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There has been lots of talk about sustainability – media coverage, companies’ initiatives, 
government actions, etc.  Much talk but not much action, at least not beyond the early 
adopters and leaders who have been predisposed to embrace sustainable practices.  In 
fact, recent research and publications show that the required results are not being 
achieved.  For instance, the UN IPCC in their recently released report highlight that 
“[t]here is high agreement and much evidence that with current climate change mitigation 
policies and related sustainable development practices, global GHG emissions will continue to 
grow over the next few decades. ” 1  This suggests that most companies are still struggling 
to understand what this all means for their business, leaving many firms stuck at the 
reporting stage with little to show against their published positions on sustainability.2  
60% of those executives surveyed say that sustainability comprises a large or very large 
part of their business strategy.  However, only 39% report that sustainability comprises 
part of their business planning process.  With only 25% reporting having an individual or 
team responsible for citizenship issues, it raises the question of whether it is all hype.  Is 
it possible to do anything about climate change, or are the challenges and issues 
insurmountable? 
 
There is sufficient evidence to show that now is the right time to take action.  
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Changing attitudes 
 
Governments have been cautious in setting individual targets that may damage their 
national competitiveness, arguing that collective global action is required.  Similarly, 
companies are still operating under an impression of consumer priorities, fearing that 
consumers are not ready to modify behaviors or make compromises in order to combat 
climate change. 
 
Attitudes are changing.  People and companies are willing to change their behaviors, 
and this is supported by a number of surveys: 

• The BBC released a survey 9 Nov 073 indicating that 70% of the 22,000 people 
polled in 21 countries are willing to change their lifestyle to combat climate 
change.  One of the pollsters suggests that this survey reflects greater political 
will exists among the grassroots than at the national government level.  It is 
important to note that this response held true in both the US and China.   

• Similarly, a Defra survey of 3618 people across the UK administered in Spring 
2007 indicated that the environment was ranked as the fourth most important 
topic for government to deal with and “over 50 per cent of people believed that 
“recycling more”, “using a car less”, “using a more fuel efficient car” and/or 
“cutting down on gas and electricity use in the home” would have a major impact 
on the UK’s contribution to climate change if most people in UK were prepared to 
do them. Over 75 per cent thought these behaviors as well as “flying less” and 
“installing installation” would have a medium or major impact on the UK’s 
contribution to climate change”4  

• Public consultations regarding Defra’s Carbon Reduction Commitment (which 
intends to cut 1.1 MtC/year by 2020) published in 2007, indicate an increased 
willingness to effect behavioral changes that can combat climate change. 5  

• According to CorporateRegister.com’s Corporate Climate Communications study, 
in 2007 two-thirds of the Global FT500 issued a stand-alone non-financial report 
with 87 percent addressing climate change and 78 percent publishing 
greenhouse gas emissions data in 20076 

 

Offering convenient alternatives through technology and innovation 
 
Technologies and innovation offer greener alternatives – not only for sourcing issues but 
also create new markets for new products and services.  For sourcing, these alternatives 
are becoming increasingly available.  For example, plastics are being sourced from 
biodegradable plant-based materials.  Energy-savings devices of all kinds are reducing 
the energy intensive in residential and business applications.  Finally, companies are 
increasingly reducing travel and the associated loss in time and expense through virtual 
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collaboration and team working.  Some technology and conferencing service firms are 
developing and marketing products and services that will greatly reduce the cost of 
video-conferencing. 
 
Sustainability can be addressed either tactically or strategically.  A tactical approach 
would look merely at cost savings and additional efficiencies that could be attained – 
such as through “greener” sourcing.  Notably, there are many cost saving and efficiency 
gain opportunities that are not usually seen unless the carbon footprint is being 
assessed.   
 
Going one step further, this wave/force towards becoming greener is not just a chance to 
reduce costs or find better, “greener” sourcing.  Rather it presents strategic opportunities 
to create a competitive advantage through a “Carbon Advantage”6.  In the short term, a 
Carbon Advantage can used to re-examine the firm through a lens designed to optimize 
resource efficiency and thereby reduce costs.  However the greatest benefit is derived 
by looking forward.  The firm that is going to succeed the most is the one that seeks 
opportunities to innovate.  These firms foster innovation through their corporate culture, 
and they attract and retain the best and brightest.  This permits them to anticipate market 
change, improve risk management, and ultimately become a more agile organization 
that provides its shareholders with greater long term growth.  Wall Street is already 
tracking the leaders in this space and they see these firms provide better returns.  
Sustainability is not a cost to be borne but a tremendous opportunity and critical for 
developing and maintaining a competitive edge in the 21st Century. 
 
In their research of over 1200 companies worldwide, SAM Group and PwC concluded 
“…that there is a positive, statistically significant correlation between corporate 
sustainability and financial performance.  As such, it indicates that sustainability 
considerations are an integral part of corporate financial performance, and that the 
integration of such factors into traditional financial valuation can help investors gain 
insights that facilitate the selection of stocks with an attractive long-term return 
potential…. in future the true winners will be those who think outside the box about the 
business models required to develop new products and services for society's evolving 
needs.” 7 
 
To achieve this, one must infuse sustainability into the very fabric of the business. 

Including sustainability in the ‘fabric’ of business 
 
Companies are experiencing increasing pressures to actually do something; from their 
shareholders, their customers and their employees.  For example, in the US during 2007 
there were 47 shareholder proxies pertaining to climate change.  Climate Counts, 
Greenpeace and other groups are placing increasing pressure on Apple for its 
greenhouse gas emissions and the toxic substances in its iPhones.  The sustainability 
initiatives at Marks & Spencer and Tesco include evaluating and publicizing the carbon 
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footprint of each and every product they sell in order to permit their customers to make 
an educated purchase.   
 
Tuning in to what their customers really want, not the noisy clamor to be green but the 
quiet majority voice is critical for firms to develop their competitive advantage.  
Sustainability is a quality issue – not just in terms of products or services, but also the 
growth in shareholder value.  Slowly more and more companies and governments are 
starting to understand the linkage and significance of future competitiveness and 
sustainability.  These companies that fully embrace sustainability find themselves more 
competitive and providing better returns for their shareholders than their competitors who 
do not.  Recognizing this strategic link, employees in many organizations are pushing for 
change, new graduate programs are being developed that focus on the many aspects of 
sustainable development – the social sciences, business, industrial ecology among 
others.   
 
Companies that report they are substantially outperforming their peers already grasp the 
benefits that result from a CSR strategy integrated into the core of their business.8  
These firms engage their customers, employees and shareholders in a dialogue to 
understand needs and preferences.  The firms transparently provide information on 
sourcing, composition and impact of their products, services and operations while 
integrating sustainability into their value chain, product design and development and 
their philanthropic activities.9 
 

10 

Transforming to succeed in sustainability 
 
Just as the internet transformed the way we do business, so too could sustainability.  In 
fact, companies and governments need to realize that such a transformation (i.e. radical 
change) is necessary to deliver a successful sustainability solution.  Those that 
wholeheartedly embrace this transformation towards sustainability will find stronger 
brand equity, greater innovation and the ability to anticipate market changes; be able to 
attract and retain the best and the brightest, and ultimately provide their shareholders 
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with much better returns than companies who pay only lip service to the concept.  In 
other words, each firm should reassess their strategies, R&D, risk management, and 
their corporate culture to ensure that they can find their “Carbon Advantage” – that 
competitive edge that encourages innovation, mitigates risks and by fostering a 
sustainable competitive advantage, creates the most shareholder value.  Examples of 
companies that have successfully infused their business operations with sustainability 
include 3M, whose resource efficiency improvements have saved over $1 billion thus far 
on investments totaling $200 million.  Interface, the carpet company has reinvented itself 
in the process.  It is more profitable than ever and its goal is to achieve not only zero-
waste, but zero negative impact on the earth by 2020.  HSBC was one of the first major 
financial services firms to publicly recognize the importance of sustainability.  Although 
slowly, HSBC has made considerable steps forward in reducing its climate-related 
liabilities and mitigating the impact of its value chain both in the short and long term. 

Conclusion – CARPE DIEM! 
 
Attitudes are clearly changing – in both consumers and employees.  The market 
increasingly looks for sustainable products and services.  Shareholders increasingly 
demand firms address climate-related risks and maintain their competitiveness through 
innovation, exploring new markets and new opportunities.  They also want accountability 
- by making the company’s value chain and partnerships transparent.  Wall Street’s 
research has shown that firms who integrate sustainability into their daily business 
practices and collaborate with all of their stakeholders outperform their peers in the 
short, middle and long term.  This is a question of transformation, but it is possible.  
Many companies in widely different sectors across the globe have been successful 
addressing climate change and sustainability.  To remain competitive, a firm must 
consider sustainability concerns.  Why not start today? 


