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Abstract With the advent of big data, the Internet of Things, cognitive computing,
and social media, it is becoming more difficult to argue that one could not have known
or at least have considered more alternatives, particularly negative unintended
consequences that happen in addition to the intended positive ones. Organizations
too often make a decision that will produce a positive consequence and then focus on
how to implement it, rarely stepping back to ask ‘‘What else could happen?’’ Any
decision changes the system in which it exists. The longer the time required to
implement a decision, the more systemic changes can alter the effects of the decision
on the system. Decisions to implement Corporate Social Responsibility and sustainability
initiatives usually involve many different stakeholders and may involve systems in which
organizations have little expertise or experience. A major negative unintended conse-
quence, even for a CSR initiative, can damage the stakeholders’ trust in the organiza-
tion. This article proposes a 5-step process to answer the question ‘‘What else could
happen?’’ in order to identify possible unintended negative consequences, thereby
helping organizations support their commitment to people, planet, and profit.
# 2015 Kelley School of Business, Indiana University. Published by Elsevier Inc. All rights
reserved.
1. Introduction

The idea that decisions are only bad in hindsight
highlights the fact that decisions, both personal and
business, are made based on the available informa-
tion the decision maker chooses to consider. A de-
cision’s worth must be based on what was known
when it was made versus what is known now. A bad
decision may be the result of important information
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not being available or the decision maker thinking it
was not relevant. However, with the advent of big
data, cognitive computing, and social media, it is
more difficult to argue that one could not have
known or at least have considered more alterna-
tives. Additionally, as businesses adopt corporate
social responsibility (CSR) and sustainability initia-
tives in the global community, they make decisions
that have not been part of their strategic thinking
and thus require more and different information. In
this article, we consider ways to reduce the amount
of unintended negative consequences–—results that
happen in addition to the intended positive ones.
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Asking ‘‘What else could happen?’’ after making a
strategic decision can allow an organization a way to
pause before jumping straight to implementing the
decision.

This article proposes a 5-step What Else? process
to identify possible unintended consequences of
strategic decisions. This begins with ensuring the
intended positive consequence of a decision is
aligned with the organization’s purpose and strate-
gic vision, which is particularly important when
considering decisions about starting social or envi-
ronmental initiatives. Next, the organization must
identify the major stakeholders involved with im-
plementing the decision, and then describe the
system in which the decision exists and how that
decision might change the system in both the short
and long term. This is especially necessary in the
global business space. In the fourth step, decision
makers should use scenarios to propose possible
consequences other than the chosen positive one.
Scenarios then identify the data to track to verify
the increasing or decreasing probability of the iden-
tified possible unintended consequences occurring.
An increasing probability of negative consequences
could lead to halting or altering the implementation
of the decision or to developing a mitigation strate-
gy to minimize possible harm to stakeholders. If
stakeholders have identified possible negative unin-
tended consequences, an organization can increase
stakeholder trust by considering them; in fact, it
may find that stakeholders can accept the possibility
of negative unintended consequences if the organi-
zation is committed to tracking the increasing or
decreasing probability of their occurrence. Finally,
an organization should implement a system for
tracking the trends that indicate an increased or
decreased probability of identified negative conse-
quences; this allows space to develop strategies to
prevent them or mitigate their effects. Using such a
model demonstrates a commitment to people, plan-
et, and profit, which can counter criticism on social
media. This article will provide examples of nega-
tive unintended consequences that were the result
of decisions made to achieve positive results, and
how asking What Else? could have prevented them,
or at least mitigated their severity.

2. Unintended consequences

Any action changes the system in which it exists, and
the longer the time required to implement an ac-
tion, the more those changes in the system can
alter the effects of that action on the system.
Merton (1936) defined unintended consequences
as outcomes that are not the ones intended by a
purposeful action and noted that the longer it takes
to implement an action, the greater the possibility
that unintended consequences happen by chance.
Both Merton (1936) and Dörner (1996) said that the
key reasons people do not think about unintended
consequences stem from acting out of habit and
assuming that the future will look like the present
and the past. Merton (1936) also recognized that
there can be emotional attachment to certain ac-
tions and decisions, which may prevent the decision
maker from conducting due diligence in gathering
information.

Merton (1936) suggested that consequences can-
not be assigned to the realm of ignorance if knowl-
edge could have been obtained and was not. Thus,
‘‘How was I supposed to know?’’ is only valid if there
is proof that the consequence was in no way know-
able even as the implementation of the decision
unfolded. In the 21st century, this will become more
difficult to prove as access to big data and the
Internet of Things becomes commonplace. By uti-
lizing sources of data like RFID tags and video cam-
eras, ‘‘advanced analytics software programs find
patterns in large sets of data and extract meaning
from them’’ (Kelly & Hamm, 2013, p. 47), providing
instant information. It will become increasingly
easier to use artificial intelligence to ask ‘‘What
else could happen?’’ This narrows the bounded ra-
tionality model of Simon (1982) that proposed lim-
ited and/or unreliable information about possible
alternative consequences and a limited capacity of
humans to evaluate and process available informa-
tion are constraints on decision making.

Decisions may still be made quickly and the reli-
ability of information may still need to be verified,
but information is no longer limited and humans
have help in processing and evaluating information.
An example of the verification issue happened with
Google Flu Trends. In 2009, Google was successful in
identifying the spread of the H1N1 flu virus early.
‘‘Google’s method does not involve distributing
mouth swabs or contacting physicians’ offices. In-
stead, it is built on ‘big data’–—the ability of society
to harness information in novel ways to produce
useful insights or goods and services of significant
value’’ (Mayer-Schönberger & Cukier, 2014, p. 2).
However, in 2012, the algorithms did not take into
account that news outlets had predicted a severe
flu season and Web users asked questions for infor-
mation when they did not have symptoms; thus,
Google’s predictions were too high. Still, as the
Internet of Things allows algorithms to make asso-
ciations, it will be easier to have access to accurate
information with which to think about the future.
‘‘It’s a step up from correlation toward knowledge.
Prime examples here are computer systems that can
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place words in context. IBM’s Watson is such a
technology’’ (Lohr, 2015, p. 109). To better prepare
for the inevitable unintended consequences, the
5-step What Else? process can focus users on what
short- and long-term information they need for
considering the possible outcomes of decisions.

3. The 5-step What Else? process

3.1. Step #1: Ensure the goal aligns with
the organization’s purpose

The alignment of decisions with the organization’s
mission and strategic plan is essential in order to
ensure that the resources and commitment neces-
sary to prevent unintended negative consequences
or enact a plan to mitigate the effects will be in
place. A description of this alignment must be cre-
ated. A publication by McKinsey&Company (Bonini &
Bové, 2014) points to surveys that have shown CEOs
moving away from perceiving CSR as a fad and
toward a strategic requirement to consider both
profit and planet. The report recommends that
because sustainability has an increased importance
in business strategy, companies should:

Align internally on what they stand for and what
actions they want to take on these issues,
whether it’s economic development or chang-
ing business practices. Whatever approach
companies take, they should develop a strategy
with no more than five clear, well-defined pri-
orities–—one of the key factors for successful
sustainability programs.

The Governance and Accountability Institute
(2014), using the Global Reporting Index (GRI;
‘‘Global Reporting Initiative’s Survey,’’ 2011), re-
ported that in 2011 the non-reporters of CSR were in
the minority and ‘‘53% of the S&P 500 and 57% of the
Fortune 500 companies are reporting on their Envi-
ronmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) impacts.’’
The report also noted that asset managers had
increased the assets of those who publish CSR and
sustainability by 22%. Those reporting have moved
from just those organizations created with a CSR
mindset like Patagonia and early adopters like
PepsiCo, Unilever, and Nestlé to organizations like
Ford, Shell, Toyota, Caterpillar, and Walmart, as
well as financial services, technology hardware,
and energy companies. Since CSR and sustainability
initiatives are voluntary integration of social and
environmental concerns with business concerns of
profit and return on investment–—and in the public
sector, a return to stockholders–—it is easy for orga-
nizations to make decisions and adopt programs that
are outside their areas of expertise, so alignment
with the mission may be absent.

One strategy for increasing their expertise is to
create long-term partnerships with key stakeholders
as a means of focusing limited resources on areas
where CSR or sustainability initiatives can have the
greatest benefit to society and the greatest benefit
to business based on organizations’ missions. How-
ever, ‘‘smart partnering is not for the faint of heart.
It requires greater focus, work, and long-term com-
mitment than do many standard CSR pet projects,
philanthropic activities, and propaganda cam-
paigns, but the rewards are potentially much great-
er for both sides’’ (Keys, Malnight, & van der Graaff,
2009). De George’s (1986, p. 264) ethical norms for
multinational corporations (MNCs) operating in de-
veloping countries include the following: ‘‘Do no
intentional direct harm; produce more good than
bad for the host country.’’ However, intentional and
direct have new meaning in the 21st century where it
is possible to have computer programs develop
probabilities of the effects of climate change, water
scarcity, or population changes. Consequently,
there may be few instances in which an organization
can claim it had no access to data that presented
those possibilities.

For example, a company might decide to help
train workers to work in a supplier’s factory in a
developing country–—an action which aligns with its
strategic goals of producing a quality product. How-
ever, communicating with a non-governmental or-
ganization (NGO) about the initiative might uncover
political uncertainty in the country. Asking What Else?
might produce the possibility of being forced to exit
the country because of political upheaval. The polit-
ical issue can be tracked and the decisions modified or
changed if the probability of upheaval increases. This
is what happened to Tata Motors in 2008: It was forced
to leave a newly built factory in Singur, West Bengal,
India, that was to produce the world’s cheapest car. It
had made the decision to build there to provide
people in a poor state with jobs in its factory and
those of the suppliers that would move there. How-
ever, political differences between the state govern-
ment and the local government created a hostile
environment, and Tata decided it could not operate
the factory safely and refused to have the state
government provide soldiers for protection.

3.2. Step #2: Describe stakeholders and
their concerns

Mitroff and Linstone (1993, p. 141) said that
stakeholders are ‘‘any individual, group, organiza-
tion, institution that can affect as well as be affect-
ed by an individual’s, group’s, organization’s, or
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institution’s policy or policies.’’ Stakeholders can be
customers, suppliers, and partners as well as social,
political, and government entities. Groups that op-
erate in a national or international arena, such as
NGOs, religious groups, social justice groups, and
communities–—including their subgroups such as
family units, interest groups, property owners,
property users, businesses, and farmers–—can be
stakeholders in an organization’s strategy. Organiza-
tions must identify the stakeholders who will be or
could be affected by their decisions and identify
their needs and concerns. This communication will
often uncover conflicts, which must be addressed in
the process of deciding if and how to implement the
decision. These may form the basis for identifying
possible unintended positive and negative conse-
quences when What Else? is asked. For example,
local governments many times are at odds with
communities when they try to find sources of reve-
nue to provide community resources. Nestlé recent-
ly responded to complaints from the stakeholders in
Northern California on the McCloud River over a
50-year contract from the county for access to local
water for use in its bottled water products by
deciding to work with the community to ensure that
the river would continue to support its fish popula-
tions (Asmus, 2009).

A company focused only on profit may be able to
simply shrug off a negative consequence of a deci-
sion or action as part of doing business. However, the
current focus on CSR and the interest in social
purpose by millennials, with their access to social
media, means all organizations are held to a higher
level of accountability. When Knight and Pretty
(1995) studied the financial consequences of cata-
strophes such as Johnson & Johnson’s 1982 Tylenol
recall and the Heineken’s 1993 glass bottle recall,
they found that stakeholders’ perceptions affected
organizations’ shareholder value. The study re-
vealed that if the company had a good reputation
of concern for customers before the catastrophe, it
was able to recover its stock value.

3.2.1. Stakeholder theory
However, not all stakeholders’ concerns are equal.
Freeman’s (1994) stakeholder theory assumes that
values are necessarily and explicitly a part of doing
business. As further developed by Donaldson and
Preston (1995), the theory states that stakeholders
have ethical rights and their interests have intrinsic
worth, whether or not the stakeholders add to the
financial bottom line. According to this perspective,
managerial relationships with stakeholders are
based on normative, moral commitments rather
than on a desire to use those stakeholders solely
to maximize profits. The integrative social contracts
theory of Donaldson and Dunfee (1999) looks to
relevant sociopolitical communities for determining
norms by which to establish stakeholder require-
ments. Recognizing that there may be conflicting
norms among stakeholder groups, ‘‘the norms of the
community having the most significant interests in
the decision should be the candidates for priority.
Otherwise, where there are conflicting norms with
no clear basis for prioritization, organizations have
substantial discretion in choosing among competing
norms’’ (Donaldson & Dunfee, 1999, p. 248). Differ-
ent stakeholder groups may perceive the decisions
of the organization differently. Some may perceive a
decision as unacceptable, while others perceive it
as an acceptable trade-off. The more information an
organization can have about its stakeholders and
their requirements and desires, the better it can
find data sources to alert it to increasing probabili-
ties of an unintended negative consequence.

Royal Dutch Shell provides examples of both sit-
uations. The company assumed that it was not
responsible for harm done by a government, and
thus stood on the sidelines when the Nigerian gov-
ernment hanged nine environmental activists who
had protested Royal Dutch Shell’s gas-development
project on the grounds of environmental damage. A
global activist boycott of Royal Dutch Shell products
followed, and its stock price and profits plummeted.
The company settled out of court without admitting
guilt in 2009. Later that year, when it planned to
develop an operation to extract natural gas off the
Coast of Palawan Island in the Philippines, it devel-
oped a social license to operate (SLO) with the
community. The SLO is not a legal right to operate
a business granted by the government or other legal
entity, but a contract granted by the local commu-
nity. ‘‘Without this approval, a business may not be
able to carry on its activities without incurring
serious delays and costs’’ (The Ethical Funds Compa-
ny, 2009). Shell presented its plans to the community
and met with community representatives monthly to
discuss progress and issues. When a leak occurred,
Shell’s actions to clean it up were transparent. If an
environmentalist group protested, it would have the
community as an ally. In addition, when local people
asked the government to halt operations due to a
problem, the company was not stopped in its work as
it had been in the past. ‘‘By working to obtain com-
munity consent at a project in the Philippines, Shell
may have saved as much as $72 million in project
delays, which amounted to a 1,200 percent return on
its community consent’’ (Slack, 2008).

3.2.2. Types of stakeholders
Stakeholders may be divided into two groups: vested
and non-vested. Vested stakeholders are those who
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have a right to something tangible or an interest in
the future of something that is a stake in the
organization’s initiative or decision–—such as own-
ing physical property or inhabiting property with a
need for resources such as water, arable land, and
clean air. They would have a voice and a vote in
the decision once it is presented to them, espe-
cially if the organization is using an SLO. Non-
vested stakeholder groups would have only a voice
and could be overridden by the vested stakehold-
ers and the organization. Non-vested stakeholders
could be governments who want economic growth,
suppliers who want customers, or NGOs campaign-
ing for global protection of water, forests, or
animals (Wilburn & Wilburn, 2012). Elm (2015)
comments that an organization should use its
own ‘‘‘Ethical Code of Business Conduct’ as a
touchstone for identifying legitimate stakehold-
ers’’ and ‘‘hold ‘environmental’ groups to the
same standard as your other business relation-
ships–—if they don’t operate within your ethical
framework, move on.’’

For example, even though the government
may grant a license to a mining company to open
a mine, the company might be concerned about the
unintended consequences of their actions in an area
inhabited by a native tribe. It would see those tribal
members as vested because they own physical prop-
erty or inhabit property with a right to resources
such as water, arable land, and clean air, now and in
the future. The tribal members would have a voice
and a vote in the discussion of the plans for drilling
and transport. For example, they could vote against
mining or transporting on sacred land, or they could
limit it to certain periods during the year. They
might require that the mining company use practi-
ces that would not pollute the air or water. Similarly,
the mining company could agree to immediately
notify the stakeholders of a spill into a river and to
monitor the air quality during the drilling phase.
The company could also train local inhabitants to
work in the mines and support educational endeav-
ors for children and adults. Thus, even if non-
vested groups like environmental groups protested
against the mining activity, the community could
support the organization. This would help rebut
any online media campaigns against the company
by arguing that it is providing necessary raw ma-
terials and jobs, and it is doing so in a responsible
manner.

Ben and Jerry’s found itself in a stakeholder
conflict in 2009 when People for the Ethical Treat-
ment of Animals (PETA) asked it to use human breast
milk in its ice cream in order to stop the unethical
mistreatment of cows, based on the announcement
that a restaurant in Switzerland was partially
replacing cow’s milk with human breast milk in its
sauces. The founders recognized that PETA is a non-
vested stakeholder in any food product in the
United States, but did not dismiss it. Instead, it
issued a statement focused on the needs of its
vested stakeholders–—customers, stores, suppliers,
regulators–—explaining that public harm could
come from using unregulated breast milk in ice
cream and a mother’s milk was best used for her
baby. When Unilever acquired Ben & Jerry’s in
2010, it was aware that many of the ice cream
company’s stakeholders supported Ben & Jerry’s
CSR focus: using sustainable, Fair Trade certified
and organic suppliers, including milk from local
dairy farmers who did not use hormones; using
environmentally friendly packaging; and giving a
percent of its pretax revenues to charity. Unilever
decided to allow Ben & Jerry’s to continue its CSR
initiatives.

The non-vested stakeholders’ concerns must be
noted and tracked, in part because of their access to
social media, because they may effect a decision
indirectly. For example, in the spring of 2010,
Greenpeace activists targeted Nestlé because
Nestlé was buying 1.25% of its palm oil from a
supplier who was contributing to the deforestation
of rainforests and damaging orangutan habitats.
Greenpeace said this was unacceptable, even
though Nestlé had a target of buying 50% of its palm
oil from sustainable sources by 2015. Protestors
dressed in orangutan costumes took to the streets
of five major cities in different countries. The pro-
tests were not reported by the mainstream press,
but thousands of people shared photos of the pro-
testers through Facebook and Twitter (Steel, 2010).
The CEO then pledged to use 100% sustainable
sources of palm oil by 2015, but Nestlé’s stock still
dropped from $51 a share on March 31, 2010, to $44
on May 24, 2010. Because Nestlé had identified palm
oil sourcing as a concern, it had made a decision to
increase its source from sustainable sources. Nestlé
also had a good reputation with its vested stake-
holders, and it highlighted its CSR Report on its
webpages citing its 33% reduced water withdrawal
between 2000 and 2010–—even while its production
volume increased by 63%–—and its commitment to
producing products in developing countries where it
obtained its raw materials. Its stock rose to $50 on
July 15, 2010, and was $54 by October 4, 2010. Nes-
tlé reported on its responsible sourcing website that
by September 2013, 100% of its palm oil was Round-
table on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO) certified
(Steel, 2010). Keeping track of an increasing global
concern for deforestation might have helped Nestlé
recognize it needed to end its contracts with non-
certified suppliers earlier.
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3.3. Step #3: Describe possible effects on
the system

Any action changes the system in which it exists. The
longer the time required to implement a decision,
the more those changes in the system can alter the
effects of that decision on the system. Dörner (1996,
p. 198) focused on the importance of considering
systems:

Whether we want it to or not, any step we take
will affect many other things. We must learn to
cope with side effects. We must understand
that the effects of our decisions may turn up
in places we never expected to see them sur-
face. Any action changes the system in which it
exists. The longer the time required for imple-
mentation of an action, the more those changes
in the system can alter its effects on the system.

One example of the system impact on an action is
described by Cohen (2004). During the 1930s, the
French used DDT in an isolated mountain village in
the Aurès region of Algeria to fight a high incidence
of malaria and typhoid fever. The intended positive
consequence was achieved: Typhoid and malaria
were eradicated. However, this triggered an unin-
tended negative consequence. A demographic ex-
plosion resulted in the population doubling in one
generation. To meet the need to feed the increased
population, goat herds were enlarged and moved to
areas used for crops. However, the livestock rapidly
destroyed the soil, so the ability to continue to raise
livestock decreased. Furthermore, since there was
little new arable land for growing crops, agriculture
decreased. Within 20 years, most of the people
were in abject poverty. The stakeholders in this
case gladly accepted the use of DDT in order to
eradicate malaria and typhoid. Asking ‘‘What else
will happen to the system?’’ when typhoid and ma-
laria were eradicated might not have been expected
40 years ago, but it would definitely be expected
today. Today, a computer program could provide
possible population growth numbers within seconds,
and a company helping to eradicate a disease could
enlist not only vested stakeholders but also non-
vested ones by being prepared to develop new farm-
ing techniques plus food and water sources so that
negative unintended consequences do not happen.

By asking What Else?, a mitigation program pre-
vented unintended negative consequences for a
medical initiative in Bangladesh in 2006. The gov-
ernment and NGOs built a modern operating room in
a district hospital and funded the education of local
doctors. The intended positive consequence was
that local doctors could operate on district residents
rather than requiring residents to travel to the city.
However, asking What Else? posited an answer that
the local doctors might move to the cities for better
pay and better education for their children. When
the NGOs saw the first trained doctors leave, they
had the doctors still in training develop flowcharts
for typical illnesses and diseases, and the doctors
trained local midwives to follow the flowcharts.
Thus, the women could provide everyday health
care to their neighbors, and doctors were brought
back as needed to perform operations (‘‘Millennium
Development Goals,’’ 2007). Additionally, they used
technological innovations to connect with the doc-
tors for consultations to identify new illnesses or to
treat them earlier. As a result, the positive intended
consequence of increasing the health of the local
people still happened, even though an unintended
consequence also happened. Since better health
will cause an increase in population, the govern-
ment and NGOs must track what is happening in the
area in order to ensure that the area can continue to
support an increasing population.

An evaluation of the system and the environment,
particularly in a global environment, requires a
wide-ranging investigation from both the ground
level and 10,000-foot high level. Government poli-
cies and budget may require that an organization
deal with unintended consequences on its own.
Systems changes over which the organization has
no control–—from global warming to conflict to pan-
demics–—still must be considered. Stakeholders may
not hold organizations accountable for such systems
changes, but in the 21st century, they do expect that
the organizations will make them aware of what the
possible negative consequences of those systems
might be. Another example of unintended conse-
quences that could have been identified by asking
What Else? involved the 2014 Ebola outbreak. Too
late, many NGOs realized that their decisions about
treating the outbreak should have considered the
local people’s customs for handling and burying the
dead and their fear of outsiders who might take
their loved ones to a hospital from which their
bodies could not be removed in the case of death.

3.4. Step #4: Create short mini-scenarios

Short scenarios create stories that answer ‘‘What
else could happen?’’ and thus allow the organization
to consider unintended negative consequences and
their effects on different stakeholders. Scenario
thinking requires both creative and critical thinking.
Creativity is needed to imagine the future and what
the systems in which a decision is implemented
might be like. Scenarios are plausible stories that
describe ways in which the intended reality may
change or mutate in the future. Creating scenarios
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also allows the organization to analyze the uncon-
scious assumptions that underlie the decisions it is
considering and to identify the adjustments that
may need to be made as events unfold. With in-
creasing access to information and possibilities gen-
erated by the Internet of Things, scenarios can
help to identify specific information that may be
important to changes in the system. They also help
identify the signposts that will indicate that the
probabilities of certain possibilities noted in the
scenarios are increasing or decreasing. Using big
data to track these signposts allows the organization
to identify trends, drivers, and uncertainties that
may change the results of a decision. Chermack
(2004) says that scenarios can mitigate the tendency
of decision makers to be bounded by their current
environment and to use information and knowledge
that is in conflict.

Using the systems and environmental forces that
were identified in Step 3, it is possible to think about
those forces behaving differently than required by
the intended consequence of a decision and consid-
er how that would affect implementation of a deci-
sion. Scenarios identify both beneficial and
detrimental consequences of changing forces and
allow consideration of different adjustments that
could be needed as events unfold. Existing global
scenarios can be used as the foundation of short,
mini-scenarios for What Else? questions. Shell Inter-
national Limited (2005, 2008), the U.S. National
Intelligence Council (2012), and the World Economic
Forum (2009) have all developed global scenarios for
2030, and the Global Reporting Initiative (2014)
looks at possible future sustainability trends.

Organizations can thus benefit from the research
that has already been done by those who have been
writing global scenarios for many years. Additional-
ly, organizations can tap research such as that of
McKinsey & Company’s (Bonini & Bové, 2014) surveys
that ask executives about forces in the global econ-
omy. In 2010, McKinsey & Company’s research team
identified five important forces. The first two were
the strength of emerging-market countries to con-
tribute more to the global economy than developed
ones and the need to focus on efficiencies in pro-
ductivity. The third force was the increasing con-
nectivity of the global economy. The fourth was the
increased demand and decreasing supply of some
resources, along with increasing focus on the nega-
tive effects that accessing and using those resources
has on the environment. The fifth force was the
stress of governments to provide social stability
while at the same time driving economic growth
(Bisson, Stephenson, & Viguerie, 2010). The emer-
gence of robotics and 3D printers is affecting all
five as they contribute to a changing workforce,
changing use of resources, and more efficiency in
productivity. Nanotechnology is providing substi-
tutes for natural resources in construction at the
macro level and for microchips at the micro level.
The increased access to electronic communication
devices and global communication networks allows
those in developing countries to have information
and data that can form their opinions of organiza-
tions, especially foreign ones. Scenarios allow orga-
nizations to consider different realities. Those
organizations who have their own organizational
scenarios can easily plug a decision into their sce-
narios to answer What Else? Scenarios can be shared
with stakeholders as a way of helping them under-
stand what an organization may not have control
over, what it is tracking, and what mitigation it
might be planning.

3.5. Step #5: Track probabilities and
communicate change

As a result of the scenarios, the organization then
asks what it would do if any of those unintended
outcomes were to happen. The organization must
create a process to track changes in the system that
might increase the probability of the unintended
negative consequences occurring. As forces that
could create unintended negative consequence
are tracked, the organization must decide at what
point it would develop a detailed plan to take
action. These plans should allow accommodation
of new changes as they happen.

Unintended consequences can, of course, be pos-
itive. A newly developed corn seed whose purpose
was to improve yields for farmers in developing
countries could be found to also require less irriga-
tion in a particular environment. Some medications
developed to treat one ailment could be found to be
effective in treating another. However, even these
positive consequences must be tracked. For exam-
ple, it is possible that less irrigation may provide an
environment for an insect to thrive that could dam-
age the crop, or a medication may have a negative
interaction with another medication required
for the second ailment but may not appear immedi-
ately. However, it is the negative unintended con-
sequences that are detrimental to organizations.
Tracking the probability of the consequences
becoming reality can provide organizations informa-
tion about when to share it with stakeholders. For
example, pharmaceutical companies share possible
unintended consequences of their drugs with doc-
tors who share it with those patients for whom
they are considering use–—the vested stakeholders.
However, sometimes the information is available to
all stakeholder groups through television advertising
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that lists possible side effects, including those that
can lead to death.

Formal communications with vested stakeholders
should be maintained, especially if a social license
to operate exists. The organization’s credibility in
the eyes of its various stakeholders can then be a
source for collaboration rather than protest. If
stakeholders believe that the organization has in-
cluded their interests as a part of their organiza-
tional strategy, they can understand the sometimes
difficult decisions when conflicts occur. If they un-
derstand that the organization has done its best to
identify possible unintended consequences, then
they will be willing to work on compromises rather
than complain to the government or mount a social
media protest.

For example, an agricultural company may be
considering providing a drought-stricken community
whose staple food is rice with free rice. Its intended
consequence may be to avoid famine. However,
asking What Else? might lead to a scenario in which
the free rice will mean rice farmers in that commu-
nity will not be able to sell the small supply of rice
they have produced and will be unable to plant a
crop the next season. Therefore, an unintended
consequence may offset the good that the company
intends, and a short-term solution to the problem of
hunger, although necessary, may lead to long-term
reliance on free rice. As a result of this scenario, the
company may decide to buy the rice the farmers
have produced and add it to their supply of free rice
so the farmers can continue farming; or the compa-
ny may provide seed for the next year and perhaps
help farmers develop more efficient means of irri-
gation. The company could share these ideas with
stakeholders to demonstrate its commitment to
stakeholder concerns.

PepsiCo, for example, understands that it cannot
use its old manufacturing blueprints for new bever-
age plants. Decisions to locate into areas of the
world with water scarcity that would have positive
consequences for creating jobs and industry for the
developing countries, as well as lower prices for its
products, required What Else? thinking. Few stake-
holders would want their access to limited drinking
water to be used to produce product. Thus, in India,
PepsiCo has a goal of a positive water balance
because almost all of the available water is used
for agriculture. To accomplish this, it has built
rainwater-harvesting systems to avoid depleting
the aquifers, and it has taught farmers to use a
direct seeding method for planting rice that does
not require flooding seedlings with water. In 2009, it
opened its first overseas ‘green’ beverage plant that
complies with the LEED standard in China in the
western city of Chongqing. It uses 22% less water and
23% less energy than the average PepsiCo plant in
China by utilizing a high-pressure cleaning system,
a water-free conveyor belt lubricant, and water-
saving fixtures. In addition, it reuses water from the
plant’s operations for cleaning and landscaping pur-
poses. To save energy, 75% of the plant’s indoor
areas feature natural lighting, and a roof garden
insulates the office building and saves energy on
cooling and heating (PepsiCo, 2009).

Years ago, Nike and The Gap found themselves
facing social media backlash about outsourcing their
manufacturing to factories that were unsafe and
hired children. Even though both companies argued
they were providing jobs in developing countries,
social media focused on their profit motives. An-
swering What Else? might have uncovered the pos-
sibility that they would be held accountable for
knowing the practices and working conditions of
their supply chain factories. Since at the time com-
panies were not held responsible for their suppliers’
actions, a scenario based on the What Else? might
have provided changes that could be tracked re-
garding stakeholder responses. Once evidence was
found that there was attention being focused on
working conditions, both companies might have
made changes to how they outsourced. As it was,
both were forced to break contracts with manufac-
turers and set up a process to monitor future suppliers
to salvage their reputations. Nestlé might have used
this process for cutting contracts with noncertified
palm oil growers before a social media protest forced
its hand and its products were boycotted.

4. Conclusion

As corporate social responsibility becomes the glob-
al norm and not something that sets an organization
apart, and as the Internet of Things and big data
allow organizations to understand possibilities and
probabilities, there is a growing expectation that
organizations will use scenario thinking and consider
not just the intended positive consequences of their
decisions but also the possible negative unintended
consequences they might produce. Understanding
the stakeholders who have an interest in an orga-
nization’s decisions is even more important as orga-
nizations work in global communities with different
cultures, norms, and needs. Social media is now
global, and it can be the platform for stakeholders
to form alliances that either support an organiza-
tion’s decisions or attack them.

Following the 5-step process described in this
article can help organizations step outside the
boundaries of the present and use scenario thinking
to imagine what else could happen. Organizations
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can use their scenario teams–—if they have them–—or
convene a separate team comprised of employees
who have expert knowledge of vested stakeholders’
needs, to ask the What else? question once a deci-
sion has been approved. Organizations can also
provide training for all employees to think about
future consequences and about other stakeholders
besides the ones directly involved in the decision.
The increasing access to big data that can produce
possible future correlations and probabilities will
make such thinking easier for organizations, but also
more expected by stakeholders. By identifying what
to track to determine increasing and decreasing
probabilities and by communicating with stakehold-
ers, organizations can be better prepared to adapt
to future system changes because they have at least
considered the possible unintended consequences.
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