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The last Sustainability Think Circles meeting of 2024 was focused
on a critical challenge facing sustainability leaders: The need to better
articulate and demonstrate the business value of sustainability initiatives,
particularly in the current geopolitical climate. As noted by one Thinker:
“When it comes to sustainability, we need to better articulate the case for
business value. Getting the linkage between economics, financials and
sustainability is a recurring challenge.”

5 n

The importance of embedding sustainability into core business operations rather than
treating it purely as a compliance issue or as a separate initiative was a key theme.

One Thinker candidly acknowledged that a significant portion of the organization’s
employees may not prioritize sustainability, making it crucial to integrate sustainable
practices in a way that does not rely on individual commitment. The thinker highlighted
how their organization is working to integrate sustainability into their product development
process systematically rather than relying on buy-in by individual employees: “How do we
do it at the product level? So I'm working with the project management team across all of
our products asking, how do we embed this as part of our process for every single product.”

Other participants echoed these sentiments, noting that while there is a desire among
employees to contribute to sustainability, there is often a lack of understanding of how
to do so. This highlights the need for effective communication and education to help
employees see how their roles can support sustainability goals.

The discussion revealed that successful sustainability initiatives need to demonstrate clear
business value, whether through cost savings, revenue growth, or risk mitigation. One
Thinker shared a powerful example of quantifying business impact through annual sales
wins in the billions of dollars tied to sustainability. This kind of concrete financial impact
helps gain executive attention and support. And taking a business focus highlights the
importance of bringing business expertise into sustainability roles. This business expertise
helps sustainability leaders speak the language of finance and operations.

“If you’re a social responsibility person, social impact, sustainable person, if that’s what you
do in the organization, people will come to you 5% of the time... If you are a business person,
and you bring sustainability to real business conversations with other leaders, they will
come to you.”

Taking this way of thinking about sustainability to the consumer means sustainability
features should enhance rather than compromise product performance.

“We intuitively and theoretically and even conceptually understand that we don’t need to
market or lead with sustainability. We need to make products that are better and perform
better and bring a benefit to the consumer. And oh, by the way, it’s more sustainable.”

“Don’t expect the consumer to pay your sustainability bill... Our job is to bring it to the shelf
at market price and be more sustainable than the competitors.”

Several participants discussed how regulatory requirements can actually help drive
internal change:

“Regulation has become an effective tool here... CSRD is coming and it’s going to require
companies to have a formal transition plan and a full net zero goal... we are able to say,
by the way, we’re going to have to do this, and our large global clients are going to have
to do this, and so now’s a good time.”

The discussion also revealed the challenge of operating without strong executive support
for sustainability initiatives. “Our senior leadership is not a detractor on sustainability

but I wouldn’t say they are putting it as a top priority or even a top three.” Consequently,
sustainability leaders need to be skilled at relationship building and influencing to advance
their objectives.

Looking ahead, the group expressed interest in developing a framework to better connect
sustainability initiatives to business value. As stated: “Is it time that we all think hard about
how we build a framework that we can all leverage to get a better connection between what
we’re each trying to do from a sustainability perspective, and how we tie that back into

the language of the CFO or the CEQ.” This reflects the ongoing challenge of quantifying

and communicating the business case for sustainability in ways that resonate with

senior leadership.

Key actions CSOs can take

Here are some actions that can help CSOs — Align sustainability initiatives with business outcomes and quantify
manage the now, the new and the next of the business value of sustainability to the organization.

sustainability to embrace the opportunities

and addressing challenges:

For more data
and insights:

— Engage key members of the C-suite and work towards aligning
sustainability with individual members, their agenda and wider
transformation initiatives for the enterprise.

— Use quick wins to unlock rapid value. Reinvest savings in the next
phase of initiatives and unlock larger value pools. This makes
sustainability a self-financing transformation initiative.

Beyond checking the box: How to create business
value with embedded sustainability

The Power of AI: Sustainability

IT sustainability at a crossroads
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