippy’ 

took the opportunity to marry his passions for theatre and the environment when he was presented 

with the greening theatre idea. His encyclopaedic knowledge of the project despite my 

interviewing him some five years after he had left STC demonstrated his passion for the project 

and his pride in what he and Green Team I had been able to achieve.    

Later, O’Byrne became pivotal in embedding and extending the sustainability agenda into the 

STC culture through his work with Green Team II and his regular reporting at the company 

meetings. The managerial approach shown by Blanchett and Upton, Brookman and then McIntyre 

and O’Byrne was also important for making space for all staff to contribute ideas and time to the 

project. That allowed them to capture the collective intelligence of a committed team and enriched 

the original Greening the Wharf project and sustainability more broadly.   

6.3.5. Complex systems analysis of organisational learning for 
sustainability  

From the previous discussions it is evident that there were many sources of dynamic influence on 

the Greening the Wharf project and beyond. However, the project would not have succeeded were 

it not for the following conditions:  

• Environment –timing and a supportive socio-political climate, particularly the NSW 

State Government, the Shi Family Foundation and UNSW seeking PV Array site. 

• Organisation – culture and leadership were the most critical conditions. Collaborative 

and authentic leadership fostered a culture where staff were free to offer ideas and 

explore them without fear, where they felt valued for themselves giving them a 

human sustainability rating of HS6. 

• Interpersonal – two iterations of the Green Team were both successful in exploring 

what was possible, though with differing foci. Evidence of teams working well 

together, safe to explore the space of possibilities. Staff consider themselves part of 

Team STC. 

• Intrapersonal – key individuals were Blanchett and Upton and their environmental 

activism coming together with their artistic director roles; Brookman who saw the 

opportunity to marry his environmental commitments with his role in theatre as a 

dream come true and the members of Green Team I who all took on huge additional 

workloads to see Greening the Wharf become a reality. Later, McIntyre and O’Byrne 
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were important to completing the Greening the Wharf project, continuing, and 

expanding STC’s sustainability commitments. In terms of motivating staff, the 

address by Tim Flannery cannot be underestimated. 

• Sources of feedback. The announcement to ‘green theatre’, reinforced by the

Flannery talk was a source of positive feedback, pushing STC’s modus operandi far

from equilibrium and forcing it to question its purpose. Having decided on the goal

to ‘green theatre’, STC sought further feedback. The audit process provided the

information that became a source of negative feedback. That is, STC now had a goal

and it needed to understand the gap between where they were at environmentally and

where they wanted to be. A whole of organisation response was required to identify

how to fill the performance gap, from the status quo to where STC wanted to be, so

that it could go about the business of putting on theatre in an environmentally friendly

way. The gap between their existing practices and green practices that had be closed

(Dalton & Cooksey, 2017). The planning process in 2008 went about closing those

gaps.

• Three metaphors emerged from the analysis undertaken. At the organisational level

the metaphor that best describes how STC sees itself was STC as interlocutor, an

organisation that achieves its outcomes whether internally or externally, through

dialogue or conversation. The second metaphor was the transformative metaphor of

greening as a theatre production, particularly in Act I, which allowed the

transformation to take place within the core activity of the organisation. The

achievements of Act I that saw much of the infrastructure changes would have been

very impressive in themselves. However, under the leadership of McIntyre and

O’Byrne, the sustainability journey continued and broadened, so that STC was

characterised by the metaphor of sustaining organisation.

The preceding summarised the enabling conditions that contributed to the success of the Greening 

the Wharf project and ongoing commitments to sustainability at STC. The key finding in the 

analysis in 6.2 was that STC were operating at a high level of human sustainability in 2008 when 

the project was announced to staff such that the greening idea fell on rich cultural soil. This was 

evident in the high level of staff attendance to the Tim Flannery speech and the participation by 

forty per cent of the permanent staff in the planning workshops. It was also evident the creation 

of the two green teams from volunteers. That high level of human sustainability was facilitated 

and supported by the leadership teams in place over the period under investigation. 
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There is an aspect of the project that is not explicitly addressed by the complex systems analysis 

in 6.3 and that it is the role of time. The formal project of Greening the Wharf was in planning in 

2007 and then underway from 2008-2011. Time was an enabling condition at the beginning of 

the project because it occurred during a particularly favourable window of time in the socio-

political environment. However, time could also have been constraining condition given the 

duration of the project in terms of maintaining staff enthusiasm for it. In addition, the constraining 

condition introduced when two key staff left – the Head of Development and then Brookman just 

as the project was rolling out could have seen the broader commitment to culture change lost as 

the new General Manager, McIntyre settled in to his new role. In hiring O’Byrne, McIntyre 

overcame this constraint (thereby creating a critical enabling factor) when he found someone who 

could ensure the sustainability of the project into the future, at first managing out the roll out and 

stakeholder management and ensuring that ‘greening’ was embedded in staff behaviour. O’Byrne 

also extended the conception of sustainability to include an explicit social aspect. This was 

exemplified in the explicit commitment and call to action included in STC’s job descriptions. 

Sustainability requires an ongoing commitment to learning action both at the level of 

organisations and more broadly in society if we are to ensure that future generations can meet 

their needs. 

6.4. Organisational learning features evident  

This section will explore how organisational learning took place within the dynamic interplay of 

influences outlined in 6.3.  The organisational learning features that were evident to me were a 

somewhat interesting visioning process, single and double loop learning; a supportive leadership 

team that fostered a culture of creative and fearless exploration of possibilities through 

‘learnership’; team and individual learning; and encoding the knowledge built into company 

documentation.  

6.4.1. Vision(s) and perspectives  

I have mentioned the initial vision that STC wanted to become the ‘greenest theatre in the world’ 

a few times but it was only expressed in those words once in the data. That was in a follow-up 

email with Brookman after my interview with him in 2015. The idea of greening theatre 

articulated in November 2006, when Robyn Nevin announced Blanchett and Upton as the 

incumbent artistic directors had been around since that time and had received extensive media 

coverage throughout 2007. I had assumed that STC were already on board with the greening 

because of this. However, I found that when I asked staff when they first became aware of 
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greening as a concept, those on the inside of the company were influenced far more by what was 

happening within the company and seemed unaware of what was in the press.  I tried to imagine 

what that first company meeting must have been like when two novice artistic directors announce 

that their artistic vision was to ‘green’ STC. That seemed very tangential to the core business of 

producing theatre and so, I was surprised that the idea was greeted with enthusiasm rather than 

resistance or cynicism (Dalton, 2017). Such an announcement in most organisations would be met 

with resistance, a litany of expressed or felt reasons why it would not work. For STC that could 

have been expressed in sentiments like theatre being too cash strapped to engage in such activity, 

that it was not the purpose of theatre, or that staff were already too busy to take on that kind 

additional workload.   

The initial notion of ‘greening theatre’ was also not a thoroughly considered idea before Blanchett 

and Upton publicly announced it. Upton spoke about imagining the Wharf building as a giant 

battery that would provide the power to run the rather frivolous activity of producing theatre (his 

assessment of how many people view theatre) from the sun. When he and Blanchett announced 

their intentions in 2006, they also mentioned making the building self-sufficient with solar panels 

and rainwater harvesting but they were very nascent ideas (Bennie, 2006). It was not until Big 

Switch first conducted the full audit of the entire building in 2007 that something more concrete 

started to build. The audit data fed the project plan after Big Switch and STC used it to inform the 

discussion at the workshops they ran in 2008 after Tim Flannery had addressed and impassioned 

the staff. Arguably, this was the time when the vision of making STC ‘the greenest theatre in the 

world’ was developed. It may have been clear in those early workshops, but the phrase did not 

enter the company vernacular around Greening the Wharf. The term ‘greening’ was ubiquitous, 

but it left open the possibility of a broad range of interpretations. Unlike the vision articulated, 

say by Federal Express, which incorporates a distinct action (parcels delivered overnight), that 

leaves little or room for interpretation, STC’s vision was open to interpretation in terms of how 

the change makers, those staff not directly involved and those staff who joined later framed what 

greening at STC meant.  

Once STC had moved beyond having a specific set of plans as occurred with the Big Switch 

projects and subsequent plan, I found that staff had slightly different perspectives on what 

sustainability was and what Greening the Wharf was and it did not seem to matter all that much 

in terms of the outcomes for the organisation. For example, Joe characterised greening as being 

about sets. Bob over at Sydney Theatre thought greening was about what is happening at the 

Wharf, but his staff thought greening is about all parts of STC. McIntyre thought greening was 

purely environmental, but O’Byrne thought of greening in terms of social as well as 
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characterised the Greening the Wharf as being almost a green-field project onto which he could 

put his own interpretation when I interviewed him. He did not seem to see the infrastructure 

elements as being part of his role. Rather, Mike, the Front of House Manager as part of his role, 

was managing them. However, he does list the awards including the Green Globe award from the 

NSW Government on his LinkedIn profile. Brookman had applied for that award just before he 

left the STC and it was based on all of the work done in Act I by himself and Green Team I.  It 

seemed inconsistent for O’Byrne to frame the project as being green-field when he seemed to be 

aware of the work that had gone before and was ongoing when he arrived. As the person running 

Greening the Wharf at the time STC received the award, he was certainly entitled to note it on his 

profile, but he would have known that he had not contributed to the process that led to it. 

However, one’s perspective on something is temporally shaped. O’Byrne had arrived after all of 

that work had been done and he talked to what he owned of the process. His employment to see 

the project through was very likely a source of enriching the next stages. Where Brookman saw 

Greening the Wharf coming to its conclusion, through the roll out of the infrastructure, O’Byrne 

was to take the sustainability journey further through his roles as Sustainability Project Manager, 

then Director of Community and Director and Community Corporate Partnerships. His previous 

roles in marketing, communications and corporate social responsibility influenced the way he 

framed Greening the Wharf and sustainability at STC, more broadly. This was ultimately to the 

benefit of STC’s broader sustainability journey.    

Staff had different frames for the concept of sustainability as well as summarised in Table 6.3. 

Conceptions of these ideas shift and change over time in the minds of those who come to the 

project or the company from different perspectives, value systems, age groups, change role and 

context within the organisation. If making STC the greenest theatre in the world was the vision 

articulated early in the process, it quickly gained a personalised meaning for the individual 

involved. Each staff member framed greening through the lenses of their role, personal 

perspectives/ history and when they came to project / company. Older staff tended to talk about 

not wasting energy or materials, younger staff spoke about ethical purchasing, food security. The 

metaphors also reflected their role - Joe from Set Construction talked about sustainability as 

saving old growth forests. Trina from the Bar talked about sustainability as sustainable food 

production and consumption. The frames and metaphors had both a functional and temporal 

quality to them. When we were having conversations about sustainability or greening during the 

interviews, those words were activating quite different but thematically related frames for the 

participants.   
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The original vision of the ‘greenest theatre in the world,’ was interpreted and personalised by 

those involved in Act I in terms of their local context. Brookman was the only one who had the 

whole of company view on the project as he was managing it. As the term ‘greening’ became part 

of the company vernacular, staff across the organisation made meaning based on their own 

localised and personalised understandings. This allowed them act on it in ways that were relevant 

to them and the culture and leadership of STC enabled that by not prescribing what ‘greening’ 

should mean. The organisational culture was one where staff were trusted and encouraged to seek 

out information, to gather feedback from within and outside the organisation, and to generate 

actions based on that feedback. That way of framing ideas probably reflects what is happening 

much of the time when humans communicate. We might think we are talking about the same thing 

or idea, but we may have different cognitive representations of that thing or idea (Lakoff, 2010). 

We should be alert to this when we are communicating with others. It is important to allow time 

for those variations in representations to be surfaced through empathic dialogue, so that people 

really understand what the other person(s) mean when they use a particular word or phrase.  

When Brookman left STC the Greening the Wharf project could have been completed and 

wrapped up by O’Byrne and McIntyre. The results outlined in Figure 5.1 might have been almost 

as impressive. The energy harvested from the PV array, the water harvesting, the efficiencies 

gained by refitting lights and bathrooms would have continued. These infrastructure elements 

would have become part of the furniture and faded from consciousness. To remain part of the 

company ethos, sustainability at STC needed to move on from the Greening the Wharf, as 

characterised by Act I. The term ‘greening’ was a catchall phrase for all aspects of pro-

environmental behaviour and activities at STC and was the ongoing legacy of Act I and Green 

Team I. By reconstituting the Green Team, O’Byrne facilitated the continuation of learning across 

the organisation, using volunteers to maintain awareness of greening and creating a culture of 

continuous improvement around greening practices. Having the Green Team II report at the 

quarterly company meetings provided an opportunity for the whole company to engage with what 

was happening and for the staff to see that the Executive still valued pro-greening behaviours. 

Green Team II continued to contribute to the results by encouraging the minimising waste to 

landfill, switching off devices at night, not wasting water and minimising unnecessary printing. 

The continued advocacy of Greening the Wharf ensured that STC maintained a positive social 

impact on the broader community. The ongoing commitment to level six human sustainability are 

evident in these practices and underpin the ongoing commitment to level six ecological 

sustainability (Benn et al., 2014).  
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6.4.2. Single and double loop learning 

The single and double loop learning that took place at STC was in response to the feedback in the 

system (Argyris & Schon 1978, Cooksey, 2003).  In the complex adaptive system of STC, positive 

feedback destabilised the system and pushed it far from equilibrium, thus providing an 

opportunity for double loop learning. The positive feedback was the announcement to ‘green 

theatre’. STC employed double loop learning to examine the assumptions underpinning the 

organisation, forcing it to question the reasons for its existence. STC’s double loop learning 

moment was to reconceive itself and the role of theatre as being to engage the public in a 

conversation about climate change by learning how to put on its resource intensive theatre 

productions in an environmentally sustainable way despite being housed in a heritage listed 

building. It did not decide that theatre was a redundant activity and that it should shut down in 

order to save the precious resources it was chewing up. Therefore, in terms of its reason for being, 

it decided that theatre itself was a valuable activity for society but that it could also be more 

environmentally sustainable. STC framed a role and purpose for a theatre company in a way that 

it would not have previously considered (Dalton & Cooksey, 2017). Having set the vision to 

become green, it had to work on how to maintain the status quo of producing theatre with a 

reduced environmental impact. I characterise that learning as single loop learning which occurs 

in response to negative or stabilising feedback that creates performance gaps that must be closed 

for the system to restabilise. The vision to become the greenest theatre in the world coupled with 

the data from the audit conducted by Big Switch created a performance gap for each part of the 

organisation by asking them to consider how they could engage in their normal activities in a 

more sustainable way. As mentioned in 6.4.1, interpretations of what ‘greening’ meant were 

localised to those specific work contexts and answers were sought to resolve the issues identified 

within them. Once staff had answers, they changed work practices to close that performance gap 

across all aspects of their work – from set construction, to lighting, costumes, energy and water 

use, waste management, ticketing and administration. The leadership team made that exploration 

possible through the leadership of the project and of STC more broadly.   

6.4.3. Leadership fostering “learnership” 

The leadership team were not prescriptive about how the company should go about becoming the 

greenest theatre in the world. The leadership team canvassed the staff for ideas, then documented 

and prioritised them during and after the workshops, as part of the project planning. Staff were 

encouraged to pursue their own learning and even to lead the learning in their own areas. The staff 

pursued the learning as they saw fit and were trusted to do so. The leadership team enabled them 
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to pursue that learning creatively and without fear, to seek out relevant information and to 

collaborate within and beyond the organisational boundaries in the pursuit of that learning. 

Greening was localised for each of the areas, so it is not surprising that when staff spoke about 

greening, their descriptions often related to their local contexts within the company. The ongoing 

commitment to ‘greening’ kept encouraging staff to consider ways that STC could do what it did 

in a greener way ensured that localised interpretations and applications were ongoing.   

The vertical and lateral distribution of responsibility and control over how best to reshape local 

practices leadership fostered “learnership” across the organisation, facilitated the emergence of 

leaders who pursued learning relevant to their localised contexts through self-organisation. In 

order for that to happen successfully, the staff had to have high levels of self-efficacy in pursuing 

their learning and a sense that they were trusted to be effective in the process. That extended to 

the team based learning.  

6.4.4. Team and individual learning  

Learning at team and individual levels was evident. As a collective, the company seemed to 

identify as Team STC and that meant that the whole company was open to learning about how to 

be green. In terms of real action, the most critical teams would be the two iterations of the Green 

Team. They demonstrated team and self-efficacy for learning. In the case of Green Team I, as a 

team, they held a common objective about greening STC, but individually they took on different 

aspects of the work that aligned with their local contexts and their expertise. In the case of Green 

Team II, they had a common objective more focussed on changing behaviour in the workplace 

towards more environmentally friendly practices. All were free to interpret that as they saw fit, to 

put forward suggestions and explore them without fear of being ignored or belittled. That too was 

evident in both iterations of the Green Team. In both iterations of the Green Team and more 

broadly across STC, there is a fearlessness in exploring what was possible and this suggests a lack 

of fear of failure. The staff were trusted to be able to learn effectively without being 

micromanaged and to recover if the learning did not result in a successful outcome.  Upton 

captured this approach well in the following excerpt from his Artistic Director’s report in the 2014 

annual report.  

As I wrote in the program note for “The Long Way Home, “the rehearsal 

room is a space that allows for failure – everyone has to be able to try 

things out and if something doesn’t work the first time, it might lead to 

something that does work the seventh.” This necessary relationship to risk 
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taking and failure makes us open to others, to their ideas and the potential 

solutions they might bring with them. As a theatre company, it’s one of 

our fundamental purposes to provide a space in which it’s not only safe 

to take risks, but where it is necessary, if we are to push ourselves, each 

other and the form (Upton, 2014, p.9).  

The long Way Home” was the afore-mentioned co-production between STC and the Australian 

Defence Force (ADF) that was written and acted by returned ADF personnel and professional 

actors and explored the difficulties experienced by returning soldiers as they try to return to their 

old lives. I was able to attend the play during my research and it was a powerful experience. The 

soldier’s stories were very powerful because their content was based on their lived experience 

during conflict and since returning home. The need for that particular rehearsal room to be a safe 

place lends extra power to Upton’s words. In addition, while Upton was speaking about rehearsals 

rather than non-theatre activity his words really ring true of the approach that STC staff took in 

exploring Greening the Wharf.   

In Green Team I both Joe, the Head of Set Construction, and the Head of Lighting stepped forward 

and took the lead in learning what was needed to green their particular areas. Both produced 

extensive reports from their investigations. Both led in changing practices in their respective areas 

to reduce the environmental footprint of their respective activities. In Green Team II, Cynthia had 

no particular environmental background yet volunteered to be part of Green Team II. She worked 

with colleagues to brainstorm ideas around improving staff behaviour. They came up with the 

‘Big Switch Off’ plan, which rewarded staff who turned off both their computer and monitors by 

leaving a small chocolate on their desks. Green Team II led the initiative by coming into work 

early in order to carry out the checks. The creation of Green Team II was announced by O’Byrne 

at a company meeting, and both Upton and McIntyre had expressed great enthusiasm for it, 

according to Cynthia.  This gave the staff the sense of support to explore the space of possibilities 

and act on their ideas. STC gave advice to new staff, freelance staff who worked on productions 

and those wanting to host events at STC on how to engage with the company in an 

environmentally sound way. The Production area instructed freelance staff to follow The Green 

Design Policy (Appendix 4). However, as mentioned in Chapter 5, at the time of my site visits, a 

freelance designer had chosen to use a less environmentally friendly material for a set and the 

production staff did not detect the issue in time to make a change for the production in question. 

These seemed to be rare occurrences, but they do bear out the importance of capturing and sharing 

the knowledge gained.  
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6.4.5. Knowledge capture 

Greening knowledge has been captured and encoded in artefacts to ensure longevity, notably in 

company documentation. The Green design policy is used by permanent and freelance staff in 

designing productions. The Green Events Guide is an internal document used by events 

management staff in advising event holders about being green. Recruitment and induction 

documents include greening information. Although STC has many very long serving staff 

members there are changes, they use many freelance staff and other organisations hire the STC 

public spaces for events. The inclusion of greening in the job descriptions and staff induction 

material is key to setting expectations for new staff. Without these documents, the knowledge and 

reinforcement of the green message would be lost over time. The existence of the documents does 

not guarantee there will not be problems but their continued use helps to ensure that greening 

knowledge informs practices for all who engage with STC.   

6.4.6. Summary of evident organisational learning features 

This section has explored the organisational learning features that were most evident at STC 

through the lens of the Cooksey complexity model (2003). STC engaged in double loop learning 

in responding to the challenge to become green. It redefined its role in producing theatre was to 

do it in an environmentally sustainable way and engaging the community in a conversation about 

climate change. Having identified that purpose provided negative feedback showing there was a 

gap between the existing practices and green practices and this prompted single loop learning to 

bridge those gaps. The leadership fostered a ‘learnership’ approach to Greening the Wharf by 

trusting and encouraging staff to lead their learning, distributing responsibility and control over 

how to shape local practices. The staff showed both individual and team efficacy for learning that 

showed an openness to experimentation and learning from experience. Finally, they encoded the 

knowledge built to ensure ongoing commitments to the new practices by new and freelance staff 

and to others engaging with STC. The resultant frames and metaphors of sustainability and 

greening reflected the localised contexts of the staff because it was in those contexts they 

developed their understanding of what greening meant.  

The meaning of greening was adapted to what was happening in those localised contexts. If the 

executive had fully prescribed what they meant by greening the project is unlikely to have been 

as successful as it was. In the first instance, they did not have the localised knowledge to 

appreciate how all of the disparate departments could achieve greening across the organisation. 

Secondly, they would not have had the level of buy-in from the staff that they did. By allowing 
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for those local interpretations, they showed staff that they were trusted and valued enough to 

resolve how to green their own local contexts and attained greening at a deeper and broader level 

across the organisation.   

With such success, how did the personal learning of staff intersect with the organisational learning 

as evidenced by reported staff behaviour?  Section 6.5 will examine how that unfolded.  

6.5. Exploring the nexus between personal and 
organisational learning for sustainability.  

Organisations can facilitate learning among as many of their staff as possible. Getting people 

together to brainstorm ideas and share learnings and insights through team learning, thereby 

enhancing and enriching their own learning can augment the learning process. As indicated in the 

previous section, the frames and metaphors held by people around an idea or thing can vary 

significantly. The process of making meaning will involve taking on board new information and 

finding ways to make it fit with their existing frames. Once the person has learned, the most visible 

evidence that it has taken hold is through behaviour change. Behaviour change suggests the full 

integration of new knowledge in the mind of the learner. In the case of STC, the evidence of 

learning around greening would be visible through behaviour change at work. That learning might 

also extend into other relevant contexts such as the home space or other non-work contexts such 

as choice of transportA couple of staff talked about walking or cycling to work. 

When I interviewed Patrick McIntyre, he reminded me of an initial conversation we had when I 

first met him in Armidale. He mentioned that any initiative such as Greening the Wharf was not 

going to work unless it became ‘business as usual’. In my language, this would mean that the 

organisational learning initiative had changed the culture and behaviour of the staff. During our 

initial discussion and again in our interview, I spoke of my interest in investigating the question 

of organisational learning and its impacts on staff. Specifically, if an organisation was successful 

in achieving organisational learning for sustainability, whether staff might take that behaviour 

home with them, since sustainability affects all contexts we occupy. McIntyre mentioned an 

initiative at Walmart as characterising what he thought was achievable with staff:  

“[The consultant] said, …. the way that Walmart can really make a big 

step towards reducing carbon or whatever is to use its employees as 

channels into the community. If all our employees switched their lights off 

at home, that could aggregate to a bigger difference in the community 

than just switching the lights off in the store. There was a whole model 
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there and I was very inspired by that when we first started doing the 

project. Now the thing at Walmart is that there's still - they have to start 

with the evangelists internally, who are going to be, say, 0.03 per cent of 

their workforce. But if that 0.03 per cent goes home and gets their three 

family members and their church group and their whatever to fire, then 

you get a bigger movement in the community. So in a company like us, we 

have - we employ more than 200 people a week on payroll, but only about 

100 of them are permanent staffers. So if we've got a handful of people 

who are really passionate about Greening, as a percentage of workforce, 

that's pretty okay”. 

That was a very attractive idea, though I could never find any documentation that spoke about the 

Walmart initiative of making staff into channels into the community.  It was evident from the 

answers to my questions on behaviour change as summarised in Tables 5.5, 5.6, and 5.7 that while 

the staff in the workplace had wholeheartedly embraced behaviour change, there was a 

disconnection between the workplace and the home for some. To clarify that, the staff involved 

in implementing the changes showed solid green commitments for the most part. Joe, from Set 

Construction did not have strong environmental commitments but he was very committed to the 

organisation. This suggests there was an influence from personal learning on organisational 

learning. Those who had learned about and valued the environment embraced the project putting 

in significant amounts of time and energy to it, particularly Green Team I. Where staff first learned 

about greening behaviour as part of Greening the Wharf or joining STC they did not start to 

engage in more green behaviours outside of work although the issue of environmental 

sustainability is just as relevant in all of the contexts they occupy. Those who were already green 

stayed that way and those who were more neutral tended to stay that way. Even Joe who had 

investigated alternative ply for sets, become very passionate about finding an alternative and 

changing work practices to accommodate the change in material, did not seem to consider how 

his new knowledge might apply at home. It seemed that organisational learning did not flow to 

personal learning even if the learning was relevant. There were only two notable examples where 

I could draw a distinct connection between Greening the Wharf and a personal behaviour change. 

Those were Patrick McIntyre and Cynthia, Corporate Partnerships Coordinator and Green Team 

member as discussed in Chapter 5.5 Cynthia, in particular seemed to have immersed herself in 

the idea of sustainability more broadly through her involvement with Green Team II and that 

seemed to have helped her to extend her learning to beyond the work context into her personal 

life. 



186  

Those with pro-green behaviours in place in their personal context easily ran with the opportunity 

to bring them to the workplace but workplace behaviours did not as easily translate back the other 

way. That early conversation with McIntyre about Walmart suggested to me that there was an 

assumed link between what might happen if even a small number of staff became passionate about 

greening and how that might extend beyond their work-life into the community. Further, the 

Greening the Wharf project was always trying to engage the community about how to respond to 

climate change, whether through public education via the Wentworth Talks, advocacy and 

education to other arts companies and art that raised public awareness about it, there was a tacit 

assumption that doing so would facilitate behaviour change.  For example, in October 2011, 

O’Byrne organised an event for other arts organisations, called Code Green. The free workshop, 

paid for by STC’s sponsors brought the founder and CEO of UK based organisation, Julie’s 

Bicycle, an organisation that assists creative industries to reduce their environmental impact, to 

STC to speak to other arts organisations. The workshop ran over the morning and provided an 

opportunity for attendees to hear from Alison Tickell from Julie’s Bicycle, STC, Sydney Opera 

House, Museum Victoria and Green Shoot Pacific about how they changed their practices. Julie’s 

Bicycle also had a website that provided many resources for creative organisations to reduce 

impacts. One of the outcomes of the workshop was the creation of a group called Green Arts 

Project, which was to be an information sharing and support group for arts organisations on their 

own sustainability journey.  

So a group called Green Arts Project was set up.  Now, that was set up 

with the help of the Office of Environment and Heritage and it consisted 

of Sydney Festival, Opera House, Belvoir, various other groups, arts 

companies, Opera Australia.    

I was very insistent, just with me and Patrick, that I wasn't going to control 

it, manage it, drive it.  I just was taking it very - just a back seat.  We 

hosted meetings, we provided information, but it really needed to get 

driven by them.  They wanted - when people would go, can you go and 

talk at this thing on behalf of us, I'm going no, it's not - we've had our time 

in the sun, this is actually about the next wave coming through, and it 

actually faded into nothing.  That was very interesting (O’Byrne, 2014a, 

114-115).

I checked the website and Facebook page for Green Arts Project. It seemed to start enthusiastically 

in 2012 but faded to nothing as O’Byrne said. As anyone who has attended an information session 
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or training course, no matter how relevant, interesting or inspiring, it often fades as people return 

to their organisations or departments and get back into their normal routines. In the case of these 

organisations, there may have been some enthusiasm among individuals but without the top-down 

support to the grass roots passions, the aspiration can remain just that. That is not to say, that the 

organisations are doing nothing either. It is just the community group of green arts organisations 

seems to have fallen away. This was one of several pieces of advocacy and communication 

produced by STC and it is again evident that they thought that information would, or at least 

might, produce behaviour change in the community. STC seemed to implicitly think the same 

when it came to behaviour change for staff, but they never articulated an explicit goal of achieving 

personal behaviour change.  

Brookman spoke about his project plan including culture change and communication as Greening 

the Wharf project goals. O’Byrne’s sustainability plan had advocacy and behaviour change but the 

focus was on the organisation. Behaviour change was something assumed that would happen for 

those staff who passionately embraced the changes at work, as expressed by McIntyre in his 

Walmart comments. By extension, the communications and advocacy work operated under the 

same assumption. However, that was not the case. This suggests some implications for what we 

assume about learning and behaviour change in different contexts.  

STC staff had the freedom to explore the space of possibilities individually or in teams around 

what greening meant for their local contexts. Those localised meanings strengthened and 

deepened the learning in those contexts and allowed greening to become part of business as usual. 

Perhaps this strength was also something of a weakness, in that, by not establishing a more 

detailed narrative about greening meant that it largely stayed confined to those localised contexts. 

Greening, as understood in the work context, did not connect to other frames such as the home 

frame. If STC had explicitly drawn connections to other contexts when discussing greening at 

company meetings, staff may have started to make them and act on them. It is clear that simply 

educating people in one domain may not mean that they automatically make connections to other 

domains in their lives, even when the material is relevant to them.  

Given that personal behaviour change was not an explicit goal of Greening the Wharf project there 

were no specific plans or processes or discussions in that regard within the company at the level 

of company meetings. Any changes to staff behaviour would have to have been self-initiated – 

they would have had to consciously consider what had happened at work and consider how they 

could have made those changes at home and then done it. As captured in Tables 5.5, 5.6 and 5.7, 

the response to my question on behaviour change at home prompted a visible shift of thought, as 
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though staff were only just making a link between work and home in that moment for the first 

time, by considering my question. I wondered about the chronology of when we come to particular 

experiences and the formativeness of them for experiences to come. 

Considering this in terms of section 6.4.1 on vision(s) and perceptions, there is some evidence 

that our early frames and metaphors (conceptual and frame mappings from one domain to another) 

have a strong influence on subsequent frames and metaphors. By the time we reach adulthood we 

are likely to have frames and metaphors for many of our experiences. This was evident in the way 

staff couched their approach to sustainability. Those with a connection to nature through their 

early life referred to that and staff who grew up on farms mentioned that as what sustainability 

meant to them. Two of them had grown up in Ireland and talked about being aware of nature 

through their farming childhoods, and of where food came from. The Australian who grew up on 

a farm talked about it making her aware of water scarcity. Again, we see the influence on our 

contexts in how we frame something – lack of water was not an issue in Ireland but was and 

remains a key challenge in Australia, especially for farmers. For Cassie and Brookman, their 

existing framing of the environment as precious and needing protection strongly influenced their 

adult behaviour though they did not agitate for changes. They embraced the opportunity to express 

their frames when it was offered. However, that was not the case for all staff with strong 

environmental connections as children.  

Connor, one of the staff from Ireland, had a strong environmental education through high school 

and college. At college, his friends were active in the green movement in Ireland and said that he 

had garnered much knowledge in being around them. However, our interview was taking place 

ten years and two countries on from that place and time. When I asked about his behaviour at 

home and if he was engaging in green behaviours, his response was surprising.   

No. I really haven’t taken a lot of the stuff I learned 10 years ago into my 

life at the moment, in terms of how to buy - being conscious of buying 

plastic, what materials my food comes in, even all the day to day cutting 

and stuff I’m not - I don’t take into - some of it I’m sure I do 

subconsciously all the time but some of it I probably don’t. That’s just 

come from moving and I haven’t transferred that to life here (Connor, 

2014, 193).  

He was living in an apartment with little opportunity for growing vegetables or composting etc 

but his comment above really goes to the lack of drawing connections between contexts again. 

Even though, he had access to the knowledge and he had been “nurtured to have a love of the 
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environment”, the shift of contexts had seen him not take that knowledge and behaviour with him 

(Connor, 2014, 35). He had learned about environmental stewardship in childhood, through high 

school and college. One could conjecture that when he settles down permanently in life these early 

frames may find their expression in his choice of living situation but even with such an early focus 

on the environment, its expression may be prevented or delayed, by a change of context. Connor 

was consciously aware of not acting. It just seemed to have slipped down the priority list, and 

what was happening at work, though he was very enthusiastic about it and engaged in green 

practices at work, did not translate to his home life.  

The issue of frame-to-frame connections seems to be that people can have a set of values and 

knowledge in one context but that does not automatically mean that they will make connections 

to all other relevant contexts. We frame our experiences temporally and contextually. Later frames 

seem to be unconsciously informed by earlier frames, to an extent in terms of values, beliefs and 

knowledge about the world, but may not be able to find expression in all contexts. For example, 

Brookman had been at STC for ten years before Greening the Wharf allowed him the opportunity 

to invoke his frames on the environment and link them to his frames on theatre production and 

management. That suggests that the context must support the expression of those frames. The 

weakest connection, though, is where this new knowledge and framing of pro-green behaviours 

occurs at work. It appears that it does not work outwards to other frames unless the work context 

makes an explicit connection for staff. This suggest an opportunity for organisations to make those 

links explicit for staff. STC could do this at company meetings, talking about what staff could do 

at home and perhaps rewarding that behaviour. Given the enthusiasm of the staff for the 

organisational behaviour changes, it would seem reasonable to assume they might have been open 

to such a conversation.  

6.5.1. Insights from the nexus between personal and organisational 
learning for sustainability 

This section has explored the nexus between organisational learning and personal learning for 

sustainability evident at STC. It was evident most staff did not change their behaviour in their 

personal contexts based on what they experienced at work. The only notable exception was 

Cynthia who seemed to make explicit linkages to home, which is likely due to her involvement 

with facilitating behaviour change at work through the Green Team II. This suggests that there 

might be scope for organisations to facilitate those linkages by explicitly discussing what staff 

might be able to do at home.   
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6.6. Conclusion 

STC have gone through a highly successful organisational learning process for environmental 

sustainability as evidenced by their rating as sustaining corporation under the Sustainability Phase 

Model. Through the process of undertaking the review of STC along its human and ecological 

sustainability, I found that STC’s human sustainability rating would have been at HS5 or HS6 at 

the time that the Greening the Wharf project was being conceived was underpinned by a strong 

culture in which staff felt empowered to contribute ideas and lead in their own learning by the 

leadership team  

Greening the Wharf would not have been as successful as it was, were it not for the influence of 

some key contextual enabling conditions and people. These included the timing of the project, the 

support of the State and Federal Governments as well as some important donations, notably the 

PV array from the Shi Family Foundation. Critical individuals in the process were Blanchett and 

Upton, Brookman and later O’Byrne in sparking the project, comprehensively planning the 

project and implementing and embedding it. STC achieved this through the strong Team STC 

identity fostered at the organisational level and enacted through two iterations of the green team. 

Green Team I brought the major infrastructure and production changes to fruition and the first 

layer of the public communications.  Green Team II took on the culture change mantel and come 

up with creative ways to encourage behaviour change among the staff while STC continued the 

public conversation through its advocacy work. At every turn, the staff enriched and extended the 

greening agenda at STC in ways that could never have been fully anticipated when Upton was 

looking at the building as a big battery. Staff embraced the big aspiration of being the greenest 

theatre in the world throughout all levels of the organisation, but the aspiration was loose enough 

to enable staff to explore the space of possibilities within their own local context, to own it as it 

related to them and their work practices.   

The ownership and behaviour changes in the workplace did not extend naturally to the home 

spaces or personal lives, though it seemed to be a tacit assumption among by the implementers. 

Staff did not naturally connect their work frames to their home frames or other relevant frames. 

However, there was some evidence that where a staff member made an explicit connection 

between the work and home contexts, behaviour at work could influence the home or personal 

behaviour. This suggests that organisations embracing sustainability could potentially influence 

personal behaviour by explicitly mapping knowledge and behaviour at work to the personal.  
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It is also worth considering the lack of automatic frame-to-frame mapping in the work context. 

Often, staff may embrace sustainable behaviours in their relevant departments but may not 

consider other domains. For example, staff may have looked at sustainable behaviours in their 

department or team but may have considered how to travel for work in an environmentally 

sustainable way. The organisation would need to draw an explicit connection for staff and provide 

knowledge about how to do this rather than assuming that staff will automatically consider all of 

their work contexts through the prism of sustainability.   
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Chapter 7. Conclusions and implications 

7.1. Introduction 

This research was both exploratory and explanatory in nature. It sought to develop a deep 

understanding of an organisational change and learning for sustainability project. The lens of 

complexity theory (see Chapter 3) was used to engage in an in-depth examination of the case of 

Greening the Wharf at STC as an example of organisational change and learning for sustainability, 

paying particular attention to the way that staff expressed their experiences through frames and 

metaphors (see Chapter 2). The complexity lens enabled me to look at the full range of dynamic 

contextual influences and enabling conditions that were pivotal to the project and its impact. It 

enabled me to examine the project and STC from multiple perspectives, which greatly assisted 

my understanding of those contextual influences. Being attentive to the frames and metaphors 

used by staff helped me appreciate their sense making around their exposure to or involvement 

with the Greening the Wharf project. I employed the complexity multiple lenses of Cooksey’s 

(2003) systems of dynamic influence in analysing the data from interviews, media, government 

websites and internal documents to assist me in identifying the enabling conditions for the 

project’s success. I was alert to frames and metaphors when analysing interview transcripts in 

relation to staff conceptions around sustainability and Greening the Wharf and their reported 

behaviours in order to understand their perceptions and understanding of the project and its 

affects. Analysing the transcripts for frames and metaphors helped me to understand and provide 

an explanation of the variability in perceptions of participants (See Chapters 5 and 6).    

This chapter will draw conclusions from the research into the Greening the Wharf project at STC, 

its influences and impacts. It will unfold as follows:  

7.2  will address the four research questions that were under investigation with a 

subsection for each question.  

7.3  will discuss the implications of those conclusions for management theory, 

methodology, management practice and managerial education and development.  

7.4  will discuss the limitations of this research 

7.5  explores possible future research directions from this research 
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7.2. Understanding Greening the Wharf at STC 

The purpose of this section is to draw conclusions in answer to my four research questions but 

before doing so, I will summarise the journey to those questions. My literature review in Chapter 

2 covering organisational sustainability, metaphors and frames, organisational culture and 

organisational change and learning for sustainability, showed that the literature largely focussed 

on the organisational level. Some theories attended to the multi-dimensional aspect of 

organisational learning across organisational, group and individual dimensions (Crossan et al., 

1999, 2011). Connections between personal learning and organisational learning were largely 

unexplored except in the way a person learns might affect organisational learning. The challenge 

of sustainability is wicked and pervasive. Sources of influence and constraint on organisational 

activities as they relate to sustainability are not limited to the organisational context itself. 

Evidence of climate change and environmental degradation are a source of influence as are 

government policies that constrain or promote sustainable behaviour through policy uncertainty 

or policy instruments that reward organisations for sustainable actions. Additionally, the 

challenge of sustainability pervades all of the contexts we inhabit but organisational level 

interventions have not accounted for the interplay of those contexts and how they manifest in 

personal behaviour.   

I chose complexity theory as a conceptual framework in which to explore Greening the Wharf at 

STC. In Chapter 3, I canvassed the features of complex systems identified by a variety of theorists. 

I also explored how complexity theory informed the concept of organisational learning. I drew on 

Cooksey’s (2003) Learnership in complex organisational textures as the source for a conceptual 

model for exploring the organisational learning in a way that could attend to all of the sources of 

dynamic influence on Greening the Wharf and how learning might occur in response to feedback. 

The overarching question I wanted to answer was ‘how did STC learn to become more sustainable 

and what were the behavioural impacts on staff’? To answer that question I broke it down into 

four more detailed questions, which were:  

1. Did STC achieve organisational learning for sustainability?

2. How did the organisational learning for sustainability unfold at STC?

3. What organisational learning features were evident?

4. What was the nexus between organisational and personal learning for sustainability?

The complexity approach also informed the research process outlined in Chapter 4. I adopted a 

critical realist ontological and epistemological position. The critical realist stance suggests there 
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is a real world out there, the intransitive world that will be what it is regardless of what theories 

we may build about it (Mingers, 2014). However, we are limited in our capacities to build 

knowledge about that intransitive reality because of our own contextual and cognitive limitations 

at the time we build that knowledge. It is always fallible. In the case of social science, critical 

realists argue there are no intransitive objects (Mingers 2014). Social phenomena are inherently 

different to material phenomena. Social structures do not exist outside of an individual’s 

conception of them and individual’s agency requires some kind of interpretation. Social theories 

can become self-fulfilling and in ways that can be damaging to both the social and material worlds. 

My research investigated the social phenomenon of organisational learning for sustainability, so 

it was appropriate to take an interpretivist approach to it because I needed to adopt an empathetic 

stance in relation to the participants (Bryman & Bell, 2011). I needed to be able to step into their 

perspectives by attending to how they answered my questions. Their language was the key to 

accessing their unique perspectives as expressed in frames and metaphors they used. I chose a 

single in-depth case study to try to attain a deep and broad understanding of Greening the Wharf 

and its effect on STC. My conclusions about the four research questions follow.  

7.2.1. Did STC achieve organisational learning for sustainability? 

As described in 6.2, STC did achieve organisational learning for sustainability. STC engaged in 

a transformational change process in 2007-2008. Planning began with Brookman and the Board 

in 2007. This included having the building audited for its power and water use, and its waste 

management practices. This was step 1 of the Benn et al. transformational change process 

discussed in 5.3.1 (Benn et al., 2014). The workshops held in 2008 after an inspiring address from 

Tim Flannery helped STC to set a vision to be the greenest theatre in the world, to identify the 

gaps between their existing reality and their vision. Recalling the quote from Benn et al. (2014) 

in 2.4, STC found a way to remould its cultural values to create a powerful change in their 

understanding of their purpose and impetus to act differently.   

STC also used the workshops to assess the level of organisational readiness and build emotional 

contagion (steps 2-4) (Benn et al., 2014). Champions emerged through the process, forming Green 

Team I and setting the scene for change (step 5). They skipped stage 6 of securing basic 

compliance and went beyond it from the outset by going for a change program that went well 

beyond compliance expectations (steps 7-8). They implemented the change in Act I of the project 

by communicating regularly with staff at company meetings, building a network of change agents, 

celebrating wins internally and publicising them, consolidating the changes into concrete 
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processes (e.g. the Green design policy). They engaged other stakeholders such as other theatre 

companies and the public through initiatives like the Wentworth Talks. At this stage, I could not 

identify any specific reward systems at the individual level. However, STC was rewarded at the 

company level through the enormous amount of positive publicity received at the time. The final 

stage of the transformational model is ‘maintain commitment, to keep improving’. That was 

evident in O’Byrne’s sustainability roadmap 2012-2015 (STC, 2012), the creation of the Green 

Team II and instigation of the Green Gnome awards for positive greening suggestions from staff. 

I used the Sustainability Phase Model to assess if STC had achieved organisational learning for 

sustainability by looking for evidence of features of a sustaining corporation from the checklist 

provided in Benn et al. (2014).  This allowed me to look at their environmental and human 

sustainability. In doing so, I was able to garner a key insight about the success of the Greening 

the  

Wharf project. As discussed in Chapter 2 and detailed in section 6.2, the Sustainability Phase 

Model establishes six levels for human and ecological sustainability ranging from rejection to 

sustaining. Organisations can be positioned at different points across the human and ecological 

dimensions. On my assessment, STC in 2014 were a sustaining organisation because they rated 

level 6 for both human and ecological sustainability dimensions. However, in 2008, when 

embarking on Greening the Wharf, their ecological level would have been at level 2 where it was 

not on the radar, but their human sustainability would have been at level 5 or 6. This level, where 

staff were valued for themselves as well as the skill set they brought to the job, underpinned the 

strong organisational culture that was evident during my research. That culture was a major 

contributor to the success of the project.   

In terms of the third prong of the triple bottom, STC also attend to its ongoing financial viability. 

Their financial performance over the tenure of Blanchett and Upton also improved substantially 

as articulated in the 2013 annual report discussed in 6.2 (STC, 2013). STC could thus be 

characterised by the metaphor of sustaining organisation across all three measures.  

7.2.2. How did the organisational learning for sustainability unfold 
at STC? 

The complex systems approach to understanding the organisational learning for sustainability at 

STC provided me with the means to unpack how the learning unfolded across the subsystems of 

dynamic influence over the time course of the Greening the Wharf project and beyond. Unpacking 

the time course of events and player influences helped me to identify critical enabling conditions 
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and develop an understanding the dynamics that played out between the various lenses and 

sources of influence that emerged as the project unfolded (Cooksey, 2001, 2003).  I considered 

conditions such as the external environment, the organisation itself, and the intrapersonal and 

interpersonal domains and how they dynamically influenced, or were themselves, influenced by 

Greening the Wharf. What emerged from the analysis in Chapters 5 and 6 was a more complex 

and dynamic process than might have been evident if I had used one or a combination of the more 

popular organisational learning theories to examine the project. Those dynamic influences and 

enabling conditions were captured in a mind map located in Appendix 5. To summarise, Blanchett 

and Upton’s strong environmental commitments and vision to green STC were the first source of 

dynamic influence for Greening the Wharf. Their vision was a source of positive, destabilising, 

feedback to the system and pushed it out of equilibrium and a critical enabling condition in that it 

was a choice point between continuing to operate in the usual resource intensive ways of the past 

and finding a way to reduce the impact on the environment while still producing theatre. Tim 

Flannery reinforced that positive feedback loop when he spoke to the company about the perils of 

climate change and the importance of taking action to mitigate it. He stimulated another key 

enabling condition by backing up the vision with science and passion.   

The next enabling condition was the role played by the State Labor Government and its Minister 

for the Arts and Environment whose department funded the audit of the building and planning 

workshops and connected STC with UNSW and the Shi Family Foundation. The change of 

Federal Government in 2007 created a further enabling condition with the Rudd Labor 

Government making a strong commitment to action on climate change and establishing the Green 

Precincts Fund to establish showcase sites for what was possible in responding to it. These were 

the critical enabling conditions from the environmental context.   

Within the organisation itself, STC had a strong and collaborative organisational culture in which 

staff showed a strong commitment to the organisation which could be expressed in the phrase, 

Team STC. The two critical organisational enabling conditions were the leadership and 

organisational culture. The leadership at STC may have changed over the course of the Greening 

the Wharf project but that did not change the metaphor I would use to describe it. STC’s leaders 

took a honeybee approach to their roles (Avery & Bergsteiner, 2010). They were open, authentic, 

collaborative and concerned with the welfare of internal and external stakeholders. STC engaged 

in conversation with its audiences, its industry and the broader community in a spirit of building 

mutual understanding. The same kind of conversation characterised the modes of communication 

operating internally. The staff showed the same authenticity and collaborative spirit. There was a 

culture of playfulness, openness to ideas with a willingness and courage to follow those ideas 
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through to their conclusion. Communication across the organisation was also important and 

facilitated by the leadership team who emphasised the importance of conversation. The emergent 

over-arching metaphor was of STC as interlocutor.  

The leadership team created the conditions for ‘learnership’ through their approach (Cooksey, 

2003). Responsibility for leading and learning was diffused to the broader organisational 

membership who then became embedded in the learning behaviour within their local contexts. 

They acted as leaders or learners as required by the context. They allowed staff to lead in their 

own learning rather than prescribing how they should green their particular areas. This approach 

came naturally because it related to their core business of producing theatre. Each production 

required a new production team comprising permanent and freelance staff. STC produce around 

sixteen shows per annum with a six-week production schedule.   

STC saw a role for theatre in engaging the community in conversation about important societal 

issues such as climate change through producing plays in an environmentally sustainable way. 

Once they had established the vision to be the greenest theatre in the world, they were able to 

work on how to go about the process of producing theatre in a way that was green. STC staff 

embraced the vision to green theatre and once the project plan was complete, as Brookman told 

me, they treated it as just another theatre production, which he characterised as being quite an 

industrial exercise in project management. That suggested the transformational metaphor of 

greening as theatre production. It provided a key insight as to how they approached the early 

stages of the project described in Act I of Greening the Wharf, folding a tangential project into 

into the normal mode of working on theatre productions.  At the cognitive level, adopting the idea 

of greening as another theatre production allowed staff to work with their existing frames on their 

work but expand those frames to include greening. . It did not require that they abandon how they 

already worked and it allowed the integration of greening so that it became part of business as 

usual. Other studies have pointed to a more negative outcome in terms of the phrase ‘business as 

usual’, finding that it often means dropping the sustainable behaviours and slipping back into the 

old business as usual (e.g. Nyberg & Wright, 2017).  However, that was not the case with STC.  

The work of producing a play involves two key teams, the cast who rehearse the play with the 

director and writer, and the production team who are comprised of all of the artisans involved in 

bringing the play to the stage – sets, props, lighting, sound, and costumes.  STC produces a play 

over a six-week period. Although I did not get to observe the production process, I reviewed the 

study by Ford (2008) of a US theatre company in order to gain an insight from his experience. In 
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the case of Green Team I and Act I, Brookman took on the role of ‘production manager’, 

maintaining that communication across the team. Theatre productions require production teams 

to that are composed of people who may or may not work together regularly. They must work 

quickly to establish a functional way of working together in order to bring a production to fruition 

within a tight time span. The regularity of the process suggests those who work in production 

teams were adept at communicating their perspectives in a collaborative yet fearless way in order 

to produce the best outcome possible. Three of the five key members of Green Team I were 

involved in theatre production – Brookman, The Head of Lighting, The Head of Set Construction. 

The Workshops Manager was also a key contributor, particularly on the waste stream 

management. After Act I, when sets were deconstructed, the Workshops Manager and his team 

worked with production staff to minimise waste to landfill by recycling, repurposing or storing 

parts of sets.  

In Act II, the approach of Green Team II, under the leadership of O’Byrne, focused more on team 

learning drawing on volunteers to help maintain the momentum of encouraging behaviour change 

(Senge, 1990, Edmondson, 2012). The teamhey were free to explore the space of possibilities and 

they came up with a range of initiatives, leading their own learning and becoming leaders around 

greening activities within the organisation, demonstrating ‘learnership’ (Cooksey, 2003).   

Within the contextual domain of personal influences, there were critical individuals whose passion 

for the environment drove the project. I have already mentioned Blanchett and Upton. In Act I, 

Rob Brookman was the critical enabling individual for the project because of his long-standing 

commitment to the environment. Greening was a dream project that brought together his dual 

passions for the environment and the theatre along with the committed Green Team I. The loss of 

Brookman in 2010 had the potential to be a constraining condition on the long term success of the 

project. In hiring O’Byrne, McIntyre created a further enabling condition that ensured the 

successful completion of the project itself but also a broadening of sustainability to include an 

explicit social dimension and a continued commitment to behaviour change through the work of 

Green Team II. Although STC were already a level 6 on the human dimension of the Sustainability 

Phase Model (Benn et al., 2014), they did not characterise their sustainability commitments that 

way. They continued to present it in environmental terms only as indicated in their job 

descriptions.  

The organisational learning at STC emerged from the interplay of influences and enabling 

conditions, the experiential learning of staff through their interactions with each other at both the 

team and individual level as they explored the possibilities of making theatre in a green way. 
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Later, they examined how other organisational practices could be greened. Critical enabling 

conditions came in the form of individuals, external organisations, time and decisions taken in 

response to events that would have been extremely difficult to anticipate prospectively. 

7.2.3. What organisational learning features were evident at STC?  

Greening the Wharf was characterised by several organisational learning features. These include 

vision setting; leadership that supported ‘learnership’; double and single loop learning in response 

to feedback; frames/mental models; team learning, and encoding learning in cultural artefacts.  

7.2.3.1. Vision setting  

As discussed in 2.6, a vision provides a picture of a compelling future that the organisation or 

team are compelled to build together. Visions preconceived by the leadership can be 

communicated by telling, selling, or consulting to staff (Senge et al., 2009). The final option, co-

creation, involves bringing all of the staff along on the process of vision building and provides 

the best option of having them share their frames on the future of the organisation and then 

integrating the vision to that frame (Senge et al., 2009). This was not what Blanchett and Upton 

actually did. The mode of building shared vision they seemed to employ was ‘telling’- they simply 

stated their intention to green STC in late 2006 when they were introduced as the incumbent co-

artistic directors. The only consultation that had happened prior to the announcement was with 

the STC Board and Rob Brookman who were all very supportive.   

As discussed previously, the reaction of the staff was the opposite of what many organisations 

would experience. The staff embraced the idea with enthusiasm rather than defensiveness or 

cynicism. This was a source of confusion to me and the following proffers some possible 

explanations. As mentioned previously, the staff largely did not mention any knowledge of the 

intention to green STC until the formal announcement at the first company meeting, they held in 

2008. The idea was not part of the core business and theatre is usually cash-strapped, so anything 

that might direct funds away from the business that staff were passionate about could have been 

a source of resistance. However, the zeitgeist of the time around climate change may have made 

the staff more positively predisposed to the idea. The leadership followed the announcement was 

with the address from Tim Flannery and the Big Switch workshop.  Flannery made the science 

concrete and the Big Switch audit made the gap between existing organisational practice and 

green practice evident, so that the workshops could conceive how to bridge the gap.   
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Further to that, STC’s organisational culture was open to ideas and used to finding creative 

solutions. As a not-for-profit arts organisation, STC’s values are broader than self-interest at the 

organisational level. Staff self-select to work in theatre because they love it more than they love 

a large salary. This may have made them more likely to embrace pro-green ideas than people in 

organisations that were more individualistic and profit driven. The company knew Blanchett and 

Upton as they had both worked there on various productions and they had the respect of the 

company.   

I only found one instance of the phrase “to make STC the greenest theatre in the world” in my 

data. It was in a follow-up email with Rob Brookman to clarify some points from our interview. 

While it seems to capture a vison that may have been more broadly held in the early days of the 

project, it had faded into the background and been replaced by more localised interpretations of 

what greening might mean. This was both a strength of the approach taken to the project and a 

possible weakness. By allowing staff to explore what greening meant in their local context, the 

leadership were able to harness the collective intelligence and coal-face knowledge of the staff 

and have them consider how to perform their roles in a green way. However, in doing so, they did 

not have more generalised conversations about other contexts such as other parts of the 

organisation or the home space, though the latter was not an explicit goal of Greening the Wharf. 

As discussed in 6.5 the advocacy and public education programs that STC did engage in were 

assumed to facilitate behaviour change through knowledge transfer but in the psychology 

literature, we know that giving people information does not necessarily mean they will change 

their behaviour (Koger & Winter, 2010).   

7.2.3.2. Leadership that supports ‘learnership’ 

STC’s leadership team, as discussed in the previous section, exemplified honeybee characteristics. 

They showed that they valued internal and external human stakeholders and the physical 

environment. The leadership devolved decision-making to local contexts and staff were mostly 

self-managing.  High levels of trust were evident. The approach to staff management gave them 

a high human sustainability rating on the sustainability phase model (Benn et al., 2014). That 

contributed to the positive organisational culture into which the seed of greening theatre was 

planted. The leadership took a deeply collaborative approach to Greening the Wharf, and were 

open to ideas from across the organisation, which enriched the project. Leadership was not merely 

a precondition to the organisational learning but an essential dynamic component of the learning 

itself. STC’s leadership was an energising force behind the learning and facilitated the 

development of ‘learnership’ in each of the staff who became involved in Greening the Wharf 
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(Cooksey, 2003). Staff led in their own learning within their own contexts, applying the goal of 

greening to their intimate knowledge of their local work processes. ‘Learnership’ was evident at 

both the team and individual levels. In Green Team I, more individual was evident as it comprised 

department heads. Green Team II showed a team form of ‘learnership’, brainstorming amongst 

themselves to come up with initiatives to encourage behaviour change.  This facilitated the 

embedding of the learning into organisational practices.   

7.2.3.3. Single and double loop learning in response to feedback 

Double and single loop learning were also evident in response to feedback. The articulation of the 

greening vision was a source of positive, destabilising feedback into the STC system that forced 

it to question its role through a double loop learning process. Once they had recast their vision of 

themselves as a green theatre, this provided negative feedback into the system, creating a 

performance gap between business as it was conducted and being a green theatre. This required a 

single loop learning response and a systems approach as staff grappled with what acting on that 

vision would mean for STC as a whole at the level of infrastructure, and then at the local level 

where each area had to grapple with how to carry out their own work practices but in a green way. 

The continued refining of greening behaviours through the work of Green Team II was a 

continuation of the single loop process by seeking performance gaps and working to close them 

in order to maintain the new equilibrium of STC as a green theatre. This required staff to extend 

their frames on the work that they did in order to accommodate the green vision.  

7.2.3.4. Frames 

STC staff demonstrated an openness to exploring the space of possibilities around greening within 

their local work contexts. They expanded their work frames to accommodate being green and 

changed their behaviour at work as consequence. However, they did not draw an explicit 

connection between their work behaviours and their home behaviours despite the relevance of 

some of the organisational learning for sustainability to their home context.  

7.2.3.5. Team learning 

The evidence of the way both iterations of the Green Team in Acts I and II of Greening the Wharf 

came together suggests a high degree of psychological safety in exploring ideas (Garvin et al., 

2008; Lipshitz et al., 2007), even if they did not all work. They showed clear signs of ‘teaming’, 

a process that is upheld by three pillars developed and modelled by the leadership – staff needed 

to become curious, passionate, and empathic (Edmondson, 2012, 2013). That is, the staff needed 
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to be curious to find out how to do things better, passionate about the project so that they can find 

the energy to go beyond normal expectations and empathetic to ensure the maintenance of team 

spirit despite the pressure. Green Team I in particular took on a task that grew into something way 

beyond their wildest imaginings at the beginning but they all saw it through. That same spirit of 

allowing staff to be curious, passionate and empathetic was also evident in Green Team II and 

affected the broader organisation.   

7.2.3.6. Encoding learning in cultural artefacts 

If the Heads of Lighting and Set Construction had only taken their learnings and changed their 

work practices but not encoded them in the Green Design Policy (Appendix 4), the application of 

those learnings would have been patchy and reliant on their personal presence to reinforce the 

new practices. The Head of Lighting left STC in 2013 and could have taken the knowledge he 

garnered with him had STC not codified the knowledge he gained into that policy. Further, the 

fact that their plays are put on by a production team of permanent and freelance staff leaves the 

company very vulnerable to staff misinterpreting or forgetting about the green ethos at STC. 

Codifying the knowledge into the Green Design Policy (Appendix 4) provides the means for that 

organisational learning to be enshrined in organisational practice. Similarly, the Green Events 

Guide (STC, 2011c) provides the means for staff who work with external organisations hosting 

events at STC, to ensure that they adhere to the green ethos as well. This also, by extension, allows 

STC to continue its advocacy of pro-green practices to non-permanent STC staff and the public. 

The encoding of green as a value and work practice in job descriptions and induction documents 

that refer new staff to report ideas to the Green Team carries the message to prospective and new 

employees. Without this encoding, the organisational learning could not have become part of 

business as usual at STC.   

7.2.3.7. Evidence of transformational change 

Although this research was examining Greening the Wharf from the perspective of organisational 

learning, the process as it unfolded in Act I was also suggestive of what would be characterised 

as a transformational change process as described in Benn et al, 2014). The steps of 

transformational change include developing an understanding of where an organisation is at 

before commencing a change process. This was evident in the audit process undertaken in 2007. 

The second step is to develop a vision by questioning the purpose of the organisation and 

imagining a new future. This was evident in the work done in the planning workshops in 2008 

and subsequent vision of making STC the greenest theatre in the world. They then identified the 
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gaps between the new vision and the existing state of the organisation as part of those planning 

workshops and assessed the level of organisational commitment by asking for volunteers. Those 

volunteers who made up Green Team I were the change champions that emerged who then 

assembled the resources needed to enact the change. The project achieved basic compliance and 

went beyond it. Green Team II ensured that the commitment to change was ongoing. 

7.2.4. What was the nexus between organisational learning and 
personal learning for sustainability at STC?  

As indicated in section 6.5, the nexus between organisational learning and personal learning for 

sustainability was weak in terms of learning moving from the organisation to the personal. Those 

staff with strong personal learning for sustainability from childhood were very happy to express 

that in contributing to Greening the Wharf. This was the case, most crucially, in Brookman’s 

contribution. From 2007 to mid-2010, he owned the project and worked tirelessly to see it come 

to fruition. Cassie, the Finance Director, also had strong environmental commitments and made 

significant contributions on how to improve practices in the administrative space as well as 

dealing with the financial aspects of the project. She suggested setting printers to default to 

double-sided printing and the signage encouraging staff to reconsider printing. She also 

encouraged staff to turn off computers and lights. While one could argue that this should be the 

stock in trade of a Finance Director, it was not until Greening the Wharf that she engaged with 

promoting change around these practices despite having been with the company since 2004.  

Though significant behaviour change was evident among the staff in the workplace, they did not 

make the connection to other relevant contexts, with the exception of Cynthia whose work with 

Green Team II on encouraging behaviour change seemed to facilitate that connection. Overall, 

the link between organisational learning and personal learning was not reciprocal in this case: 

personal learning seemed to inform organisational learning, but the reverse did not tend to occur, 

at least in the STC case. For example, Brookman’s personal frames on the environment, did affect 

his behaviour at work once he had the chance to express them by running Greening the Wharf. 

Blanchett and Upton’s personal frames on the environment informed their decision to undertake 

the greening project. Organisational learning frames, by contrast, tended to remain tied to the 

organisational context.  There may be an opportunity for workplaces to draw those explicit 

connections, but it would probably need to happen at the level of specific actions rather than 

general information. The advocacy work done with other theatre organisations suggests that 

inspiring stories and sharing information is not enough to hook meaningfully into other people’s 

frames. It might also be that organisational learning frames are constrained to one’s organisational 
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circumstances whereas personal learning may not be so contextually constrained carrying with it 

all the individual learning accrued over a person’s lifetime and across multiple contexts such as 

family, education, community organisations and the like.   

There may be an opportunity for an organisation to make explicit connections between relevant 

domains around the issue of sustainability. This could be done reflectively by individuals 

considering the broader implications of what was happening at work with other aspects of their 

lives or it could perhaps be done by the organisation drawing the attention of staff to the relevance 

of green work practices to other contexts. For example, at a company meeting O’Byrne could 

have suggested that now that the Wharf was greened, staff could consider greening their homes. 

This study suggests that we should not assume that knowledge gained in one domain (frame) will 

automatically connect to other relevant domains. It may also offer an alternate explanation for the 

findings in study, “‘A holiday is a holiday’: practicing sustainability, home and away”, which 

found that while individuals might engage in green behaviours at home, they don’t transfer those 

behaviours to contexts such as going on holiday (Barr, Shaw, Coles, & Prillwitz, 2009). The 

personal learning frames related to sustainable behaviours at home did not naturally extend to 

other contexts such as being on holiday rather than people seeing holidaying as an opportunity to 

take a break from being sustainable, which was the implication of the paper’s findings.  

7.3. Implications  

7.3.1. Implications for theory 

The complexity science informed approach requires researchers, managers and educators of 

managers to reflect on the dynamism of the relationships and feedback within the non-linear 

systems they occupy and teach about. In doing so, they are likely to develop an appreciation for 

the limited utility of applying linear solutions to problems that belie the intricacies of the 

relationships between and within subsystems and the attendant consequences of intervening in 

those relationships. This research approach also had to take account of the time course of the event 

under investigation to identify critical enabling conditions and develop an appreciation of the 

dynamics at play through a variety of contextual lenses. Critical enabling conditions are those 

conditions that have the highest potential to influence or alter the time course of events and their 

associated dynamics. The data in this research showed that critical enabling conditions can come 

in the form individuals, external organisations, and decision choices in response to feedback or 

changes in the flow of resources into a system.  Theory may not be able to pinpoint those 

conditions prospectively or where, how and associated with whom such conditions might emerge, 
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but it should state that we should make attempts to identify them because they act as causal factors 

in the time stream of events. Those conditions can emerge dynamically from influences from the 

external environment, the organisation, the personal and the interpersonal.  

The external environment includes the ecological systems in which organisations sit. Excluding 

the impact of organisational activity on the natural environment has been a major contributor to 

the environmental problems the world is currently facing. Applying complexity theory to 

organisational activities also indicates that managers have far less capacity to predict the outcomes 

of their decisions than they might have thought.  

Within the complexity approach, attending closely to the language of the participants enabled me 

to appreciate the different ways that participants framed their experiences and perspectives on 

sustainability, STC and Greening the Wharf. It allowed me to delve deeply into the complex 

subsystems of Cooksey’s (2003) model and helped me to identify key metaphors to describe STC,  

Greening the Wharf and its effect on the organisation. The three key metaphors that emerged were 

STC as interlocutor, Greening the Wharf as theatre production and STC as sustaining 

organisation. At the level of the individuals it allowed me to see how individual staff had made 

their own localised metaphors around greening. This demonstrates that metaphors can be useful 

vehicles for not only understanding how a particular event might be managed through 

organisational metaphors but also how meanings for that event might be created at more localised 

group and individual levels. 

In answering the first research question about the attainment of organisational learning, the 

Sustainability Phase Model was a useful tool in assessing the level of sustainability attained by 

STC, though I was somewhat frustrated by the lack of a definition of what constituted human and 

ecological sustainability. I did find a good definition of human sustainability in another paper 

coauthored by Benn (see Angus-Leppan, Benn, & Young, 2010). However, it would have been 

very useful to be drawing on an overarching definition of both ecological and human sustainability 

from Benn et al., (2014).  I appreciated that the descriptions across the six levels acted as 

definitions at each level, I still thought that the model would have benefitted from an overall 

definition of human and ecological sustainability that framed what was included. The 

Sustainability Phase Model offered a tool that was easy to apply to the organisation.   

The insight I was able to garner in using the tool about STC’s levels of human and ecological 

sustainability over time suggests that it is a static tool, affording a snapshot in time. Another 

dimension to its value could be in tracking organisational learning on a timeline as my research 
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suggests that the starting point may have a great impact on the downstream outcomes. As indicated 

in section 6.2, if STC had not been at human sustainability level 5 or 6 at the start of Greening the 

Wharf, it is unlikely to have been as successful in moving from ecological sustainability level 2 to 

6. Had they been at level 2 for human sustainability at the outset of the project, the cultural

conditions would not have been ripe for staff to embrace and act on the greening vision at STC.

The probability that staff would engage in defensive routines and attempt to maintain the status

quo would have been much higher had that been the case. It is less likely to have embedded so

strongly and become part of business as usual at STC.

The complexity approach allowed me to look at STC and Greening the Wharf from multiple 

perspectives and helped me to see those conditions that were most critical to the success of the 

project. A conceptual lens that focussed only on the leadership, which would be tempting given 

the profile of the Artistic Directors, would have missed many of the other key enabling conditions 

such as the NSW Government’s climate change commitments and its having a minister with the 

combined responsibility for the arts and environment. It would have belied the contribution of 

Rob Brookman who ran the project through Act I and the subsequent contributions of McIntyre 

and O’Byrne. It might have led me to ignore the huge role played by STC’s culture in its openness 

to the idea of greening. I might also have ignored the capacity for individual and team learning 

that is also part of its modus operandi as it rolls out sixteen theatre productions a year.  

The complexity perspective also allowed an insight into how we might connect our experiences 

across contexts, or not, as the case may be. STC managed to transform the bold destabilising 

vision of becoming a green theatre back into the usual practice of producing theatre. Staff were 

able to take on something very different by incorporating it into existing work-related frames. By 

taking a honeybee approach to leading staff STC gave them the freedom   to interpret what 

greening meant within their own local work-related frames (Avery & Bergsteiner, 2010). This 

created the conditions for greening to become something that was concrete for the staff rather than 

being something imposed. The learning was experiential and showed characteristics of 

‘learnership’. The concept of ‘learnership’ articulated by Cooksey (2003), and discussed in 3.2.1, 

focused attention at the level of the individual learner where it was seen as a melding of leadership 

and learning where responsibility for learning and leading is diffused from a few to the broad 

mass of staff and encourages each of them to become embedded in their own learning. Any staff 

member can step up and lead as needed or follow as needed, being leader or learner as the situation 

demanded. The learning was sensitive to the complexities of the particular learning environment. 

This was certainly evident at STC, where various staff stepped up to lead in their own learning 

for their particular contexts. This enriched the learning because staff were taking their existing 
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knowledge of their area of expertise such as lighting or set construction and engaging in a single 

loop learning process to close the gap between existing unsustainable practices and newer 

sustainable practices. Learnership was also evident in Green Team II where staff from any part of 

the organisation could take on a role to encourage behaviour change and act as a liaison point for 

staff suggestions on improving sustainability practices.   

A further point about this is that the learnership that was evident at STC is not just at the level of 

the individual. It was evident at the level of the groups. For example, the head of Workshops worked 

with the Heads of Set construction and Scenic Art, and their teams, to find ways to reuse and recycle 

as much of the sets as possible, working with the waste management company in a cyclic approach 

of continuous learning in order to keep reducing the amount of waste they sent to landfill. Thus, 

we can extend the concept of ‘learnership’ from the individual to team learning.  

 ‘Learnership’ at the level of a team has implications for Edmondson’s concept of teaming (2012). 

She describes the process of teaming as occurring through an engaged team of individuals coming 

together to work on a project.  The individuals need to bring cognitive skills, passion, curiousity 

and empathy to the task and be very aware of the role and perspective of each other, a process 

enabled through distributed leadership. What Edmondson describes is ‘learnership’ at the level of 

a team.  

The transformational metaphor of Greening the Wharf as theatre production also has implications 

for theory because it suggests a way to reduce the chances of organisational resistance to new 

initiatives provided the human sustainability levels are sufficiently high that staff are willing to 

engage with them. As mentioned in the previous paragraph, working with the existing frames for 

staff rather than imposing something new could be a useful strategy for organisational learning 

and change initiatives.   

Taking a complexity approach to understanding organisational learning for sustainability and the 

depth of changes it both requires as well as yields, challenges scholars to appreciate the 

complexities of introducing such a change to an organisation and the importance of attending to 

the various sources of dynamic influence that might affect that initiative. This would include 

attending to the external environment for key enablers and constraints such as government 

funding. At the level of the organisation, identifying the readiness of the organisational culture 

for such a change. My research suggests that culture underpinned by a high level of human 

sustainability is a critical enabling condition for such a change. Attending to that might have to 

be the first priority over an environmental program if it is to embed itself in organisational culture. 
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This would require a capacity to appreciate the way staff build their understanding of the world, 

themselves, others and their work through frames and metaphors constructed through experiences 

in the world and not assume that staff will see things in the same way.  

Building a shared vision will require an opportunity for staff to make meaning around an idea that 

works with their existing frames and in spaces that make it safe for staff to express any reticence 

and address it. Open and regular conversation may be key. Managers would also require an 

understanding of group interactions and dynamics so that they can establish the conditions for 

team learning as discussed in the previous section. A manager may also need to appreciate that it 

is impossible for them to understand the nuances of the roles played by individual staff and to 

work collaboratively with them to draw out what is significant about the organisational initiative 

for their area or role. There is a critical role for empathy throughout these processes.   

If we take seriously the contributions of complexity science and the importance of appreciating 

the way we carry individual frames on the world we will see the merit of managers engaging in 

an empathetic approach with staff in a similar way to an interpretivist. In taking an empathetic 

stance, in truly listening without judgment a leader, manager or team member will seek to engage 

in developing a shared understanding through the surfacing of frames in terms of some activity, 

to build a bridge into their frames of reference, to enable a shared view to emerge. The skills that 

an empathetic manager requires are about eliciting the frames of those they manage, to garner an 

understanding of how they see a situation and to offer other ways of framing whatever is under 

examination.   

This research has shown the metaphors that theorists use in conceiving organisations will have 

implications for all aspects of how we conceive of organisational life. Consider the comparative 

characteristics of organisations with leadership conceived of as honeybees versus locusts and the 

attendant way that metaphor affects all levels as captured in Table 2.1 (Avery & Bergsteiner, 

2010). STC certainly displayed honeybee leadership characteristics. The metaphor of organisation 

as interlocutor does not flow freely off the tongue but it captures something that is critical to a 

sustaining organisation as described by Benn et al., (2014). An organisation that is in empathetic 

conversation with its community, its peers, its ecological environment is much more likely to 

want to build a positive relationship, make a positive contribution than one that sees itself as apart 

from and separated from those contextual influences. Perhaps it returns us to McGrath’s new era 

of management, the era of empathy and its underpinning metaphor of organisation as empath. 

That may be a more fitting metaphor to describe that kind of organisation. It certainly fits STC’s 

way of engaging both internally and externally.  
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7.3.2. Implications for methodology  

From a methodological perspective, the complexity approach allows an analysis that is both broad 

and deep. Taking a complex systems approach to examining an organisational activity ensures 

that all the potential sources of dynamic influence can be exposed along with positive and negative 

feedback loops between those sources. In order to maximise the theoretical value of this type of 

research it is important to establish a research process that provides the best chance of detecting 

or identifying critical enabling conditions over time (whether retrospectively or prospectively), 

which means that the process would have to follow the time course itself.  A longitudinal approach 

is therefore mandated if undertaking this type of research.  

The complexity approach also assumes that individuals within organisations are complex and 

likely to have an idiosyncratic perspective informed by the multiple influences on them from their 

genetic makeup, cultural identity, family background, skills and values. The interpretivist 

approach facilitated the eliciting of participant’s frames and metaphors by encouraging them to 

tell their story. Having participants express their perspective in their natural voice, choosing their 

own words, is more revealing than simply having them complete a survey where they are forced 

to convey their perspective in someone else’s language.  

The grounded theory approach ensured that the data were the source of any theorising rather than 

overlaying the analysis with the researcher’s frames drawn from reviewing the relevant literature. 

It encourages the researcher to be aware of their own frames in order to minimise any biases that 

might come with them. The in depth case study research process was a rich source of data. The 

richer the data source, the richer the story. I explored the environmental influences through 

triangulating interviews against government websites, media reports and company reports. 

Harnessing multiple data sources proved to be very valuable, particularly in reflecting on a 

sustainability or other change efforts retrospectively. The complexity approach also has 

implications for management practice.  

7.3.3. Implications for management practice  

One of the critical lessons from my research into Greening the Wharf at STC is that you need to 

get the human sustainability right to create the enabling conditions in which a new idea or 

initiative is likely to find support even if it is not immediately relatable to what people do every 

day. If staff feel valued and encouraged to be themselves, they are more likely to be open to 

considering new ideas. Cate Blanchett has described her profession as a compassionate one that 

allows actors and audiences to sit with a set of concerns related to the characters in a production 
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as they relate to each other. In both her acting and her role as CEO of Sydney Theatre Company 

she emphasised the importance of conversation and being humble to the task at hand (Darling, 

2007; Summers, 2014). This resonates with McGrath’s era of empathy and recent advances in 

neuroscience have facilitated research that suggests support for management approaches that take 

an empathetic stance towards staff (e.g. Boyatzis, 2011; Boyatzis & Jack, 2018).   

One of STC’s core values is playfulness and the creative industries like theatre are inherently 

creative places but many other organisations are not. While business and management literature 

might pay lip service to creativity, the structures and processes of most work promotes the opposite 

response in staff. When we try to force creativity on people without having created a physical and 

emotional space where people feel safe the endeavour is unlikely to be successful. Our very 

organisational structures can be too rigid and bureaucratic to facilitate creativity within and 

between departments. This recall’s Bolman and Deal’s (2008) work on reframing organisations 

and the invitation to take the artists perspective if one wants to see new possibilities. “The leader 

as artist relies on images as well as memos, poetry as well as policy, reflection as well as command, 

and reframing as well as refitting” (Bolman & Deal, 2008, p. 21).   

People with a history of being in such rigid structures may require time, encouragement and 

consistent evidence that their contribution is valued before they develop the sense of 

psychological safety to engage in more creative approaches to problem solving. Otherwise they 

will engage in defensive routines, where they show surface level support for ideas but actively 

work to maintain the status quo, to protect their own perspective and not look incompetent 

(Argyris & Schon, 2004). Using some of Argyris and Schon’s techniques for reflection may help 

get past those defences and enable the surfacing of people’s frames on an issue so that deeper 

reflections and exploration can occur (2004). Other techniques including Edward de Bono’s Six 

Hats might also help to break habituated ways of framing (de Bono, 1990). The importance of 

doing this in a psychologically safe environment cannot be underestimated.   

If a manager wants to prompt action in multiple contexts, appreciate that people may hold different 

frames for different parts of their lives and even their work. It is possible that staff will not make 

frame-to-frame connections for different aspects within the workplace, let alone beyond it. For 

example, it is conceivable that Joe from Set Construction might be passionate about using 

sustainable ply for his sets but would not think to get a reusable cup for his take-away coffee just 

because that is not part of his greening frame. Those connections need to be explicitly made by 

threading an idea through the multiple contexts relevant to the idea.   
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Taking a complex approach to management practice may free managers from the illusion that 

their role is to plan, lead, organise and control what happens in their organisation, and become 

more open to working collaboratively with staff to deal with organisational issues. As Mintzberg 

said, management is an art, a craft and a practice (Mintzberg, 2004). Organisations would do well 

to appreciate the benefit of encouraging ‘learnership’ among staff. They appreciate the 

complexities of their own local contexts within the organisation and should be encouraged to lead 

their own learning or seek to learn from others as needed when working towards an organisational 

objective.  

7.3.4. Implications for management development and education 

This research suggests that developing our management students and existing managers capacities 

for appreciating the complexity of our organisations and ourselves will help them to be less linear 

in their approaches to problem solving and more empathetic in their engagement with colleagues, 

superiors and subordinates.   

Teaching management theories to students in traditional classroom environments will not produce 

students who have the ability to manage because they have not experienced the practice of 

managing in any meaningful way. The classroom environment would be better if it provided the 

opportunity for experiencing what it is like to have to manage. The emphasis may need to shift 

towards having students work collaboratively on issues so that they can experience the difficulty 

of communicating among a group of people with different perspectives (frames) on issues and 

who may also view the world differently. Bringing together students of different genders, cultures 

and demographics would provide an opportunity to surface their differing frames on issues and 

help them navigate towards a common understanding in developing answers to questions. The 

classroom space provides a place that has the potential to be more psychologically safe than 

discovering these issues in the real world after graduation, as long as it is sensitively managed.  

One challenging aspect for me as an academic in a regional university is that most of our students 

are studying online and do not come together in classroom settings. The advantage for many of 

those students, conversely, is that they are already in workplaces and can see the concepts they 

are being exposed to being played out and realise what works and what does not. They will have 

experienced what it is like to work in teams and to try to communicate with colleagues to achieve 

outcomes. However, they will not get the benefit of the experiential learning in the classroom 

environment. There are opportunities to work collaboratively in the online space with fellow 
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students and adding a reflective practice may assist the students to consider the frames that they 

and fellow students brought to issues and how they were resolved.  

Part of the process of educating future managers is encouraging them to appreciate their own 

thinking processes. This includes consideration of how their thinking contributes to the way they 

engage with others and how that might contribute to successful or unsuccessful outcomes. To 

assist with this, I would also introduce students to reflective practices including the left hand 

column technique (Senge, 1990) and other practices to encourage them to expose their own frames 

and metaphors so that they understand what is underpinning their attitudes and approaches. 

Techniques for reframing are also useful to assist managers extend and expand the way they think 

(Bolman and Deal, 2008). They can take managers from having a limited view of their 

organisation and trying to choose one best rational structural solution designed to retain certainty 

over ambiguity to look at problems differently. They can expand their conceptual toolbox and 

take a holistic approach that looks at a variety of ways of framing a situation, developing 

creativity, risk taking and playfulness in response to difficulties and ambiguities. They can try to 

find the right question to ask before looking for the right answer and being passionate and 

principled while flexibly responding to issues that arise (Bolman & Deal, 2008).   

As discussed in Chapter 1, the World Economic Forum suggested that we are now in the fourth 

industrial revolution, a time of disruptive change and an exponential increase in the impact of 

technologies such as artificial intelligence on our lives (World Economic Forum, 2016). The top 

ten skills they identified as being imperative to 2020, were complex problem solving, critical 

thinking and creativity, people management, coordinating with others, emotional intelligence, 

judgement and decision making, service orientation, negotiation and cognitive flexibility (World 

Economic Forum, 2016). In the 2015 skills they identified, creativity was tenth. Now it is third on 

the list and those skills that make us uniquely human are critical to our future employability. So, 

perhaps we should get Patrick McIntyre to dust off that presentation he gave to our undergraduate 

students in 2013 on Soft is the new hard, exploring the benefits of the skills developed in a liberal 

arts education for business and management.  

7.4. Research Limitations 

My research project was limited in that it was a single in-depth case study and its findings may be 

difficult to transport to other contexts, because I could not compare and contrast across cases. STC 

was a unique research context compared to other types of organisation, being a not-for-profit arts 

company. As noted in my analysis, the fact that working in theatre is generally not very well paid 
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also suggests that people elect to work in theatre because they are passionate about it and are 

prepared to earn less in financial terms due to the intrinsic rewards of getting to express that 

passion.  

One of the limitations around my first research question is that I had to surmise the level of human 

sustainability and ecological sustainability through what participants reported in 2014. There was 

no way to go back in time and experience what the organisational culture was really like or what 

kind of leader Rob Brookman was. I interviewed Brookman after identifying gaps in the 

perceptions of staff I had interviewed in 2014. After I interviewed Brookman in February 2015, I 

did not seek to explore his managerial style with the staff at STC who had worked with him. It 

was through the insight about the level of human sustainability at the beginning of greening and 

comments of colleagues during interviews that I garnered a sense of Brookman’s leadership style. 

I only became aware of this limitation through later analysis, long after my ethics approval for the 

research had expired. I have had to rely primarily on interviews to garner a sense of the culture 

and Brookman’s leadership style during his tenure.  

There is another area too where I lacked access to primary sources. My application of Cooksey’s 

complex systems of dynamic influences was somewhat limited with respect to STC’s external 

context. My assessment of what was happening in the external context had to rely on secondary 

sources. I did not have the opportunity to go back in time to experience the context from STC’s 

perspective in the period of 2007-2010 and had to rely on press clippings, internal documents, 

company reports and government websites to build a picture that triangulated the information I 

was gleaning about the time from my interviews. It would have been fruitful to have been able to 

interview some of those external stakeholders to get their perspective on their role in/influence on 

the Greening the Wharf program.  

In terms of the participants I interviewed, I had a purposive sample of five staff who had lived 

through Greening the Wharf and five who had joined since the project formally ended. A human 

resources intern selected the interviewees from the staff list. Having ended up with three staff 

from Ticketing in the process did not feel that I had a sample that was representative across the 

organisation. A more purposive sample might have been more representative. For example, I 

could have asked for no more than one representative from any given department in the 

organisation. However, I was able to target five people of interest through the recommendation 

of staff like McIntyre. Joe from Set Construction, Jack the Workshops manager were two such 

examples. I opted to seek an interview with the archivist because of her long service and access 
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to corporate memory. I identified the five implementers as key individuals involved with the 

project before I visited STC.   

I did not get to interview one of the key individuals, Cate Blanchett, and had to rely on her public 

utterances in media, evidence of her environmental activism in the media, and the reportage from 

her husband and co-artistic director, Andrew Upton and other colleagues. However, I found no 

inconsistencies in her public utterances and reports by those who knew her in this regard. 

Blanchett had appeared in press articles marching in public rallies to raise awareness of climate 

change and she had also appeared in a television commercial proclaiming her belief in climate 

change. Blanchett and Upton refitted their home in Sydney with solar panels and water harvesting 

and a grey water re-use system. She was walking the talk, in other words.   

My opportunities for participant observation were very limited. I had limited time on site and this 

meant that my analysis did not commence until after my site visits and therefore, I could not start 

coding and explore those codes in subsequent visits. My visits were predominantly about 

interviewing staff and using the gaps in between to observe the way STC ran and to access the 

archives for documentation. The opportunity to attend a company run of a show that was in the 

process of production offered a tantalising glimpse of the process of theatre production which was 

something I had no experience of until I started researching STC. Being able to more fully 

immerse in observing a theatre production could offer some very interesting insights into team 

learning as it happens in that unique context. Greening the Wharf Act I had been very successfully 

run as though it was another theatre production by Brookman and his Green Team I. This 

suggested to me that there could be some interesting lessons to learn from observing the process 

in action.  

Over the course of my time at STC, I became quite interested in the role of the rehearsal and the 

production process. The theatre production process fascinated me from the first day of my first 

site visit when I attended the company run of a production. I pursued my curiosity by watching 

In the Company of Actors (Darling, 2007), a documentary about the production of Heda Gabler 

that STC toured to New York in 2006. The documentary covered the rehearsal process, primarily, 

but also interviewed the set designer and score composer. I later found Ford’s (2008) research 

paper on the production process at a US theatre company that explicitly discussed the production 

process as an example of action learning and detailed his observations of that process. These data 

were a tantalising glimpse of how a theatre production comes together but that was not the focus 

of my research at the time of my site visits. However, on reflection they represent such central 

activities to the work of a theatre company that they would have been a valuable source of data.   
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7.5. Future Research Directions 

This PhD was exploratory in nature, but the findings and limitations offer some opportunities for 

further research within and beyond the context of theatre. The research was a single in-depth case 

study that assessed a historical project and its implications for the way the organisation conducted 

itself at the time of the research. Thus, I relied heavily on reportage in the form of interviews and 

historical documentation to gain an understanding of how that project had unfolded. It would be 

very interesting to explore a project such as Greening the Wharf from its inception to completion 

to gain a more in-depth understanding of how it unfolds in real time. Being able to conduct the 

research as the project unfolded would improve the sufficiency of the data in that I would be able 

to access more of the people involved including those in the external context who might have key 

insights (Cooksey & McDonald, 2011).  It would also afford the opportunity to conduct follow-

up research at a future date to assess how well the organisational change and learning had 

embedded itself in the organisational culture.   

The original intent of this research was to engage in two case studies in the wine industry in order 

to be in a position to engage in a cross-case analysis. Being able to pursue a dual case study would 

improve transportability by being able to compare the two cases in question within the context of 

a single industry. Exploring the adoption of sustainability in for-profit organisations would also 

provide the opportunity to explore the tension between the costs of adapting infrastructure and 

practices and the profit-motive. However, there is still scope within the context of theatre to learn 

valuable lessons in terms of organisational learning.  

The metaphor of Act I of Greening the Wharf as theatre production and Ford’s (2008) exploration 

of the theatre production process suggest to me that theatre production requires a teaming 

approach as described in 7.2.3.  Studying teams that have the ability to work with free-lance 

members in bringing productions together would further enhance our understanding of how well 

functioning teams with disparate and changing memberships can communicate effectively in 

order to produce a quality outcome in a finite time period. This would involve two aspects. The 

first would be observing the production team and its processes. The second would be in studying 

the rehearsal process in terms of team learning to garner an understanding of how rehearsal as a 

form of team learning differs from the broader production team process. However, as 

Edmondson’s own research has explored teaming in contexts such as surgical units, the 

organisation type selected need not be restricted to theatre (2012). Such research could also seek 

further evidence of ‘learnership’ in forms of team learning (Cooksey, 2003).  



216  

The transformational metaphor of Greening the Wharf as theatre production also offers some 

interesting possibilities for future research. The idea of transforming a major change initiative into 

a form of working within the existing modus operandi of an organisation might provide the means 

to ease the transition by allowing staff to absorb the change into their existing frames, thus easing 

the shock of the change. It would be interesting to see if other organisation types are able to 

achieve what STC managed to by taking that approach.  

Finally, this research was problem-driven rather than theory-driven in that it sought to understand 

how an organisation went about solving the problem or challenge of engaging in its activities in 

an environmentally sustainable way. The approach taken has resulted in an exploration within a 

single context that is both broad and deep and enabled me to build a rich story of the process. I 

may not be able to generalise the findings to other contexts because of that but through conceptual 

extension there are possible lessons to be learned and future research to explore. The research 

suggests there is merit in using a complexity perspective to garner a rich understanding of all of 

the dynamic influences at play around organisational change and learning for sustainability. The 

evidence of ‘learnership’ in the organisational learning process was underpinned by a particularly 

collaborative management approach that suggests that an empathetic approach to managing for 

sustainability may well be an approach that could underpin organisational change and learning for 

sustainability in other organisations. Being able to research other organisations going through their 

change and learning efforts towards sustainability will provide further evidence that may build on 

these findings.  
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Appendix 1 Informed Consent Letter for Participants  

I wish to invite you to participate in my research project, described below. 

My name is Valerie Dalton and I am conducting this research as part of my PhD in the UNE 
Business School at the University of New England.  My supervisors are Professor Ray Cooksey, and Dr 
James Hunter of the University of New England.   

Research Project EXPLORING THE CONNECTIONS BETWEEN 
ORGANISATIONAL AND PERSONAL LEARNING FOR 
SUSTAINABILITY. 

Aim of the research When an organisation goes through a sustainability change process 
there are key members who have the vision and drive it, those who 
implement the changes and members who may not have direct 
involvement but whose work practices may be affected. This 
research is aiming to gain an understanding of the interplay of 
personal and organisational influences in the adoption of 
sustainable business practices and how it impacts on personal and 
organisational behaviour. 

Interview I would like to conduct an interview with you.  The interview will 
take approximately one hour.  With your permission, I will make an 
audio recording of the interview to ensure that I accurately recall 
the information you provide.  Following the interview, a transcript 
will be provided to you if you wish to see one. If I need to clarify 
some parts of our discussion later I may wish to have a brief follow-
up discussion by phone or Skype. 

Confidentiality Any information or personal details gathered in the course of the 
study will remain confidential. No individual will be identified by 
name in any publication of the results. All names will be replaced 
by pseudonyms; this will ensure that you are not identifiable. 

Participation is 
Voluntary 

Please understand that your involvement in this study is voluntary 
and I respect your right to withdraw from the study at any time.  
You may discontinue the interview at any time without 
consequence and you do not need to provide any explanation if 
you decide not to participate or withdraw at any time. 

Questions The interview questions will not be of a sensitive nature: rather 
they are general, aiming to enable you to enhance my knowledge 
of the challenges and opportunities for better rural resource 
governance. 

Use of information I will use information from the interview as part of my doctoral 
thesis, which I expect to complete in June 2016.  Information from 
the interview may also be used in journal articles and conference 
presentations before and after this date.  At all time, I will 
safeguard your identity by presenting the information in way that 
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will not allow you to be identified. For the purposes of presenting 
evidence in my research, I may need to quote directly from our 
interview but you will only be identified by pseudonym. I seek your 
permission to do so as needed for my research. 

Upsetting issues It is unlikely that this research will raise any personal or upsetting 
issues but if it does you may wish to contact your local Community 
Health Centre (add the phone number here). 

Storage of 
information 

I will keep hardcopy recordings and notes of the interview in a 
locked cabinet at the researcher’s office at the University of New 
England’s School of Business. Any electronic data will be kept on a 
password protected computer in the same School.  Only the 
research team will have access to the data. 

Disposal of 
information 

All the data collected in this research will be kept for a minimum of 
five years after successful submission of my thesis, after which it 
will be disposed of by deleting relevant computer files, and 
destroying or shredding hardcopy materials. 

Approval This project has been approved by the Human Research Ethics 
Committee of the University of New England (Approval No HE13-
041 Valid to 8/4/2014). 

Contact details Feel free to contact me with any questions about this research. I 
can be contacted by email at valerie.dalton@une.edu.au  or 
phone on 0410-054-962. 

Professor Ray Cooksey can be contacted by email at 
rcooksey@une.edu.au or by phone on 02 6773-2563. Dr James 
Hunter can be contacted at jhunter3@une.edu.au or 0407 936 536. 

Complaints Should you have any complaints concerning the manner in which 
this research is conducted, please contact the Research Ethics 
Officer at: 

Research Services 

University of New England    

Armidale, NSW  2351 

Tel: (02) 6773 3449  Fax: (02) 6773 3543 

Email: ethics@une.edu.au 

Valerie Dalton 
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Please circle your response to each of the following questions, then sign and date the consent 
form below.  

I, ……………………………., have read the information contained in the Information 
Sheet for Participants and any questions I have asked have been answered to 
my satisfaction.   

Yes/No 

I agree that research data gathered for the study may be published and 
understand that if I am directly quoted, my responses will be identified using a 
pseudonym and not my actual name. 

Yes/No 

I agree to participate in this activity, realising that I may withdraw at any time. Yes/No 

……………………………..       …………………………. 

Participant Date 

……………………………..        …………………………. 

Researcher Date 
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 Appendix 2 Copy of coding tree from MAXQDA 11.1.2 
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Appendix 3  
Copies of case studies from the former 

www.greeningthewharf.com website 
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Appendix 4  
STC Green design policy 
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GREEN DESIGN POLICY 

1. Policy Statement

“It is estimated that 70% of a product’s environmental impact is determined at the design stage. 
Designers and product developers are in a key position to influence and reduce these impacts, 
often through straightforward methods.”1 

Sydney Theatre Company (STC) is committed to incorporating green design initiatives for all 
productions designed and built in-house from 2011 onwards. The guiding principal for the 
development of this policy is the ongoing commitment to the Greening of the Wharf project, a 
dynamic environmental strategy commenced in 2008. 

This policy will focus on developing sustainability in designed products for STC productions, 
including set elements; scenic art; costumes; props; lighting and sound installations and 
operations.   

Where practicable, designers will consider the use of the most ecologically sound products and 
processes at the pre-design stage and throughout the construction phase of the production. 
Designers will work in collaboration with STC staff to research and implement green design 
initiatives, and ensure that materials purchased to complete design elements include cost 
competitive sustainable products that are readily available and meet the design criteria. 

2. Aims

The aims of this policy and procedures are to: 

• Lead, educate and inform the arts and wider community of the significance of effective
incorporation of green design practices into the theatre production process;

• Foster well designed, practical and sustainable working and presenting environments for
performers, theatre practitioners and audiences;

• Create theatre productions that minimise the consumption of natural resources;

• Introduce an appropriate framework for inclusion of green design initiatives into all STC
productions.

• Contribute to meaningful reductions to STC’s carbon footprint in order to assist in reaching
STC’s target of carbon neutrality by the end of 2011.

1 Design for Sustainability – D4S and WPS Environmental 
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3. Definitions

Sustainability: Development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability 
of future generations to meet their own needs.2 

Green design initiatives: Ideas that support the move to sustainable productions that include 
commitments to reducing greenhouse gases, increasing the use of renewable energy, conserving 
energy and water, minimising waste, recycling and increasing sustainability in STC productions. 

4. Application

This policy applies to all aspects of design for STC productions including sets, props, costumes, 
lighting and sound covering the pre-design, construction, post production and disposal phase. 

5. Responsibilities

5.1. Casting Director 

Ensure that all directors and designers are aware of this policy through inclusion in contracts and 
contract negotiations. 

5.2. Director 

Take a leadership role in arriving at creative solutions with the design team through inclusion of 
this policy in discussions during the design phase. 

5.3. Head of Production 

Include additional funds in budgets from 2011 onwards to allow for green design initiatives to be 
researched, tested and adopted in line with this policy. 

Ensure that Production Managers, Production Department Managers and Heads of Departments 
have been made aware of this policy and provided with appropriate knowledge and support to 
engage with designers on this policy. 

5.4. Production Manager 

Ensure that designers have been made aware of this policy and provide opportunity in design 
parameters meetings, design presentations, construction meetings and production meetings to 
discuss green design initiatives. 

Document green design initiatives implemented for productions in Production Meeting minutes and 
copy to Greening project manager. 

5.5. Production Department Managers and Heads of Departments 

Provide designers during the pre-design, design and construction phase support and information 
on known green products and procedures that will assist the overall sustainability of the design.  

Where possible, from a cost and time perspective, actively engage with the designer to research 
alternative eco products that could be used to complete the design. 

2 1987 World Commission on Environment and Development (the Brundtland Commission) 
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Where applicable, provide samples of sustainable materials to be considered for use so that the 
designer can determine the design implications. 

Encourage designers to use stock set elements from sets, props and costumes stores. 

5.6. Designers 

Consider green design initiatives in the development of any designs for Sydney Theatre Company. 

Research and investigate the use of sustainable materials in the design including the re-use and 
recycling of existing stock items. 

Consult with the Production Manager, Heads of Departments and suppliers in regards to 
sustainable products and procedures that may be available for use and minimise the carbon 
footprint of the design. 

Consider the impact the design may have on the environment including materials, construction 
processes, transport and delivery impacts, operation and maintenance during use, and end-of life 
disposal options. 

Adopt the use of some sustainable materials and processes in the construction phase of the 
design in consultation with the Production Manager, Production Department Managers and Heads 
of Departments. 

6. Procedure and Guidelines

It is important that the sustainability of the design is taken into account at the earliest phase of the 
design as possible. This will ensure that the best green practices can be evaluated and tested in 
advance of products being purchased for use and construction procedures implemented. 
Consideration will be given to green design initiatives at the following stages of the design process: 

• Parameters Meeting

• White Card Model Presentation

• Final Design Presentation

• Build Period

• Bump-out and Disposal

When needed, expert consultation shall be employed to assist with the implementation of green 
design initiatives. 

6.1. Set Designer 

Materials 

All timber built scenery will be constructed from non-old growth timber. To the greatest extent 
possible, only certified timber with a chain of custody will be used. Preference should be given to 
Australian and New Zealand products that assist in minimising transport requirements. 

Where metal framing is required steel should be used, where practicable, in preference to 
aluminium as aluminium has the least sustainable life cycle. 
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Designers must consider the re-use or recycling of suitable stock materials that can be adapted for 
use in the design. 
 
Sustainable alternatives must be considered for the application of set dressing finishes and 
aesthetic treatments, i.e. plaster as opposed to polystyrene. 
 
Set construction 
 
Sustainable procedures must be considered in the set build. Procedures that require excessive use 
of highly unsustainable materials must be assessed and managed appropriately to limit the 
creation of harmful emissions, use of excessive transport, or sending non-biodegradable and / or 
chemical waste to landfill. 
 
Props 
 
Designers must consider the re-use or recycling of suitable stock props or second-hand goods that 
can be adapted for use in the design. 
 
Limits should be put on the purchase of new reproduction furniture that is supplied without a chain 
of custody and predominantly constructed from old growth rainforest timbers. 
 
Sustainable alternatives must be considered for the application of props finishes and aesthetic 
treatments.  
 
Scenic Art 
 
Designers must consider the use of sustainable paint finishes and coatings, especially low VOC 
(volatile organic compounds) paints, in consultation with the Head of Scenic Art. Low VOC paints 
and finishes reduce the emission of harmful compounds into the environment through the 
manufacturing and painting process, and reduce the level of harm in waste water at the clean-up 
stage. 
 
Where possible, paint should be applied by roller with pressurised spraying being limited to 
specialist applications. This will assist in minimising the release of harmful particles into the 
environment. 
 
6.2. Costume Designer 
 
Materials 
 
Designers must consider the re-use or recycling of suitable stock materials that can be adapted for 
use in the design including costumes, undergarments, shoes, wigs, and accessories. 
 
Sustainable alternative fabrics must be considered for use where possible. Costume designers are 
encouraged to explore the use of predominantly Australian made fabrics and sustainable fabrics, 
like bamboo textiles. 
 
Wigs 
 
Wigs will be constructed from recycled stock items. New wigs will only be constructed if current 
stock cannot meet design criteria. 
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Costume construction 

Sustainable procedures must be considered in the costume build. Procedures that require 
excessive use of water, chemicals, or highly unsustainable materials must be assessed and 
managed appropriately to limit the creation of harmful emissions and waste water, use of 
excessive transport, or sending non-biodegradable and / or chemical waste to landfill. 

6.3. Lighting Designer 

Designers are encouraged to research, test and explore the use of new LED and low energy 
lighting fixtures in STC productions. Some new “green’ equipment will be available for trial and 
show purposes in Wharf 1 and 2 productions. A list of available equipment is available from the 
Head of Lighting. 

To assist in the reduction and management of STC’s energy consumption at the Wharf, Lighting 
Designers of Wharf 1 and Wharf 2 productions are asked to design a rig in line with existing 
lighting infrastructure and lighting fixtures available at STC and to not exceed the following gross 
wattage caps: 

• Wharf 1 – 190,000 watts

• Wharf 2 – 120,000 watts

The energy usage caps are based on current trends measured across several productions in each 
venue and should be adequate for the vast majority of lighting designs. If the genuine need arises 
to exceed these caps, the agreement to do so rests with the Head of Production and Head of 
Lighting. 

6.4. Sound Designer 

The Sound Designer must consider all areas of sustainability in the process of developing the 
sound composition for the production, including minimising the use of excessive high energy audio 
equipment. 

 It must be noted and accepted that STC will be trialling the use of high quality recyclable batteries 
in radio headset packs and these may be adopted for permanent use if trials are successful. 

7. Balancing Sustainable Practices and Creative Freedom

It is not the intent of this policy to create unrealistic constraints or excessive inflexibility which may 
lead to significant compromise of artistic vision and creativity in the development of a production. It 
is, however, designed to create a meaningful requirement of our creative teams to consider the 
ecological impact of their productions and to contribute to the reduction of STC’s carbon footprint. 

8. Policy Review

This document is a dynamic and evolving policy that will be reviewed annually to allow for 
emerging sustainable technologies and materials to be adopted where practicable. 
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Appendix 5  
Mind map of complex dynamic influences on the Greening 

the Wharf project at STC  



273  




