
A Guide to
Corporate

Sustainability

September 2021



How to Forward Corporate Sustainability

Table of Contents

4

ESG: The Three Pillars of Future Value Creation 9

Are Sustainable Organizations Just a Buzzword? 14

Our Sustainability Projects 17

COMATCH is one of the world’s leading 

marketplaces for business expertise. Our network 

is made up of more than 12,500 experienced 

management consultants and industry experts. 

This report was generated based on contributions 

from some of the sustainability experts in our 

network.
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In our monthly Hot Topics survey, we asked more than 200 experts from our network about 

recent developments and trending topics in sustainability.

Proactively investing into renewable energy
(e.g. joint partnerships to co-develop related technologies)

TOP

5
1

Taking full accountability and ownership of the entire 
value chain
(e.g. controlling emissions by acquiring vertical players)

2
Proactively creating industry emission 
standards with competitors
(e.g. collaboration on voluntary sustainability standards)

3
Systematically approaching and collaborating within 
and across industrial sectors
(e.g. sharing of infrastructure and information)

4
Introducing transparency by disclosing environmental 
reports
(e.g. mutual agreement from all players in the industry)
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As highlighted by movements such as FridayForFuture, 

organizations need to take proactive steps to reduce their 

CO2 emissions. If these companies are to stay relevant, 

they must start experimenting with new business models.

Rick is an independent consultant and renewable energy expert
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Whilst companies can focus purely on economic     
gains short-term, failure to account for the social and 
environmental impacts of the company’s products or services 
makes those business practices unsustainable.

Mariana is a sustainability and change consultant

Over the last few years, companies have turned corporate sustainability into a critical business 
priority. And the focus on sustainability is likely to continue growing over the next decade, 
fueled by global challenges as well as pressure from consumers, employees, investors, and 
regulation.

What is Corporate Sustainability?

Corporate sustainability is a long-term business strategy that works in harmony with society and 
the environment.  Whilst companies can focus purely on economic gains short-term, failure to 
account for the social and environmental impacts of the company’s products or services makes 
those business practices unsustainable.  John Elkington, the co-founder of the sustainability 
consultancy Volans, argues that companies should consider a triple bottom line that includes 
“Profit, People and Planet”.  

Why is Corporate Sustainability Important?

For many years, the business case for sustainability has focused on reducing resource usage, 
primarily energy, to lower costs. This is now changing as companies are seeing an impact on 
their top line. For example, B2B companies that sell their products to large corporates are 
increasingly being asked for data on their emissions. This is because as large corporates sign up 
to frameworks such as Science Based Targets that are in line with limiting global warming to well 
below 2°C, they have to disclose their direct and indirect emissions including those related to 
their supply chain. B2C companies are also feeling the pinch as consumers or intermediaries 
push for transparency across various sustainability indices.
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Companies that do not incorporate sustainability into their corporate strategy risk seeing a 

reduction in revenue, reputational damage and potentially being left with stranded assets.  

Sustainability is no longer a cause for the future—and those that   don’t work to integrate it into 

their overall strategy will be left behind  in a rapidly   shifting economy.

Designing a Corporate Sustainability Strategy

A solid sustainability strategy can do more than just protect a company’s reputation. It can also 

attract and retain talent, lead to market differentiation, drive innovation, and engage 

consumers.

Strategies across companies vary from those focused on sustainability as a way to reduce the 

risks to their current business model— to those pursuing a strategy of “shared value” through 

which they find ways to turn social problems into business opportunities helping to solve these 

problems in the process.  One example of a company pursuing a shared value strategy is 

Sambazon, which protects the Amazon rainforest from being cut down by commercializing 

products made with wild-harvested açaí–a fruit that is native to the rainforest. 

By creating an ongoing source of income for local inhabitants, it incentivizes people to maintain 

the forest and harvest açaí berries rather than cutting down the açaí palms. 

Once a company has decided where it wants to position itself, the next step is to think through 

the various aspects of sustainability that are relevant to the organization such as carbon 

emissions, waste, water usage, biodiversity, responsible sourcing, human rights, and diversity 

and inclusion. This could be done through a materiality analysis that looks to understand what is 

most important to the company’s stakeholders and what the potential is of each item to 

positively or negatively impact the business. Having defined the focus areas, the company must 

then measure its baseline performance and set ambitious goals. Setting medium-term goals for 

each of these areas (e.g. 2030 targets) can help galvanize innovation and support across the 

organization.  To ensure credibility and drive recognition, it is worth looking at what frameworks 

or voluntary agreements could make sense for the company such as signing up to Science-Based 

Targets for carbon emissions or WRAP for waste.
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For companies with physical products, life cycle analysis is a useful tool to identify the overall 

impact of products and to help innovate how to reduce carbon emissions, waste, and water 

usage. Through a life cycle analysis, a company would think through each stage of the 

production and consumption process including raw material extraction, manufacturing and 

processing, transportation, retail, usage, and end of life.  

For example, Interface, a carpet manufacturer, delivered on its ambition to develop carbon-

neutral flooring by innovating across each stage of the product’s life cycle. Among its 

innovations, it replaced petroleum-produced nylon with yarn made from discarded fishing nets 

and replaced natural gas at its manufacturing plant with methane from a local landfill. Life cycle 

thinking can help companies avoid common pitfalls such as switching to “eco-friendly” 

compostable products without a strategy for how these products will be collected post-use and 

industrially composted. 
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How to Address Corporate Sustainability

The expectations around corporate sustainability are changing, and companies can no longer 

take a passive approach to environmental and social issues. In fact, more than 90% of CEOs said 

that sustainability is vital to their organization’s success. This trend will only accelerate over the 

coming years so companies need to act now to avoid being left behind in the race towards a 

carbon-neutral, sustainable world. 

The first step is to bring in a sustainability expert that can help to identify focus areas, achievable 

goals, and a clear roadmap for the company.  Once this has been agreed upon by top 

management, the next step is implementation.  Successful implementation will generally require 

a strong change manager that understands sustainability and can help mobilize a significant 

cultural change across the organization. Sustainability is not something that can be done by a 

Corporate Responsibility team that sits separately from the rest of the company, it will only 

succeed if it becomes part of the ways of working across every team in the organization.

Although this might seem like a large investment for an organization, it should be seen as an 

opportunity to increase profitability and unleash innovation. Companies like Interface and 

Sambazon are living proof that businesses can contribute positively to the environment and 

build a better tomorrow while also seeing strong returns. 

Not all companies will subscribe to the principles of corporate sustainability, but the ones that 

embrace it will be able to harvest extraordinary long-term benefits, from public goodwill to 

impressive economic growth.
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Today’s corporations are dealing with a complex mix of social, environmental, 

market, and technological trends which require sophisticated, sustainability-based management 

techniques. Executives have often been reluctant to place sustainability at the core of their 

business strategy in the mistaken belief that sustainability is merely a “cost” of business. 

However, creating a business plan that incorporates social equity, environmental protection, and 

economic viability—otherwise known as the 3 Pillars of Sustainability—has become essential in 

a rapidly shifting corporate environment. 

Why is Sustainability Important?

Nowadays, being competitive means that 

your business is making a conscious effort 

to ensure sustainability across the 

environmental, social, and corporate 

governance (ESG) spectrums.  Companies 

that make sustainability core to their 

business strategy drive innovation while 

stimulating enthusiasm and loyalty from 

employees, customers, suppliers, and 

investors. 

This is to say that sustainability has 

pushed its way into the boardroom. 

There’s no time to scratch your head and 

wonder why sustainability is important. 

Today’s consumer wants to know that 

their dollars are supporting sustainable 

organizations meaning adapting your 

business strategy is pivotal to meeting the 

demands of your customers.
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Enable Innovation

New challenges present new opportunities. Consumers are increasingly driven to products that 

are eco-friendly and businesses that adhere to Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) guidelines. 

Customers dictate the market and businesses have had to adapt to their new demands. These 

adaptations go well beyond designing green products and reducing packaging. Sustainability-

based management techniques require a review of the entire business strategy to identify 

weaknesses and inefficiencies. 

Ensuring that an organization’s sustainability strategy addresses social, environmental, and 

economic elements—or the three pillars of sustainability— requires a new way of thinking and 

presents a clear opportunity to drive innovation. The company Amyris, which specializes in 

‘clean chemistry’, uses sustainability initiatives to propel the development of their 

fermentation-based production system to develop an array of molecules for a wide range of 

products, from beauty to biofuels. Their innovative approach has increased productivity and 

quality, reduced environmental impact and costs, and increased global competitiveness. It’s no 

secret that the sustainability trend is here to stay, and ignoring it will leave companies further 

behind the competition than a traveling rotary phone salesman.

Drive Competitive Advantage

“Sustainable businesses are redefining the corporate ecosystem by designing models that 

create value for all stakeholders – including employees, shareholders, supply chains, civil 

society, and the planet.” This offers them a leg up on the competition and puts them in a better 

place to adapt to new challenges or trends from any link on the supply chain.  Michel Porter 

and Mark Kramer, two business and economics experts at Harvard Business School, pioneered 

the idea of creating shared value. They argue that businesses can generate economic value by 

identifying and addressing social problems that intersect with their business. The electric 

vehicle manufacturer, Fisker, is leveraging the massive shift towards low carbon technologies to 

disrupt the automotive industry with an asset-light business model.
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They are positioning themselves as an e-mobility provider rather than a classic car 

manufacturer— with the intent to build a strong brand based on creating the world’s most 

sustainable vehicles. Companies like Fisker are utilizing the principles of corporate sustainability 

and listening to the demands of consumers to find a gap in the market and drive innovation. 

Positioning themselves as an e-mobility provider gives them a sizeable competitive advantage 

over other car manufacturers who are simply offering an electric vehicle option. 

Improve Financial Performance

A common misconception among business owners is that profit and sustainability operate in a 

zero-sum relationship. If you want to increase sustainability, then your profits will suffer. These 

businesses stagnate while others are pushing to find new avenues of income and wider 

customer bases. The truth is that you can ‘expand the pie’, increasing both profits and 

sustainability simultaneously. Driving innovation and building new competitive advantages goes 

hand in hand–as does increasing financial performance. An added element of financial benefits 

is that companies are realizing significant cost-saving potential via sustainability-related 

efficiencies like waste reduction or energy-efficient lighting. 

Additionally, investors track high performers on ESG factors and are recognizing a positive 

correlation between financial and ESG performance. Businesses get noticed for being good 

corporate citizens as they are pushing the boundaries to find new, sustainable solutions. An 

Oxford University study on sustainability and corporate performance found that in a meta-

analysis, 90% of the studies found that good ESG standards lower the cost of capital, 88% 

concluded that proper sustainability practices result in better operational performance; and 80% 

showed that stock price performance is positively affected by a high-quality ESG approach. 

According to the Harvard Business School, between 2006 and 2010, the world’s 100 most 

sustainable companies experienced significantly higher sales growth, return on assets, profit 

before taxation, and cash flow from operations compared to control companies. The research 

shows that sustainable companies deliver significant positive financial performance and that 

investors are seeking out companies who engage in ESG practices – another reason why 

sustainability is important. 
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Conclusion

As with any transformation, a sustainability strategy must be well-managed and built from 

within. Businesses that don’t adapt to the new demands of consumers and the sustainability-

driven movement will be left behind. However, companies that are incorporating sustainability-

based management techniques into their day-to-day are challenging the prior notion that 

sustainability and profit are negatively correlated and are realizing financial benefits.

The 3 pillars of sustainability should be addressed in any successful corporate strategy and 

present an opportunity to redesign, retool, and advance business strategy. In the process, 

weaknesses and inefficiencies are weeded out and replaced with the seeds of innovation that 

spur new growth. Thus, planting the seed of sustainability provides the foundation for 

businesses to flourish.



Are Sustainable 
Organizations 
Just a Buzzword?



Are Sustainable Organizations Just a Buzzword?

COMATCH | A Guide to Corporate Sustainability | September 2021

15

A new year, a new buzzword – you wouldn’t be blamed for thinking that entire dictionaries will 

soon need to be rewritten. But one thing is quite clear: companies are faced with all kinds of 

challenges. Most notably the mother of all buzzwords: sustainability. Such challenges often 

cause people to take action far too quickly, throwing away major opportunities and valuable 

capital.

Nowadays, people like to follow every new trend almost blindly – but they usually don’t think 

about it, or only do so when it’s too late. Consequently, high costs are incurred, long-term, 

sustainable success fails to materialize and people become frustrated. The problem is that, in a 

world of buzzword chaos, something that everyone is actually already familiar with is being lost. 

So hysteria is unnecessary. Sustainability and environmental trends have been the basis of 

successful action and business for a long time. Scarce resources are the basic principle of 

economics, and every entrepreneur and manager – indeed, basically every human being –

should use them carefully and considerately.

Legendary entrepreneur Michael Otto and his company Otto Group have already shown that 

this can be a key driver for corporate success. His visionary and innovative actions laid the 

foundation for the company’s current success over 30 years ago. Even back then, he kept up 

with the environmental trends and introduced packaging made of recycled materials, and in 

doing so cut costs while protecting the environment. It’s a successful transformation story on 

many levels. But in today’s highly interconnected and fast-paced world, it has become difficult to 

keep track of things and make good decisions.

To do this, you need transparency for mutual effects. Particularly in large companies and 

structures, communicating such effects is often difficult, which in turn frequently makes it hard 

to convey meaning and importance. To achieve this, I have developed the RoOT KPI – RoOT

stands for “Return on Organizational Transformation”.
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RoOT KPI creates 
transparency on continuous 
iteration and corporate 
development

… are learned and 
sometimes neglected 
processes. Get out of your 
comfort zone!

• Do we use our resources 
and employees sensibly?
• Are our meetings effective?

… includes all product development 
and customer-focused marketing / 
sales topics.

• How can we create added value 
with services and products?
• How do they interact?

… accompany and stabilize 
the process through resource 
optimization and training

•What skills do we need?
• How can we motivate 

people and take away their 
fear?

Business
Development

Limbic
Processes

Personnel
& Leadership

Overall transformation success can be measured and communicated based on three core areas 
of action. Resource-conserving action becomes openly apparent and the benefits of keeping up 
with environmental trends becomes clear. With Nudie Jeans, customers can have their worn-out 
jeans repaired in-store for free. The resulting positive brand impact has long-lasting effects on 
customer loyalty and increases cross-selling and upselling at the Point of Sale (POS).

Another example is the technological approach. Logistics and 3D printing create new business 
models and revenue opportunities at lower costs. Processes are simpler and more affordable. 
But, above all else, CO2 emissions are also reduced if delivery distances are shortened and 
warehouses made smaller.

Planning our daily work better, making meetings more efficient, and using and accepting new 
technology not only enables us to avoid unnecessary journeys, but also allows us to respect our 
precious time while following the latest environmental trends.

I leave you with this thought—don’t follow a trend simply because it is one, but because you can 
use and harness it to create success. Make overarching interactions transparent, and identify 
sustainable and cost-saving potential.
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COMATCH supports companies that are working towards  a more sustainable future. In a world that is rapidly changing, 

sustainability consulting is the driver for building a better tomorrow while also accounting for an organization’s business goals, 

stakeholders, and market position.

Automotive
•Urban mobility trend scouting

•Sustainable production strategy

•CO2 modelling tool

Consumer Goods & Trade
•Sustainable packaging

•Sustainable customer value

•Circular economy concept

Energy & Materials
•Energy savings research

•Clean energy study

•Resource efficiency concept

Financial Services
•Sustainable investments

•Impact-linked finance strategy

•Sustainable transformation journey

Healthcare & Chemicals
•Path to Sustainable Pharma workshop

•Sustainable production workshop

•Waste reduction strategy

High Tech & IT
•CO2 reduction concept

•Sustainable software strategy

•Carbon impact study

Media & Telco
•Sustainability reporting concept

•Partner network build-up

•Sustainability as competitive advantage workshop

Travel & Logistics
•Sustainable supply chain

• The Future of Sustainable Travel workshop

•Carbon pricing concept

We Have Experience in your Industry


