
Deconstructing Sustainability - 
Why good people disagree and how better
conversations lead to better decisions.

July 2026 - Disagreement Community of Practice

Built differently.



3

Paloma Hermoso 
Head of Sustainability - Ward Williams

Who am I?
From a degree in Psychology to a Construction Professional
FAPM, FCIOB, FRSA
Accreditations in Sustainable Construction

Ward Williams
Built Environment Consultancy
8 Offices
Queens Award for Enterprise
B Corp



In Construction it could be...
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When you hear the word sustainability... What comes to mind?

Carbon

Which one is the top sustainability priority?



 

In construction, sustainability has become one of the most
polarising words we use.
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Why?



 

Sustainability isn't one problem.
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It's dozens of competing priorities.



Person Optimise for....

Client Return on investment

QS Cost certainty

Architect Design quality

Contractor Programme

Planner Policy

Asset Manager Operating costs

Community Quality of life

Sustainability Consultant Long-term impact

 

We don't disagree because people care more or less.

6

We disagree because people optimise for different outcomes.

Are any of these
people wrong?



We realised we were having the wrong conversation.

How do we make
this project
sustainable?

What matters most on
this project?



The Sustainability Pathfinder



The Sustainability Pathfinder



The Sustainability Pathfinder



The Sustainability Pathfinder



 

Let’s play a game of would you rather....
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SCENARIO 1 - HOSPITAL
A council has secured £10 million to improve the biggest hospital in the region.

Option A
Spend the money making a hospital Net Zero.

Reduce emissions dramatically.
Lower energy bills for decades.
Improve resilience against future energy prices.

The hospital remains exactly as it is inside.
Patients still wait in outdated wards.

 

Let's see what happens when we try it.
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Option B
Spend the money modernising patient facilities.

Better wards.
Better mental wellbeing.
Better patient experience.
Better staff retention.

Carbon emissions remain largely unchanged.

If you were the Chief Executive, which option would you approve,
and how would you justify that decision to the public?



SCENARIO 2 - HOUSING

A local authority has planning permission for a new housing development. The original proposal was for 600
affordable homes. Following following a successful legal challenge on environmental grounds, the plans have
been redesigned to protect an important area of woodland and increase biodiversity. The revised proposal will
now deliver 280 homes instead.  The waiting list for social housing in the area is over 4,000 families.

Option A
Build 600 affordable homes, accepting the loss
of part of the woodland.
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Option B
Protect an ancient woodland and build 280 homes
instead.

You have five minutes before the planning committee votes.
Which option are you recommending, and why?



SCENARIO 3 - SCHOOL

A large primary school in a deprived community has secured £5 million in government funding.
The school serves over 600 pupils, many of whom come from low-income households. Demand for additional
support has increased significantly in recent years, and the school is also struggling with rising energy costs.
The funding can only be spent once. The Governors must decide between two proposals.
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Option B
Use the funding to:

Recruit 18 additional teachers and teaching assistants.
Expand pastoral care and mental health support.
Provide targeted literacy and numeracy interventions.
Provide free breakfast for every pupil who needs one.

The school buildings would remain inefficient, with high
energy costs and significantly higher carbon emissions.

Which proposal would you recommend, and how would you justify
your decision to parents, staff and the local community?

Option A
Use the funding to transform the school into one of the
most energy-efficient schools in the region. 
The project would:

Reduce carbon emissions by more than 70%.
Cut energy bills substantially for decades.
Improve classroom temperatures and air quality.
Protect the school against future energy price rises.

However, there would be no funding left to increase
staffing or pupil support.
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HOSPITAL
What were we really disagreeing
about?
Not hospitals.

Present needs
Future resilience
Health outcomes
Financial stewardship

HOUSING
What were we really disagreeing
about?
Not housing.

Biodiversity
Social justice
Intergenerational fairness
Political accountability

SCHOOL
What were we really disagreeing
about?
Not schools.

Children's futures
Educational equality
Climate responsibility
Long-term public investment



Office Locations

Contact

Paloma Hermoso
palomahermoso@wardwilliams.uk
07791 72286

MANCHESTER

GLOUCESTER

CARDIFF

WINCHESTER

LONDON

OXFORD

TRURO

EXETER

PLYMOUTH

wardwilliams.uk

https://wardwilliams.uk/
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