If so, what level of investment should we be making? And where do we start?

Deciding to engage in sustainability is one thing, it’s another thing to know where to start, how much you want to do, at what cost, and when you might reap the rewards.


As a way to address this we suggest thinking in terms of four types of engagement in sustainability that can be made by a company, depending on its business strategy and its competitive position:

1. in-house consciousness raising and external image polishing (Awareness) 

2. reducing consumption and process improvement (Mitigation)

3. redesigning products and services (Innovation)

4. developing a new business model for radical step-change (Transformation)

With every new level the commitment and the rewards increase, and the more integrated sustainability becomes in your business.

Level 1. Getting started



This is where most companies begin, and many have yet to go beyond this level. It starts internally, with the more accessible ideas, the low-hanging fruit, to raise awareness amongst employees and mobilise energy around the subject of sustainability. It requires no special investment but once given encouragement people can be very creative even at this level. 

At Herman Miller, when the first ‘Green suggestion box’ was installed, the first idea was to replace the plastic cups by ceramic mugs. Then more ideas came and they got bigger… resulting in a million dollars of savings on one site in the second year. At this level you will be taking advantage of low-cost opportunities for savings and making sure you are in compliance with reporting requirements and local regulations.

Level 2. Mitigation 


Sustainability in some ways is a natural product of good process, people and materials management: seeing the system more clearly, paying attention to the detail, following through on implementation. Committing to running a tight ship operationally can lead to a step-change in sustainability. The Japanese call this spirit kaizen: constant improvement towards eliminating all forms of waste. 





>Toyota continued to improve its ‘lean’ processes and invented the Toyota Production System, which it sells to other companies as consultancy. The rewards of authentic lean management (as opposed to non-systemic cost killing) are immediate for the company, its stakeholders and the planet. But it can be limited in its impacts since it essentially remains faithful to the traditional limits and boundaries of the organisation.

Level 3. Innovation




The next level of integration is to respond to the evolution of the market by reinventing products and services from scratch. The trick here is to avoid all trade-offs from the customer’s perspective. The innovation must deliver as much or more direct value as well as being a more responsible purchase choice. People say they will pay a premium for green but in practice most refuse to do so at the moment of purchase. Companies have yet to get to grips with this apparent paradox, but there are exceptions. P&G’s Ariel Excel super-compact laundry gel, recently launched in the UK and France, washes effectively at 15°C, saving significant energy during use (the biggest energy consumption factor in the detergents life-cycle analysis is in the consumer’s home). The manufacturing process uses 30-40 percent less energy and 40-50 percent less water, and the product requires fewer ingredients and 14 percent less packaging per wash. According to UK’s Which? magazine (2009), it had the best functional performance of any detergent tested.

Level 4. Transformation




The name of the BAU (business-as-usual) game is to sell as much volume as possible at the lowest possible variable and fixed cost, and so to maximise economic return on investment. To be good at this game requires skill and determination in exploiting the externalities of your business (the costs and impacts carried by others outside your company), so keeping them off your books. 

Even if you are polluting less, wasting less, harming less (ie if you are doing well at mitigation), you are still polluting, wasting and harming. When you reduce your GHG emissions by 20% you are still contributing to climate change. As Michael Braungart says in Cradle to Cradle, you are just being less bad. The ultimate level of sustainability is to question the business model itself and to reinvent success.

Companies that survive long term are usually good at reinventing themselves to take advantage of transformations in the marketplace. Think of 3M, Dupont, IBM…




>Acciona, a leading Spanish construction group, decided in 2007 to remodel itself around sustainability and in particular renewable energy and the supporting infrastructure. In 2010 the company’s CEO announced to market analysts that their corporate strategy is from now on based on WBCSD’s Vision 2050 report which sets out the pathway that business needs to design in order to build a future sustainable society.




>Automobile Renault has abandoned advertising its conventional models in its home market France to reinvent its brand as a supplier of mobility running on renewable energy – even though its first electric cars won’t be on the market until 2011 at the earliest. Renault has tied up with US start-up Better Place to create France’s first network of battery swap stations, essential to extend the range of electric power-drive vehicles.
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