License to thrive
Next-generation sustainability leaders

Executive Summary

»» Both the corporate sustainability function and the role of chief sustainability officers
are changing. In a generation, many companies have gone from checking off a list of
regulations to embracing sustainability as part of business strategy.

»» Today, sustainability surfaces in various forms of innovation, from new business models that empower under-served groups, to developing products that directly address
difficult challenges such as climate change or ageing.

»» To fruitfully pursue those objectives, CSOs must be able to build rapport at all levels of
an organisation: 61% of survey respondents agreed that the ability to collaborate
effectively across functions was an essential attribute for sustainability teams.

»» Effective CSOs are also resourceful; conceiving and executing sustainability strategies
without the benefit of existing processes.

»» Tone from the top makes a big difference. CSOs who believe their CEO is
personally vested in sustainability are more likely to consider their own functions
to be high impact.

»» As companies mature in their approach to sustainability, that understanding becomes
embedded across each business, heightening its importance for managers and leaders beyond the core sustainability team.
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Introduction
The UN’s influential Brundtland Report in 1987 defined sustainable development as “development that meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. A
generation later the private sector is embracing the urgency of sustainability.
It falls to chief sustainability officers (CSOs) to oversee and drive the
sustainability initiatives that such recognition of the issue demands.
Echoing the rise in corporate sustainability interest, the number of companies with full-time CSOs doubled between 1995 and 2003, and again
between 2003 and 2008, although this growth has slowed in recent years.1
The function is still relatively young, however. Leaders have largely had to
blaze their own paths, from reporting on material risks and risk responses,
to developing innovative products that help solve large, long-term problems
such as climate change, water scarcity or population ageing.
As a result, from company to company CSOs can have very different roles and
responsibilities. The scope of the job has expanded steadily to include reputation-building, new product or service development and even defining
corporate strategy. Some sustainability functions have evolved to resemble
distributed business functions such as marketing, while others remain walled
off in risk management, corporate social responsibility, or other such
departments.

“I think of this as a change
process. We need to ponder:
What is sustainability? It is
not environment or costs; it
is about innovation and the
impacts of what we do in a
wider context”
davide stronati

global sustainability leader,
mott macdonald

We set out to explore how much the role is evolving. Based on a combination of interviews and a survey of CSOs, we examined the changing role of
the CSO as the sustainability approaches of business evolve, the skills a
CSO needs to boost impact, and the ways in which management can
support effective sustainability leadership.
We found that the sustainability function is not a technical or public relations role, but rather a role of relationships and resourcefulness. To be
effective, CSOs have to connect with people both within and beyond the
company. It was also evident that as sustainability thinking matures, and in
response to external forces, sustainability objectives are never static, placing
the responsibilities of the CSO in a constant state of flux.
What’s more, as a company matures in its sustainability journey, the
concept moves beyond the core sustainability team to become embedded
throughout an organisation, as both staff and line managers come on board
and business leaders make it part of overall strategy.

1 Greenbiz & Weinreb Group, State of the Profession 2016
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Who are the Chief Sustainability Officers?
In 4 charts

Sustainability leaders tend to have business backgrounds
30
20

Business background

25%
18%

16%

10
0

Social or environmental
science expertise

Strategy

Communications

10%

9%

Marketing

Operations

[Survey question: How would you characterise your primary functional background? (n=67) Top-five responses shown.]

Almost half of sustainability leaders have other responsibilities
Have responsibilities beyond sustainability

24%

21%

21%

21%

Marketing

Risk

Public relations

Supply chain

17%

Operations

28%

Internal
communications

28%

43%

Government
affairs

57%

Corporate
communications

Have no
responsibilities
beyond
sustainability

31%

Strategy

35%

Innovation

41%

[Survey question: Do you have responsibilities or areas of focus beyond sustainability? If yes, please choose all that apply. (n=67) Top-10 responses shown.]

page 3

Different operational approaches to sustainability governance
75

73%

67%

60%

60%

Sustainability staff embedded
in business units

Separate
sustainability budget
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55%
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Independent
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Cross-functional
leadership board
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[Survey question: Which governance/organisational mechanisms does your sustainability strategy have in place? Please choose all that apply. (n=67) Top-five responses shown.]

Gaps in engagement for the most important functions to sustainability
Importance

Engagement

Very important/Very engaged

Important/Engaged

Investor relations

Legal/compliance

Government affairs

Finance

Health/safety

Marketing

Risk

HR

Communications

Board

Strategy

Business units

Operations/supply chain

CEO

Not important/Not engaged

[Survey question: How important are each of the following functions to the implementation of the sustainability strategy? (n=67)]
[Survey question: To what extent are each of the following functions engaged in the development of your sustainability strategy? (n=67)]
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Why sustainability?
Companies don’t embrace sustainability out of goodwill. Rather, they have
very clear business objectives when they take on everything from workers’
health and fair wages to animal welfare and efficient resource use.
Sustainability objectives generally evolve from a “compliance” stage of
meeting regulations and securing licence to operate, through an “efficiency”
stage of reducing waste and increasing resource efficiency, to a stage of
finding new business opportunities2 and using relationships and influence
to achieve maximum impact. At each stage, the CSO can be an advocate
for progress and, when the time is right, outline a vision for transformation.
Successful companies will have fleshed out the big picture to
different degrees.

“Talking about sustainability
is broader than environment
and climate — it is
a mindset on how we
create value”
pascale giet
senior vice president
communication, sustainability
and social impact, rexel

Starting with compliance
Chief sustainability officers tend first to be assigned the role from within the
company,3 perhaps reflecting the ad hoc nature of how many sustainability
departments originate. They may be focused solely on sustainability, as 57%
of our survey respondents were, or they may bear other responsibilities such
as corporate communications, public relations and government affairs (see
box: “Who are the CSOs?”). That could be as a result of the sustainability
function’s origins within an organisation.
Through our interviews, we found that how companies initiate sustainability
varies significantly, but a shared factor is that sustainability awareness tends
to be triggered either by crisis or reporting compliance. Sustainability initiatives play a vital function, from addressing compliance with employee health
and safety regulations, to reporting on environmental impacts, with a focus
on reducing risk for the organisation. These are extensive initiatives: it might
take years to develop new processes and to interact with multiple stakeholders, within and outside the company.
At the start of the process, these organisations look for sustainability leaders
with relevant expertise such as crisis communications or audit skills. One
such leader is Silvio de Girolamo, group chief internal audit and corporate
social responsibility officer at food and beverage operator Autogrill. De
Girolamo’s role originated from audit and reporting requirements but, as
he explained in our interview with him, his role quickly outgrew the compliance mandate.

2	Kathleen Miller & George Serafeim, “Chief Sustainability Officers: Who Are They and What Do They Do?”,
Chapter 8 in Leading Sustainable Change, Oxford University Press, 2014
3 Weinreb Group, CSO Back Story II, 20 October 2014
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Becoming more efficient
Autogrill’s experience is similar to that of other companies, with compliance-related activities transforming into initiatives that focus on returns.
Finding ways to reduce operating costs is a common objective for most
companies. Sustainability illuminates new opportunities to achieve that —
while simultaneously reaping environmental and social benefits.
In common with many businesses, Autogrill had begun to seek ways to
respond to stakeholder pressure while improving the bottom line. Under de
Girolamo’s lead, for example, Autogrill developed a health and safety plan
that reduced the number of workplace injuries by 20%. “This important
result was achieved by engaging people rather than imposing the activity as
a mere matter of compliance”, said de Girolamo. The plan also cut absences
and improved employees’ perception of the workplace, he added, which had
a demonstrable impact on financial results.
Moving from compliance to efficiency means improving resources
for sustainability initiatives. Investment is required, which demands that
sustainability teams build the business case for their budgets. To make
that case, CSOs have to call on their relationships with internal stakeholders. For example, Frank van Ooijen, director of communication and
sustainability at Dutch dairy co-operative FrieslandCampina, told us how the
co-operative’s 19,000 farmer-owners were integral to getting sustainability
on the agenda. Business continuity works extremely well in the co-operative
setting there where farmers are both shareholders and key stakeholders.
Then again, competitive pressures can also drive sustainability initiatives.
For instance, inquiries from shareholders and sustainability activity
by other companies in the industry provided further impetus for chemical
company LyondellBasell on its route to sustainability, as its executive
vice president and chief legal officer Jeffrey Kaplan told us.
Efficiency gains pay off, whether measured in energy cost savings, employee
productivity or some other impact. When Wal-Mart set out to improve
fleet efficiency, it did so through better routing, truck loading, driver training
and advanced automotive technologies and fuels; in 2014 alone, these
strategies resulted in 15,000 metric tons of CO2 emissions avoided and
nearly $11 million in savings.4 Successes help to legitimise sustainability
initiatives, and embolden many sustainability teams to expand their
remit even further.

4	Tensie Whelan & Carly Fink, The Comprehensive Business Case for Sustainability, Harvard Business Review,
21 October, 2016.
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To innovation and beyond
Nearly three-quarters of our survey respondents said they needed to embed
sustainability into their business model and 84% felt their sustainability
strategy would become more closely aligned with business strategy in the
next three years. This indicates a marked shift away from mere compliance
and efficiency, into more strategic thinking about sustainability.

Sustainability isn’t marketing hype —
it’s a business imperative
We needed to embed sustainability into our business
model. Without it, we will not be successful in a changing
operating environment

74%

Our leadership is personally vested in sustainability.

marten booisma
chief hr officer, akzonobel

49%

We believe that there are substantial new product
opportunities that are linked to the desire for a more
sustainable world.

39%

The reputation of our organisation would be at risk
if we did not have a sustainability strategy.

35%

Our employees expect to be part of a sustainable company.

34%

It is part of a risk management strategy.

In AkzoNobel, business
leaders report to the board
on how sustainability is
integrated into their business
plans. Sustainability is not a
separate skillset but rather a
part of our DNA, built into
our competencies as well as
innovation and R&D.

26%

[Survey question: Why did your company develop a sustainability strategy? Please choose up to three responses. (n=67) Top-six
responses shown.]

That thinking begins with a sustainability strategy, which 96% of our
respondents have in place. As with any strategy, a sustainability strategy
involves making choices, and understanding both the organisation’s
market positioning and its unique capabilities.
When Davide Stronati took office as Global Sustainability Leader at Mott
MacDonald, he met with his executive committee members one-on-one; all
wanted growth and more business. To then work out how the company’s
sustainability strategy could deliver those objectives, Stronati ran a workshop with the executive committee — together they settled on a strategy
and a roadmap, outlining actions, accountabilities, performance measurement and quick wins for the next five years.
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At this stage, a company’s emphasis shifts from “sustainability” to
“strategy”. Once past the compliance and efficiency stages, sustainability
strategies become more idiosyncratic, with unique sets of objectives
reflecting that company’s unique market positioning and capabilities.
Objectives may range from product innovation to pursue sustainability and
growth at the same time, to redesigning a supply chain to be more risk resilient. Companies’ sustainability strategies become as unique as their
business strategies.
And those strategies should be tightly meshed: including sustainability at
the strategy table creates all sorts of opportunities. Indeed, the more closely
linked sustainability is to a company’s broader business strategy, the greater
its potential to increase revenues, says a 2015 report by Ethical Corporation.5
An example: at Norwegian telecommunications firm Telenor, its sustainability chief was instrumental in developing a business model aimed at
reducing inequalities in an emerging market. “Before we launched in
Myanmar in 2014 a SIM card would cost over $100,” said Mai Oldgard,
Telenor’s senior vice president and head of group sustainability. “We
launched at $1.50. You can imagine what that meant to people. Our focus
has since been on adapting to the needs of the mass market — and to roll
out a good mobile network that will soon reach almost every city, town
and village.”
Many companies have also found that their sustainability objectives can be
achieved only if other companies come along on the journey. Thus, a
company’s sustainability strategy might include requiring suppliers to
submit to having their labour practices audited, for example, or to invigorate
their packaging, in order to preserve the commercial relationship.
Or a strategy might be predicated on convincing competitors to join in
changing their procurement practices, in order to move an entire industry
towards sustainable practices. Each time a major organisation pledges its
commitment to reporting standards such as the Sustainable Apparel
Coalition’s Higg Index, or to a sustainable sourcing initiative like the Palm
Oil Innovation Group, momentum is built for others to follow. If one
company acts alone, however, potentially it could find itself at a competitive
disadvantage. So sustainability strategies might call for the outreach
required for competitors and entire industries to make the change together.

High-impact sustainability leadership
Along the journey from compliance to efficiency to innovation and beyond,
certain traits stand out amongst CSOs. In our survey, 51% of respondents
5	Ethical Corporation, The State of Sustainability Report 2015, 1 April 2015
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described their sustainability functions as “high impact”. One key trait of
these high-impact sustainability leaders: their own top leadership teams are
more likely to be described as “personally vested” in sustainability.

Sustainability leaders who have top leadership support
deliver high-impact strategies
51%

46%

All CSOs

63%

High impact
Moderate impact
No impact/no opinion

31%

CSOs whose leadership
is personally vested
in sustainability

[Survey question: How would you rate the impact of your sustainability strategy over the past three years? (n=67)]
Survey question: Why did your company develop a sustainability strategy? “Our leadership is personally vested
in sustainability.” (n=67)]

Other points also emerged. CSOs have some natural affinity for sustainability, for the belief that a company’s social and environmental impact is
part of its footprint on society. The technical capacity to parse those
impacts, however, is not necessarily the key requirement for a high-impact
CSO. Rather, other aspects of the role emerged through our interviews: relationship-building, resourcefulness and business acumen.

Relationship-building
Overwhelmingly, survey respondents and interviewees highlighted the
importance of building relationships at all levels within their organisation,
across functions, and with external stakeholders such as clients, investors,
NGOs and public sector agencies.
Relationship-building can mean making the business case for sustainable
behaviour to middle managers, or helping investors understand the material
issues at hand. The impact of sustainability leaders can be broad-based and
ground-level, such as Statoil’s sustainability e-learning programme. Rolled
out in 2015, thus far more than 7,000 employees have attended it. “One
man can’t make the change”, Bjørn Otto Sverdrup, senior vice president for

page 9

licence to thrive: next-generation sustainability leaders

corporate sustainability at Statoil, told us. “But he can be part of the method
of mobilising 22,000 employees. I say our business doesn’t need one chief
sustainability officer, but 22,000.”

Sustainability is a relationship function
61%

Ability to collaborate effectively across functions

Resourcefulness, including an ability to spot and leverage internal
and external opportunities to drive sustainability

54%

Ability to build strong relationships at all levels of the organisation

51%

Deep understanding of the external trends and global risks that are
shaping your industry

Deep connection to your company’s values and purpose

40%

21%

[Survey question: Which of the following personal attributes do members of the sustainability team need to possess to implement your sustainability
strategy successfully? Please choose up the three responses. (n=67) Top-five responses shown.]

Sustainability is a question
of enterprise culture. Culture
is set at the top: no further
step in the right direction
is possible unless strategies,
targets, performance and
management commitment
are clearly tied to creating
long-term value
alberto piatti

executive vice president,
responsible and sustainable
enterprise, eni
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And CSOs must build strong relationships with top-level leaders — their
support is vital. The survey found that 63% of companies whose leadership
is personally invested in sustainability report their sustainability initiatives
have high impact, compared to 51% of the overall sample.
The CEO and the board — not the CSO — must drive strategic change. As
Isabelle Kocher took the helm as CEO of French energy business ENGIE in
May 2016, for example, the company unveiled a transformation plan that
included phasing out coal projects and focusing on low-carbon energy.

Building bridges
CSOs must also build relationships externally in pursuit of the mission.
Mott MacDonald’s Stronati described how he needed to make the case to
senior management that they should pay concerted attention to sustainability. To do so, he met with the firm’s top 20 clients and asked them about
their sustainability expectations to help him to identify objectives that
would also drive business strategy — a creative exercise in setting up
sustainability targets.

SPENCER STUART

In some cases, companies must collaborate with others — and convince
them to do so — to achieve their desired impact. Unilever’s Sue Garrard,
senior vice president for sustainable business development and communications, explained why the company has to drive external conversations
and actions: “Unilever — indeed, any company — cannot change things
on its own. Companies need to link their business agenda with other businesses, NGOs, governments and other external stakeholders in order to
be successful.”

Resourcefulness — passion is not enough
Sustainability mandates are diverse, particularly as they mature. As we
have noted, processes may not yet exist. As a result, CSOs need to be
resourceful and creative. Even at the compliance stage, resourcefulness is
required. For example, companies typically have well-established systems
in place for financial reporting. But similar systems for sustainability
reporting, which covers many different sub-areas, may have to be set up
from scratch. It takes creativity to develop materiality maps and to find
ways to measure sustainability impacts that are often intangible in nature
and dispersed throughout facilities around the world.

Business acumen
A facility with the business end of sustainability is as important to sustainability teams as technical expertise in social and environmental issues.
This is reflected in our survey respondents, who expressed a need for
more communications and strategy skills in the future. Indeed, industry
expertise and operational skills are both almost in as much demand as
social and environmental expertise.
Shell executive vice president for safety and environment Monika
Hausenblas is an example of a sustainability leader with business acumen.
Hausenblas has held a range of technical, commercial and management
positions at the energy company and daily juggles a range of problems, all
of them demanding a keen business sense. At one level, she must balance
shrinking Shell’s carbon footprint, especially in a period of low oil prices,
and making a defendable profit for shareholders. At another level, she
might have to keep an eye on supply chain sustainability.

Leaders have to be
innovation-driven as well
as open to creating
connections and building
the strategy with a proactive
listening approach to
all relevant stakeholders.
stefania lallai
sustainability and external
relations director,
costa cruises

I am proud that we as a
company are embracing the
dilemmas and opportunities
of the energy and climate
challenge, recognising the
need for both more and
cleaner energy, and seeking
collaborative solutions for a
changing world.
monika hausenblas
executive vice president,

safety and environment, shell

The future of corporate sustainability
As companies mature in their sustainability journey, sustainability
becomes embedded in the culture, with responsibility diffused across line
managers and business leaders rather than confined to a core
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Communications and strategy skills most needed
in the future
50
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46%
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28%
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sector
expertise

Operations

Marketing

15%

Risk

[Survey question: Which of the following skills will your sustainability team need more of in the future? Please choose up to
three responses. (n=67) Top-five responses shown.]

sustainability team. Some wonder if the CSO role will recede ultimately,
because sustainability will be so ingrained in all decision-makers that they
then become the ones driving the sustainability agenda. Indeed, 49% of
survey respondents indicated that leadership should assign sustainability
responsibility to people in key leadership positions across the organisation
as one of the top three ways to get the job done.
But there are those who are sceptical that the CSO role may become extinct.
Social and environmental issues are complex and unpredictable; companies
will continue to need to devote specialised attention to material issues such
as human rights and environmental laws. In time, as the sustainability
mindset becomes more normalised, the CSO role may evolve into one of a
co-ordinator and specialist resource.
More immediately, nearly all of the survey participants felt they could
usefully pursue new sustainability objectives. But they were bullish about
their companies’ future ability to deliver sustainability strategy: 73% of CSOs
surveyed said their company was well positioned to deliver its sustainability
strategy over the next three years.
Sustainability leaders do aspire to greater influence in business and investment decisions. When we asked those in our survey to rank one top
objective that they would like to pursue in this arena that they are currently
unable to initiate, almost 20% of them said they would like to introduce
sustainability criteria into new business development or investment
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decisions. Connecting sustainability initiatives to customer-facing business
investment processes might require still more bridges to be built internally.
A further 13% would like to redefine the brand around sustainability initiatives. As brands are the sum total of customers’ experiences with a
company, sustainability is but one part of that experience. Most companies
aren’t ready to put sustainability at the centre of those experiences.

Wish list: Sustainability criteria in business/
investment decisions
Introduce sustainability criteria into your new business
development/investment decisions

19%

Change organisational culture

13%

Redefine the brand around sustainability initiatives

13%

Grow or diversify your sustainable product or
service offering

Adopt integrated performance measurement and
reporting mechanisms

12%

10%

[Survey question: What objective would you like to pursue that you are not able to right now? Please select one
response. (n=67) Top-five responses shown.]

Why is this important? Again and again, we heard that passion is not
enough to bring about true impact, be it transforming supply chains or
bringing financial products to under-served markets. Rather, building the
business case and using sustainability to drive business development
speaks to something all employees share: leaders, managers and workers
seek to serve a company’s bottom line. “While a ‘business case’ focus is not
the only one, said Frank van Ooijen of FrieslandCampina, “[it] is the best
way to get top management buy-in and [elicit] change from other functional
leaders, from finance, marketing and supply chain”.

Measurement drives action
Part of achieving sustainability impact is by measuring progress — and then
putting those metrics into action. Survey participants and CSOs suggested
incorporating sustainability metrics into leaders’ remuneration. We believe
page 13
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this is best achieved by a commitment to transparency in performance and
using that for benchmarking. Such a commitment can spur external competition and a race to the top, as well as nudging all leadership to be able to
argue the business case for sustainability.

Sustainability attracts talent
It is well-documented that a convincing sustainability strategy and purpose
is vital to attracting and retaining talent, especially future leaders. A positive
feedback loop then results: the sustainability push is helped along by
younger and newer employees for whom it is a core value. To maximise the
potential of younger employees, Pascale Giet, senior vice president communication, sustainability and social impact at Rexel, suggests that those in the
driver’s seat need to entrust younger employees with sustainability.

Sustainability leaders with direct access to the CEO
deliver high-impact strategies
44%

High impact
Moderate impact
No impact/no opinion

51%
72%

56%

46%
28%

CSOs who report to
director-level

All CSOs

CSOs who report
directly to the CEO

[Survey question: How would you rate the impact of your sustainability strategy over the past three years? (n=67)]
[Survey question: What function or leader do you report to? “CEO” (n=10); multiple director-level responses (n=9)]

Tone from the top
Our interviewees agreed that the momentum for lasting sustainability ultimately must come from the top: the CEO. At Spencer Stuart, we have found
that sustainability skills, or personal investment on the issue, are not yet a
common requirement in CEO job specifications. We expect to see this
change as recognition grows that a CEO is integral to sustainability, and as
sustainability ambition increases. Already, one quarter of CSOs in our survey
report directly to the CEO — and those CSOs were more likely to describe
their functions as “high impact.”
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Interviewees also often acknowledged that due to some companies’ long
institutional histories and entrenched attitudes, an internal cultural shift is
needed for sustainability to mature. For their part, CEOs will need to foster
the right skills in people throughout the organisation to help sustainability
leaders achieve broader impact, and help sustainability leaders build the
relationships and expertise they need to drive business growth.
For instance, survey participants said that operations and supply chain,
along with business units, are very important to the implementation of
sustainability strategy, but are not sufficiently engaged in developing
sustainability strategy. And half of sustainability leaders would like to see
leadership assign sustainability responsibility to people in key leadership
positions across their organisation to improve the impact of their strategy.

Three clear asks from leadership
Add sustainability metrics into the remuneration packages
of key personnel

64%

Integrate sustainability in corporate strategy

55%

Assign sustainability responsibility to people in key
leadership positions across your organisation

49%

Integrate sustainability measures into the organisation’s annual
report and accounts

30%

Change organisational investment decision-making processes

30%

More strategic engagement with other businesses

Increase the budget

22%

19%

[Survey question: In what three ways could leadership help you get your job done? (n=67)]
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how to get there:
five ways to lead the sustainability journey

2
4
page 16

1

Assess where your organisation lies on its path to sustainability. Is
it at the compliance stage of meeting regulations, the efficiency
stage of increasing resource and cost effectiveness, or that of
identifying new business opportunities in sustainability? What do
you need to achieve your goals? Remember though that the road to
sustainability never just comes to a halt: companies can always
strive for more.

Identify precisely how sustainability can help your company achieve its goals.
Many businesses set out to find ways to reduce operating costs.
Sustainability can shine a light on ways to achieve not only that, but other
opportunities such as top-line growth.

3

Sign up top-level leaders to the sustainability project.
CSOs who report directly to the CEO are more likely to
describe their functions as high impact — and strategic
change is driven by the CEO and board. It follows that it
may be useful to prioritise sustainability awareness and
skills in searches for top executives and board members.

Connect and build relationships throughout and beyond the organisation.
CSOs recognised operations and supply chain, business units and strategy as
vital to implementing sustainability, but noted that these functions could be
more engaged in developing sustainability strategy. CSOs can draw on their
creativity and resourcefulness to build relationships across departments and
units, as well as leaders at all levels, including middle management. They can
also connect with peers beyond the organisation.

5

Commit to measurement and transparency. Make a
commitment to measuring sustainability performance
and progress, and make that performance transparent.
Committing to transparency on performance can spur
external competition and a race to the top, and help
make the case to leadership for sustainability.
SPENCER STUART

Conclusion
In today’s complex business environment, a company’s sustainability
journey responds to shifting external circumstances. Thus, both top-level
management and sustainability leadership set the sustainability agenda.
The role of the CSO is strategically important to the business, and requires a
mix of technical, managerial and particularly relationship-building skills to
get sustainability on to the agenda of top leaders, middle management and
ground-level employees.
If sustainability is driven by the top of the organisation, and if sustainability
strategies come to resemble business strategies, then could the CEO
become the new CSO? After all, sustainability impact draws on all the leadership, relationship, influence and listening skills of a chief executive; he or
she must be both passionate and commercially minded to lead the business
— and its sustainability strategy — into the future.
There are no more than a handful of companies today about which we could
credibly describe their CEOs as CSO. But it’s possible the roles may
converge over time. The role of the sustainability function has already
evolved significantly in just one generation. Something extraordinary could
happen in the next.
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About the study

A note on limitations

We made contact with sustainability heads of
large global companies through an email
campaign, and received 70 responses out of
400 contacts. (Their exact titles may vary, and
we sought those who had primary responsibility for sustainability in their organisations.)
More than half were C-level sustainability
leaders. 69% of respondents were from
companies with an annual turnover of more
than $5 billion.

Our survey sample is largely comprised of, but
not limited to, large western European companies, which made up 75% of the sample; other
perspectives may differ by geography and firm
size. We expect some sampling bias — the
companies polled in qualitative interviews and
quantitative surveys have, in general, an
above-average level of sustainability maturity.
Not all industry sectors are represented; the
sustainability issues that are salient to each
company and CSO may vary by sector.

Interviews: To complement our survey data,
we interviewed 15 senior executives, including
13 chief sustainability officers, of large global
enterprises. Our aim was to gain a better
understanding of the skills and attributes
needed to drive the sustainability agenda, the
challenges in creating and implementing a
sustainability strategy, and where sustainability
sits in the organisation.
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Kite Global Advisors works with corporations
on their thought leadership and engagement
programmes. We support the development
and communication of research-driven
insights so our clients can make a difference
on pressing global issues. For more
information on Kite Global Advisors, please
visit www.kitega.com or follow us on
Twitter @KiteGlobal.
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About Spencer Stuart
At Spencer Stuart, we know how much leadership matters. We are trusted by organisations around
the world to help them make the senior-level leadership decisions that have a lasting impact on their
enterprises. Through our executive search, board and leadership advisory services, we help build and
enhance high-performing teams for select clients ranging from major multinationals to emerging
companies to nonprofit institutions. Privately held since 1956, we focus on delivering knowledge,
insight and results through the collaborative efforts of a team of experts — now spanning 56 offices,
30 countries and more than 50 practice specialties. Boards and leaders consistently turn to Spencer
Stuart to help address their evolving leadership needs in areas such as senior-level executive search,
board recruitment, board effectiveness, succession planning, in-depth senior management
assessment and many other facets of organizational effectiveness. For more information on Spencer
Stuart, please visit www.spencerstuart.com or follow us on Twitter @SpencerStuart.
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