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Introduction with key takeaways

As part of the build up to the Responsible Business Summit USA, we reached out to our community 
based in the US to get an understanding of the top trends and issues, both now and looking into 2016. 

SOME KEY FINDINGS 

 Sustainability gets CEO buy-in: 79% of executives polled said their CEO is convinced of the value of 
sustainability.

 Sustainability is driving revenue and savings: Just over 62% of respondents stated that sustainability is driving 
revenue for their business. When asked if sustainability was driving savings for their business, this rose to 68% 
stating yes. Therefore sustainability is having a positive effect on the bottom-line of nearly two-thirds of the 
companies polled. 

 Sustainability as a source of competitive advantage: Nearly a quarter (24%) of our respondents indicated 
sustainability as a source of competitive advantage as the single most exciting opportunity for their organization 
over the next five years.  

 The second most exciting opportunity selected is sustainable innovation (21%) and third is embedding 
sustainability (13%). This would indicate that sustainability is or is becoming an integral part of business strategy. 
And based on the above, this will only increase over the coming years. This gains more credence based on nearly 
80% of CEOs being convinced of the value of sustainability.
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Setting the scene

383   
respondents  
in total 

Over a two week period in July 2015, Ethical Corporation conducted a survey of its community based in the US to 
identify the key issues and opportunities around sustainability.

There were 383 respondents in total.

Where our respondents work:

Academic

Corporate / Brand

Corporate / Brand – Agency / Service Provider / Consultant

Government

NGO

Other*

12%

38%

31%

4%

10%
5%

*Majority of the respondents that replied ‘Other’ stated; media, regulatory body or independent.
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Our respondents’ seniority:           Type of company they work for:

B2C

B2B

B2B and B2C (equally)

Other (please specify)

15%

47%

31%

7%

Board level / business owner

CSO / director / VP

Executive

Manager

Consultant

Professor

Researcher

Other

22%

12%

17%

10%21%

7%

7%4%

Setting the scene
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47%   
of our 
respondents  
work for B2B 
companies
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Importance of sustainability

The level to which sustainability is part of the business strategy varies considerably from company to company.  
To gauge where our respondents’ companies were on this journey we asked whether their CEO is convinced of the 
value of sustainability. 

Our respondents stated the following:

Q: Is your CEO convinced of the value of sustainability?

 Interesting insight can be drawn from these results 
when compared to the those from the same question in 
our Global State of Sustainability Report 2015. 

71% of our global community stated their CEO is 
convinced of the value of sustainability, just fewer than 
8% said no and a further 21% stated they weren’t sure. 

The responses in this report suggest that US CEOs are 
better at communicating their conviction down the line 
of the company. 

79%  
of our respondents 
stated their CEO 
is convinced 
of the value of 
sustainability
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Yes

No

I don’t know
  

 

79%

7%

14%
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Importance of sustainability

To further determine the seriousness that US organizations accord to sustainability, we asked the level of seniority 
held by the head of the sustainability team. 

Our respondents stated the following:

@ethical_corp  #RBSUSA

Board level

C-suite

Director

Executive

Manager

Vice-President

Other

10%

21%

35%

12%

13%

7%

2%35%  
of our respondents 
stated their 
sustainability 
teams were 
headed by 
executives
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Operationalizing sustainability

57% 
of our respondents 
believe training, 
spreading knowledge 
and answering 
employee questions 
about sustainability 
is a core part of the 
sustainability team’s 
responsibility

To get an indication of how US companies are building sustainability into their core business models,  
we first asked where the emphasis is in terms of core responsibilities. Their answers were as follows:

Q: A core part of the sustainability team’s responsibility is…

@ethical_corp  #RBSUSA

STRONGLY DISAGREE             DISAGREE                NEUTRAL             AGREE             STRONGLY AGREE

... executing sustainability 
strategy"

... definining sustainability 
strategy for other departments/

personnel to execute"

... training, spreading knowledge 
and answering employee

 questions about sustainability"

... tracking corporate 
sustainability activities against 

KPIs and reporting back"

4% 5% 10% 32% 49%

5% 5% 10% 36% 44%

3%

1%

7% 32% 57%

3%3% 11% 33% 50%
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Operationalizing sustainability

62% 
of our respondents 
stated sustainability 
strategy directly 
impacts their 
marketing / 
communications 
departments
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Q: Which departments/teams does your sustainability strategy directly impact? (multiple responses possible)

The responses to this question  
provide similar insight as those in our  
State of Sustainability 2015 report, 
in that the three most impacted 
departments are mirrored.

However, in the global report, supply 
chains where most impacted, followed 
by marcomms and finally HR.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

MARKETING / COMMUNICATIONS

SUPPLY CHAIN / PROCUREMENT           

HR          

FINANCE    
    

R&D    
  

IT      

OTHER            

62%

54%

36%

32%

34%

23%

24%
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Operationalizing sustainability

52% 
of our respondents 
think the role of 
sustainability is  
very important  
in engaging 
stakeholder  
groups
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We then asked our respondents the importance of sustainability in a variety of corporate disciplines. 

Q: How important is the role of sustainability in the following?

NOT IMPORTANT      SOMEWHAT IMPORTANT      IMPORTANT      VERY IMPORTANT

Employee engagement

Product development

Engaging stakeholder groups

Developing brand strategy

Securing sustainable
supply chains

Customer service

Reputation preservation
and crisis response

Marketing and
communications

2%

1%

3%

13% 34% 51%

10% 19% 27% 44%

4% 12% 32% 52%

5% 16% 30% 49%

5% 14% 31% 50%

9% 23% 33% 35%

11% 34% 52%

14% 38% 47%
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Operationalizing sustainability

83% 
of respondents 
stated that 
sustainability  
strategy has an 
impact on internal 
structures, 
departmental 
organization  
and responsibilities
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Finally, we asked our respondents whether sustainability strategy is having an impact on internal structures, 
departmental organization and responsibilities. 

Our respondents stated the following:

Q: Does the sustainability strategy have an impact on internal structures, departmental organization  
and responsibilities?

Yes

No

17%

83%
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Earning a return from sustainability

54% 
of our respondents 
stated that they 
didn’t feel confident 
about accurately 
measuring the 
impact of their 
sustainability activity
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A critical question regarding any business strategy is whether it’s delivering a financial benefit to the organization. 
First we asked our respondents whether sustainability was driving revenue and savings for their business, and then  
we asked if they felt confident that they’re accurately measuring the impact of sustainability activity. 

Q: Does sustainability drive  
revenue for your business?

Q: Does sustainability drive  
savings for your business?

Q: Do you feel confident that you’re 
accurately measuring the impact of 
your sustainability activity?

Yes

No

I don’t know

  

 

62%19%

19%

Yes

No

I don’t know

  

 

68%

16%

16%

Yes

No

  

 

46%

54%

www.ethicalcorp.com/rbs-usa
https://twitter.com/ethical_corp


The Responsible Business Summit USA More information: www.ethicalcorp.com/rbs-usa

Ethical Corporation’s flagship summit comes to New York in April 2016. The Summit’s aim 
is to become THE leading meeting place for senior executives looking to collaborate, help 
push CSR forward and embed sustainability into the heart of their business strategy. 

25+  
sessions

30+ 
speakers

2 days
of insight & networking

Looking ahead

19% 
of our respondents 
stated sustainable 
innovation as the 
single most exciting 
opportunity in the 
next 12 months
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Finally we wanted to get an indication of likely trends over the coming years. 

Q: Which one area holds the single most exciting opportunity for your organization in the next 12 months?

The three most stated exciting opportunities for our US respondents were also the same three most exciting 
opportunities for our global community in our State of Sustainability Report 2015. However, our global audience voted 
slightly differently; embedding sustainability (25%), sustainable innovation (19%), and culture of sustainability (18%).

6%

8%

16%
17%

18%

7%

9%

19%
Sustainable innovation ............................................................................................. 19%

Embedding sustainability ........................................................................................ 18%

Culture of sustainability ............................................................................................17%

Cross-industry collaboration .................................................................................. 16%

Supplier partnerships ..................................................................................................9%

Consumer behaviour change ....................................................................................8%

Resource savings ..........................................................................................................7%

Big data in sustainability ............................................................................................6%
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24% 
of our respondents 
stated sustainability  
as a source of 
competitive advantage 
as the single most 
exciting opportunity  
in the next five years
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Q: Looking ahead five years, which one area do you see as the single most exciting opportunity for your 
organization?

Sustainability as a source of competitive advantage ....................................24%

Sustainable innovation ..............................................................................................21%

Embedding sustainability .........................................................................................13%

Culture of sustainability ............................................................................................12%

Consumer behaviour change ....................................................................................9%

Industry collaboration .................................................................................................8%

Big data in sustainability ............................................................................................5%

Supplier partnerships ..................................................................................................5%

Resource savings ..........................................................................................................3%

3%

5%
24%

21%

13%

12%

9%

8%

5%
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Flagship North American Event: Responsible Business Summit
April 12-13  |  New York     

#RBSUSA

Ensure that sustainability is not  
just a parallel but is embedded into  
the heart of your business

   Discover the TOP BRANDS that will be joining the exciting line up for this event

   The KEY THEMES that came out of our research that we will be addressing 

   MEET industry leaders: Discover who you could interact with at the summit

   Gain access to EXCLUSIVE DISCOUNTS for summit passes

 Find more 
information 

here

EXPERT SPEAKERS CONFIRMED FOR 2016:
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