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James Robey considers what is driving large commercial 
organisations to invest their scarce resources in Corporate 
Sustainability initiatives and what outcomes are achieved from 
such investments.  

New research conducted at Henley Business School 
incorporating input from 177 of the world’s largest companies 
shows that a clear business case and CEO commitment are 
central to driving a higher level of corporate sustainability 
performance.

The broader context - did Malthus have a 
point?
When reflecting on the twentieth century, Kenneth Arrow, Nobel 
Prize winning economist, commented that in 100 years “the 
world population grew by a factor of four to more than 6 billion, 
industrial output increased by a factor of 40, … energy use has 
increased by a factor of 16, annual fish harvesting by a multiple of 
35 and carbon and sulfur (sic) dioxide emissions by a factor of 
10.’’ 

Since the turn of the millennium, the world’s population has 
grown by another 1.4 billion adding to the global demand for 
everything from energy to consumer goods, and leading to an 
increasing number of researchers questioning the Earth’s ability 
to continue supplying the multifaceted demands of humanity’s 
rapidly growing global economic production systems.

Paul Hawken, speculating on the limits of our current global 
production system, argues that future growth may well be 
“restricted not by the number of fishing boats but by the 
decreasing number of fish; not by the power of pumps but by the 
depletion of aquifers; not by the number of chainsaws but by the 
disappearance of primary forests.”

In this context, a growing number of the world’s largest 
companies have started to recognise that a future of 
unconstrained year-on-year economic growth may not be as 
feasible as previously assumed.  As the late economist Kenneth 
Boulding expressed, “Anyone who believes that exponential 
growth can go on forever in a finite world is either a madman or 
an economist!”

Sustainability in the corporate setting

Corporate sustainability is a 
future focused, multi-stakeholder 
concept whereby businesses 
undertake voluntarily initiatives 
to reduce their environmental 
impacts and contribute to the 
communities and wider society in 
which they operate, all within the 
context of striving to maximise 
their economic profitability in the 
long-term.

Whilst the meaning of the term remains contested and is often 
employed to cover a wider range of topics, at its core corporate 
sustainability can be understood to address many of the following 
issues :

• a focus on environmental constraints and societal needs 
alongside the need for the business to generate economic 
profit;

• a multi-stakeholder approach taking into account the needs 
of the organisation’s key internal and external stakeholder 
groups; and

• an intertemporal concern focusing on both the needs of 
current and future generations.

Responding to the above context, organisations are increasingly 
focusing on corporate sustainability (a term frequently used 
interchangeably with sister terms such as corporate responsibility, 
corporate citizenship and corporate social responsibility).  



• The expectations of employees (both existing employees 
and potential recruits) was shown to be the strongest driver 
for the companies’ investment in corporate sustainability.  A 
strong approach to corporate sustainability is important for 
all aspects of employee engagement including recruitment, 
retention and motivation.

• The second strongest component of the business case 
identified was demand from clients and customers - 
corporate sustainability has now become a prerequisite for 
large organisations in their ability to sell their goods or 
services.

• The next most important factor identified was meeting the 
expectations of the organisations’ providers of financial 
capital.  Whether through debt or equity, owners / 
shareholders and other financiers are increasingly 
concerned about companies’ approach to sustainability. 

• Fourth, meeting non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 
expectations are important if companies are to secure 
access to the natural resources they require to operate.  This 
factor was shown to be particularly important for 
organisations which operate in the mining, water & waste, 
and manufacturing sectors. 

Accordingly, the research study collated insights from 
sustainability leaders working at large corporate organisations 
to explore the factors leading those companies to invest in 
sustainability initiatives. 

From the sustainability perspective, large companies are 
particularly important because they make up a significant 
proportion of the global economic system: the current 
combined annual revenue of the Fortune 500 is around

Furthermore, large companies account for a very significant 
proportion of global environmental impacts such as carbon 
emissions.  One researcher, Richard Heede, calculated that the 
top 20 organisational emitters produce nearly one third of the 
world’s C02 and CH4 emissions.

The final research sample compiled insights from sustainability 
practitioners from 177 of the world’s largest businesses, 
collectively representing every major sector and with combined 
annual sales exceeding £2.7 trillion and employing 10.5 million 
people. 

Corporate motivation - the business 
drivers for Corporate Sustainability
The research identified a number of practical findings for 
sustainability practitioners and senior business executives. First, 
the research has empirically confirmed five key components of 
the overall business case for organisations investing in corporate 
sustainability initiatives.  Specifically, in the wide range of large 
companies sampled the following was identified:

• Finally, the opportunity of increasing profits by making 
efficiency gains through reducing waste, energy use or 
business travel.  Interestingly, this factor emerged as the 
least strong component of the business case for the large 
companies included in the research. 

$12.5 trillion, equivalent to approximately 75 percent of the 
annual GDP of the United States of America.  

These findings provide a useful aide memoire for sustainability 
practitioners endeavouring to produce business cases to 
substantiate the business value that can be created by investing in 
specific sustainability initiatives.

The importance of CEO commitment to 
sustainability performance
The commitment of the CEO to corporate sustainability was also 
demonstrated to be an important factor in a company’s 
sustainability performance.  

By employing measurements of sustainability performance both 
through the perception of the 177 sustainability practitioners as 
well as the companies’ inclusion in a number of the leading 
sustainability indices such as the Dow Jones Sustainability Index 
(DJSI), the research established that the level of a CEO’s 
commitment to sustainability is clearly linked to their 
organisation’s overall sustainability performance.

Interestingly, the findings indicate that this linkage is fully 
mediated through the overall level of the organisational 
commitment to sustainability suggesting that CEOs looking to 
increase the sustainability of their company should invest their 
energy into driving up the overall level of organisational 
commitment to the topic.




