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Drawing on the views of those who know it best, Ethical 
Corporation’s second State of Responsible Business 
report provides up-to-date insight into how corporate 
sustainability is viewed, organised, and prioritised. Over 
time, it will provide valuable intelligence about how 
businesses are adapting and innovating to meet some 
of the world’s most pressing challenges.  

At O2, our own understanding of what it means to be 
a sustainable business has unquestionably changed 
over the years. We accelerated our progress by talking 
extensively to those who have a stake in our business, and 
by challenging ourselves to be bolder and think bigger. I’m 
a firm believer that actions speak louder than words, so we 
launched our Think Big Blueprint in 2012, a sustainability 
plan which looked not only to mitigate our impacts, but 
also to become an enabler for millions more people.  

Nearly a quarter of our sustainability plan’s targets 
were focused on the supply chain, so I’m pleased to 
see that this year’s Ethical Corporation report shows an 
increased involvement in your business’ supply chain. To 
enact meaningful change, key stakeholder groups like 

customers, employees, and suppliers need to be at the 
heart of corporate sustainability responses.      

You will all know from personal experience how 
important it is to be supported by your organisation 
in your endeavours. A corporate responsibility team, 
however passionate, will never produce a sustainable 
company alone. For that reason, I’m delighted that CEO 
engagement is up this year, as is a closer link to business 
strategy. Embedding sustainability matters, absolutely, 
but successful brands are going further: innovating; 
collaborating; disrupting; thinking differently.   

We live in a complex, extraordinary world which is facing 
serious challenges. Business has the opportunity to be 
part of the solution, but we’ll need to be open, agile, and 
bold in our response. You, as sustainability professionals, 
are the agents for this change, and I look forward to 
reading your collective thoughts.

Foreword by Ronan Dunne 
CEO of Telefonica UK O2

Ronan Dunne
CEO
Telefonica UK O2
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Introduction

Welcome to Ethical Corporation's second State of 
Responsible Business report, the follow up to our first survey 
conducted last year to paint a comprehensive picture of 
how sustainability is being approached by a wide range of 
organisations and stakeholders across the world. 

This report is our second annual survey, designed to 
gauge the current state of corporate responsibility and 
sustainability around the world, and to track the progress 
that has been made in the 12 months since our first survey. 

The world is faced with many big issues, from 
social inequality and poverty to climate change and 
environmental risks. Increasingly businesses are realising 
they have a key role in addressing these issues and 
shaping a better future for all.

It's been a monumental 12 months for the industry, from 
the highs of the Sustainable Development Goals and 
COP21 outcome, to the lows of the VW emissions scandal 
and, more recently, the Panama Papers leak. Now, maybe 
more than ever before, sustainable and responsible 
business is a mainstream issue where businesses must 
take responsibility for their environmental, social and 
financial performance.

At Ethical Corporation, for the first time ever, we’ve taken 
our global Responsible Business Series to three different 
continents (Asia, Europe and North America) to help 
businesses understand and address these increasing 
demands. This year's report will look to support this work 
and serve as a valuable indicator of the ways in which 
the world of corporate sustainability continues to evolve 
across the globe. 

For the sake of continuity, and to allow as direct a 
comparison as possible between the 2015 and 2016 
reports, we put a set of questions very similar to last 
year’s to our community. These include questions about: 

•	 The significance of sustainability. What does it mean 
for different organisations? How seriously is it taken 
at the highest levels of management? Who, ultimately, 
takes responsibility? 

•	 The organisation of sustainability operations. Does 
silo thinking about sustainability still prevail, or is 
sustainability becoming embedded throughout the 
organisation? Is sustainability still largely a back-
office function – providing information, training 
and monitoring – or a frontline role, with direct 

https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=The%20@Ethical_Corp%20State%20of%20Responsible%20Business%20Report:%20Track%20the%20progress%20of%20%23sustainability%20worldwide%20%23ECSORB&url=http%3A%2F%2Fow.ly%2FFzxy300xgHB
https://twitter.com/ethical_corp
http://www.ethicalcorp.com/events


@ethical_corp  #ECSORB

6

implications for the functioning of other departments? 
What place does sustainability have in agenda 
setting? 

•	 Sustainability budgets and returns. What resources 
do organisations dedicate to sustainability? What are 
the identifiable returns and how are they measured? 

•	 Future prospects. How will sustainability evolve in 
the year ahead, and what will the situation be in five 
years' time? 

In light of the SDG and COP21 summits we wanted 
to gauge how these events were received and more 
importantly whether they’re having an impact on 
strategies. Some of the questions we asked include: 
 
•	 How are businesses engaging in the SDGs? Which 

individual goals they are prioritising most? What are 
corporate sustainability professionals’ verdicts on the 
Paris Agreement? And how do they think the deal will 
impact on their roles as sustainability professionals? 

The responses from those who participated in our survey 
backed up and built on those that we had received last 
year: that organisations and businesses are increasingly 
seeing the value of being both responsible and 
sustainable in the way that they conduct their business. 

As much as this report highlights the ways in which CSR 
and sustainability are becoming increasingly ingrained in 
mainstream business, there’s also evidence that there’s 
a long way to go: The majority of respondents are still 

struggling to accurately measure the ROI of sustainability 
activities and very few budgets are increasing.

In this report we have altered our terminology slightly. Last 
year we named our survey The State of Sustainability, but 
for this year in order to avoid any potential confusion as to 
the (numerous) meanings of the word 'sustainability', we 
decided to rename the report to The State of Responsible 
Business. This, in our opinion, better reflects the true 
meaning of what we are measuring, and in a language that, 
hopefully, can be universally understood. Having said that, 
any use of the word 'sustainability' throughout the report 
can be taken to cover all aspects of environmental and social 
corporate responsibility.

And finally, we hope you find this report of value. 
We hope it helps you get a sense of how responsible 
business is evolving across the globe, and also that 
it serves as a way to benchmark what you’re doing 
against your peers. We would really appreciate your 
feedback on the report, its findings and any ways we 
can improve it in 2017. Please do let me know your 
thoughts at liam.dowd@ethicalcorp.com and we’ll be 
looking to share this feedback on our website in the 
coming months. We will also be hosting a webinar 
in June 2016 to discuss some of the key findings so 
please do keep an eye out for notifications on 
www.ethicalcorp.com

Happy reading!

Liam

Liam Dowd
Managing Director 
Ethical Corporation
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CHAPTER 1
Our respondents

Ethical Corporation's State of Responsible Business 
2016 report provides a detailed snapshot of what 
sustainability means for a range of companies and 
organisations, how they turn CSR and sustainability 
concepts into operational principles, and the ways in 
which these themes are perceived to have evolved 
since our inaugural survey in 2015.

The survey is even more comprehensive than in 2015: 
where last year we had just under 1,500 individuals 
responding to our survey, this year we received feedback 
from 2,045 members of our community throughout 
December 2015 and January 2016. The entire data set 
can be accessed here.

Our respondents work for companies from a range of 
sectors – from energy, mining and manufacturing, to 
retail, services and information technology. For the first 
time we have been able to break down some of our 
responses by sector to give you an overview of how 
the various issues raised in the report affect different 
industries. Our respondents also include the people who 

advise these corporate respondents, the government 
officials who regulate them, the academic experts who 
drive the latest thinking in corporate responsibility and 
sustainability, and the non-profit groups that perform a 
watchdog role and attempt to work with companies to 
make the practice of business more responsible.

The information our respondents have provided offers 
valuable insights into the current condition of corporate 
sustainability, and so the State of Responsible Business 
2016 report builds on the insights that our 2015 report so 
successfully revealed. With even more respondents and 
data than last year, the 2016 report offers our readers 
definitive analysis of the most important trends and 
developments in corporate sustainability, as told by the 
very people who, through their work, drive these trends.

Please note, for ease of presentation, figures may have been rounded up to the nearest %, therefore some charts may not add up to exactly 100%.

2,045 
individuals 
from 114 
countries 
participated 
in this year's 
survey
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GLOBAL SCOPE

As with our inaugural report, the State of Responsible 
Business 2016 report has a very wide reach, with 
representation from all global regions. Last year, almost 
a quarter of our respondents were based in the UK, 
and 72% in Europe or North America; this year, the UK-
based proportion falls to around 17%, Europe and North 
America combine to make up 64%, and the percentage of 
respondents from emerging markets such as Asia, Latin 
America and Africa increases, allowing for a more global 
perspective than last year's survey. The geographical 
make-up was very similar when comparing our corporate 
respondents to the entire dataset.

NORTH AMERICA 

LATIN AMERICA 
AND CARIBBEAN

EUROPE

AFRICA

ASIA/PACIFIC

MIDDLE EAST AND 
NORTH AFRICA

24% 

6%

41% 

3%

7%

19%

LOCATION OF RESPONDENTS: TOP 10

1 USA 18.6%

2 UK 17.2%

3 Canada 5.0%

4 Australia 4.0%

5 India 3.8%

6 South Africa 2.5%

7 Germany 2.3%

8 Netherlands 2.2%

9 Italy 2.1%

10 France 2.0%

Location of respondents

84% of 
this year's 
respondents 
were based in 
Asia/Pacific, 
Europe, or 
North America
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When we asked our respondents which type of 
organisation they worked for, we once again saw the 
majority coming from a professional background. 36% 
said they work for a company or brand, and 35% for 
a consultancy, agency, or service provider; both these 
figures are a couple of percentage points higher than 
they were in 2015. Meanwhile, around 11% of those 
who took part in the survey came from an academic 
background, 10% work for a non-profit organisation, and 
4% are involved in some level of government, all very 
similar levels to last year.

Q: Which of the following best describes where 
you work? (Corporate/brand respondents)

In terms of the people that these organisations do their 
primary business with, our respondents gave a similar 
picture to the one found last year. 47% of all those taking 
part said that their organisation is largely B2B focussed 
(it was 49% in 2015), while 16% said they were B2C (16% 
in 2015), and the remaining 37% had a relatively even B2B 

and B2C focus. As with last year's survey, these figures 
saw only minor variation when considering corporate-
only responses, as demonstrated by the graph below.

Q: Are you more B2B or B2C focused?

As mentioned at the start of this chapter, for this year 
we have started to break down some of our responses 
by sector, allowing us to analyse in greater detail how 
sustainability professionals perceive certain issues 
differently according to which industry they work in, a 
valuable tool when considering how one topic will affect 
a fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG) professional 
much more than a financial services one, for example.
We were able to categorise our corporate respondents 
into 17 different industries, with the top three 
contingents being those from the financial services 

36%

35%

10%

11%

4% 3%

CORPORATE/BRAND

CORPORATE/
BRAND AGENCY / 
SERVICE PROVIDER / 
CONSULTANT

NGO

ACADEMIC

GOVERNMENT

OTHER

B2B B2C B2B & B2C

47% 46%

20%16%

37% 34%

ALL RESPONDENTS
CORPORATE RESPONDENTS

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

36% 
of our 
respondents 
work for a 
company or 
brand
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(12%), manufacturing (10%) and energy (9%) sectors. 
However, due to sample sizes, when comparing 
responses according to industry, we have combined 
responses from the best-represented sectors into three 
groupings: Apparel, FMCG and Manufacturing; Energy 
and Extractives (mining, oil and gas); and Financial and 
Professional Services.

Q: Which industry do you work in? 
(Corporate/brand respondents)

Finally, a breakdown of our respondents by the role that 
they hold in their respective organisations shows that, as 
with last year, a significant majority operate at a senior or 
executive level. Two thirds of our respondents identified 

as being a business owner, board member, chief 
sustainability officer (or similar), sustainability manager 
or elsewhere at an executive level.

When looking at our corporate respondents alone, this 
proportion increases to 87%, including 44% identifying 
as managers and 22% as the head of their sustainability 
division (whether that be as chief sustainability officer,  
VP for sustainability, or similar).

There were a few regional variations on this front: for 
example, in 55% of our European corporate respondents 
identified as managers, compared with 38% in Asia/
Pacific and just 32% in North America. However, this was 
balanced out by a higher proportion of senior executives 
and board members, taking the overall figures for senior 
management to 88% for Europe, 87% for Asia/Pacific, 
and 90% for North America.

Q: Which of the following best describes the 
level of your role?

19%

15%

26%

6%

15%

6%

5%

8%
8%

0.1%

1%

4%

8%

44%

22%

12%

ALL RESPONDENTS
CORPORATE RESPONDENTS

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

BOARD LEVEL /
 BUSINESS OWNER

CSO/DIRECTOR/VP

MANAGER

EXECUTIVE

CONSULTANT

RESEARCHER

PROFESSOR

OTHER (PLEASE SPECIFY)

87% of our 
corporate/
brand 
respondents 
hold a senior 
role within 
their business

Aerospace and defense 0.7%

Agriculture 2.8%

Apparel 3.2%

Automotive 1.3%

Chemicals 4.3%

Construction 4.2%

Energy industry 8.7%

Extractives (mining, oil and gas) 7.8%

Financial services 12.0%

FMCG 6.3%

Healthcare and pharmaceuticals 3.8%

Manufacturing 10.2%

Printing and publishing 1.6%

Professional services 5.0%

Real estate and housing 1.3%

Telecommunications and media 5.8%

Transportation and logistics 2.4%

Other 18.4%
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CHAPTER 2
How important is sustainability 
for your organisation?

In our first State of Sustainability report last year, we 
commented on the way that corporate sustainability 
has evolved over the years, from something of a bolt-on 
or even a mere afterthought, to a fully-fledged practice 
that is increasingly integrated into all areas of the 
organisation, helping the bottom line and adding overall 
value to the business along the way.

This has been driven, of course, by the increasing 
importance that is attached to CSR and sustainability, 
especially when it comes to the enthusiasm of senior 
executives and boards for making sustainability a core 
part of the business. Fortunately, this year's survey has 
largely seen a continuation of the progress that our 
inaugural report was able to reveal, with one or two more 
nuanced developments.

For starters, our 2016 pool of CSR and sustainability 
professionals told us that CEOs remain just as convinced 
of the value of sustainability as our 2015 contingent had 
done. 71% of corporate respondents said that their CEO 
was convinced of this value, with just 7% saying that this 
wasn't the case, and the remaining 22% saying they were 
unsure.

This represents a minor shift in the right direction, but 
by no more than could be explained by random sample 
variations. In any case, after the profile of sustainability 
received such a boost throughout 2015 thanks to the 
coverage afforded to the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals and COP21 in particular, one could have expected  
a more significant shift in CEO engagement, and be 
slightly disappointed with the static movement from  
one year to the next. It will be interesting to see if there 
is any better news on this front when we return to this 
question in 2017.

71% of 
corporate/
brand 
respondents 
said that 
their CEO is 
convinced of 
the value of 
sustainability
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Q: Is your CEO convinced of the value of 
sustainability? (Corporate/brand respondents)

 
TAKING ACTION

The same can be said when asking respondents if they 
feel sustainability is becoming an increasingly important 
part of their business strategy. Last year we found that an 
overwhelming majority – 87% among all respondents and 
89% among corporates – felt this was the case, and this 
year the respective figures were 87% and 86%.

These figures remained high when looking individually 
at different regions, though with some variation: 90% of 
respondents from Asia/Pacific said 'Yes', slightly above 
the global average, but for Europe the figure was a 
couple of percentage points lower at 85%.

Similarly, when comparing some industries we could 
find one or two differences: Among Apparel, FMCG and 
Manufacturing organisations, sustainability was said 
to be becoming an increasingly important part of the 
business strategy in 92% of cases, whereas for Energy 
and Extractives companies the figure was 89% (almost 
exactly in line with the average) and among Financial and 
Professional Services only 81% of respondents said they 
agreed.

86% of 
corporate/
brand 
respondents 
told us that 
sustainability 
is becoming 
an increasingly 
important 
part of their 
company's 
business 
strategy

2015
201669% 71%

22% 22%

9% 7%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

I DON’T KNOWYES NO
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Q: Is sustainability becoming an increasingly 
important part of your business strategy?

HIGHER LEVELS

As with last year, we attempted to capture the 
seriousness that organisations attach to sustainability 
by asking them about the seniority of their sustainability 
team head within the overall organisation. The proportion 
of corporate respondents identifying their head of 
sustainability as being a director, vice-president or other 
person at board level remained almost exactly the same 
from 2015 – 58% this year as opposed to 57% last year.

Q: What level of seniority is the head of the 
'sustainability team'? (Corporate/brand respondents)

However, there was slightly more movement in the level 
of respondents saying that their sustainability team 
ultimately reports to their organisation's board or CEO 
– 53% this year for corporate respondents, up from 48% 
in 2015; this includes the number having direct reporting 
links with the CEO themselves rising from 29% to 32%.

Taken with the earlier figures on CEO engagement and 
the overall importance of sustainability to the business 
strategy, it would appear that while CEOs are becoming 
easier to reach from the perspective of sustainability 
teams, and despite the vast majority recognising the 
increasing importance of sustainability in the overall 
business strategy, this isn't translating into a marked 

EXECUTIVE
MANAGER
DIRECTOR

VICE-PRESIDENT
BOARD MEMBER

C-SUITE

18%

24%

27%

21%

5%

4%

53% of 
corporate/
brand 
respondents 
told us 
that their 
sustainability 
team reports 
to their 
company's 
board or CEO

ALL RESPONDENTS
CORPORATE RESPONDENTS87% 86%

13%         14%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

YES NO
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increase in awareness among employees of their own 
boss' engagement in CSR and sustainability (with 22% 
still not knowing how engaged their CEO is). 

Furthermore, the significant increase in sustainability 
teams having direct reporting channels to the top has not 
driven greater CEO engagement on sustainability issues 
to quite the same degree. This could be down to a lack of 
effective communication from top management to the 
rest of the business on the importance that sustainability 
plays across the whole business, or a corresponding 
inability of sustainability teams to showcase their 
successes and value to the CEO in order to convince 
them of the essential role that sustainability can play in 
the overall business strategy. Hopefully we will see an 
even more positive evolution across all of these trends  
by the time of next year's report.

In our analysis last year, we also commented on 
the fact that, despite the growing consensus of the 
importance of corporate sustainability in marketing and 
communications strategies, only 7.5% of our corporate 
respondents told us that their sustainability team 
reported to the head of this department. This time 
around, that figure has risen to 12%, suggesting that 
businesses are starting to realise the need for greater 
integration between sustainability, marketing and 
communications departments. This figure may still be 
low, but the year-on-year improvement in this regard 
could herald a partial solution to this issue in the future.

Q: Who does the 'sustainability team' ultimately 
report to? (Corporate/brand respondents)
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CHAPTER 3
Organising and funding sustainability

The findings from our surveys, both in 2015 and in 
2016, demonstrate just how much organisations can 
gain by embracing sustainability and CSR. Yet to reap 
the full benefits of this, one has to make sure that the 
organisation is well set-up to pursue its sustainability 
strategy, and so the way in which one organises 
sustainability is crucial.

TEAM PROFILES

Last year, we discovered that by and large, businesses 
do have their own standalone sustainability teams: 
in 2015, 76% of corporate respondents said this was 
the case, and in 2016 that figure stood at 74%, a slight 
drop but one that could be due to a genuine trend of 
companies beginning to integrate sustainability into 
other departments (as demonstrated by the example 
of the UK-based DIY retailer Kingfisher, which recently 
merged its CSR department and accountability for 
its sustainability performance into the heart of the 
business). For all respondents, the proportions remained 
virtually unchanged at 58% – as we noted last year, the 
reason for this figure being considerably lower than for 
our corporate respondents only is likely a reflection of 

the range of organisations our respondents work for, 
including NGOs and academic institutions which are less 
likely to have a dedicated sustainability team.

We also asked our respondents about the size of their 
organisations' sustainability teams, and found that 17% 
of businesses now employ 30 or more members of 
staff to work exclusively on sustainability. Again, this 
represents a very small change from 2015 (16%), while 
the corresponding figure for all respondents remained 
at just short of 15%. Furthermore, the percentage 
of organisations with small sustainability teams (10 
employees or fewer) stood at 58% for brands (little 
change from the 57% registered in 2015) and 63% for  
all organisations (62% in 2015).
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Q: How many members of staff are employed 
to work exclusively on sustainability throughout 
your company? (Corporate/brand respondents)

When examining how these responses varied according 
to region, we saw a couple of interesting variations. 
European (76%) and Asia/Pacific (76%) brands were 
slightly more likely to have discrete sustainability teams, 
ahead of 71% of North American businesses. In terms 
of team size, however, almost a quarter (23%) of Asia/
Pacific brands had large (30+) teams and just over half 
(52%) had small (10 or fewer) ones; the corresponding 
figures for European businesses were 17.5% and 56%, 
but only 7.5% of North American brands reported having 
large teams and as many as 72% of businesses had 
sustainability teams with 10 or fewer members.

Q: How many members of staff are employed 
to work exclusively on sustainability throughout 
your company? (Corporate/brand respondents)

INVESTING IN RESPONSIBLE BUSINESS

It could be argued, then, that a stronger idea of an 
organisation's commitment to responsible business can 
be found by considering the extent to which financial 
resources are allocated to CSR and sustainability.

In this year's survey, we found a slight drop in the 
proportion of respondents stating that their organisation 
had a sustainability budget in excess of $1 million – 7.5% 
among all respondents, down from 8% in 2015, and 14% 
among corporate respondents, down from 15% in 2015. As 
with our 2015 survey, we found that European businesses 
were the least likely to have a sustainability budget in 
excess of $1 million, with just 11% enjoying this level of 
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financial resources; by contrast, 16% of Asia/Pacific and 
14% of North American corporate sustainability teams 
had this much money at their disposal.

Q: What budget does your company have 
for sustainability activity? (in USD) (Corporate/brand 

respondents)

The following chart also shows the cumulative proportion 
of businesses with a sustainability budget above a given 
level:

Q: What budget does your company have 
for sustainability activity? (cumulative – in USD. 

Corporate/brand respondents)

We also found that the number of respondents expecting 
their organisation's sustainability budget to increase 
over 2016 was slightly lower than in 2015, with roughly 
29% saying this would be the case (whether they were 
corporate respondents or not), whereas in last year's 
survey the corresponding figure was 33%.

However, whereas last year the proportion saying their 
budgets would increase was slightly higher than the 
proportion saying they wouldn't, this year it was the 
other way round, as 30.5% of all respondents and 32% of 
corporate respondents said their budgets would shrink or 
remain static. 
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Our survey picked up a higher proportion of people 
saying 'Don't Know' this year, which may explain part of 
the year-on-year difference, although this could also be 
taken to mean that corporate sustainability teams are 
more in the dark about the immediate future of their 
budgetary situation.

Q: Will your budget for sustainability 
initiatives increase over 2016? 
(Corporate/brand respondents)

Further intrigue comes from the responses to our 
question asking those who did expect their sustainability 
budget to increase by how much they expected this to 
happen. Among corporate respondents who expected 
increased spend, 50% said the increase would be in 

excess of 5%, and more than 4% said their department 
was in line for a budget increase of more than 100% – 
none of our corporate respondents said this was the case 
in last year's survey.

This apparent contradiction could be a reflection of the 
fact that, as sustainability teams develop and responsible 
business practice becomes more deeply engrained 
across the rest of the organisation, there are fewer of 
the high up-front costs of establishing a sustainability 
team and strategy in the first place. However, for those 
teams that are still expecting further increases in their 
financial resources, they are in line for a more generous 
rise than before. As sustainability and CSR teams adapt 
to a post-2015 world (and a scenario where the SDGs and 
Paris Agreement become a fact of life for businesses), 
it will be very interesting indeed to see how corporate 
sustainability budgets evolve over the next couple of 
years.
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Q: By how much will your sustainability budget 
increase over the next year? 
(Corporate/brand respondents)

OUTSIDE HELP

As with last year, we asked our corporate respondents 
about the extent to which organisations look to external 
assistance to help them deliver on their sustainability 
goals. Rather surprisingly, perhaps, we discovered that 
the proportion of corporate respondents saying that their 
organisation paid for external advice and assistance fell 
from 46% in 2015 to 39% in 2016, while the percentage of 
those saying they did not pay for such services rose from 
41% to 47%.

On a regional level, while we don't have 2015 figures 
to compare with those from this year, it would appear 
that this drop-off is being driven by North American 
companies, as only 35% of corporate respondents from 
this region said that they pay for external advice on 
sustainability (52% said they don't). Meanwhile, among 
European businesses the corresponding figures were 43% 
saying Yes, and 46% saying No.
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Q: Do you pay any external organisation for 
advice/assistance with your sustainability 
strategy? (Corporate/brand respondents)

Things aren't quite so clear when examining this question 
according to the industries in which our respondents 
work, though. 52% of Apparel, FMCG and Manufacturing 
respondents said that their organisations do pay for 
external advice and assistance, against just 32.5% who 
said they don't (with the positive response rate even 
higher among the Apparel and FMCG elements). 

This could be a reflection of the multi-tiered risks on 
many social and environmental responsibility topics that 
these industries face, with the prevalence of third-party 
tools and management software to aid companies in 
the management of these risks an example of the ways 
in which they look to external assistance. Similar figures 
were found among Extractives professionals (51% said 
Yes), but respondents from the Energy or Finance sectors 
were twice as likely to say No as they were to say Yes.

As for the reason for this fall in spending on external 
advice and assistance since last year, there are a number 
of possible reasons – it could be a sign that as corporate 
sustainability teams become more experienced and 
grow in expertise, they are beginning to rely less on 
paid-for external assistance – which can eat into budgets 
– in order to achieve their goals. In this regard, it could 
be seen as a positive thing and a sign of increased 
confidence that corporate sustainability teams are 
succeeding in driving their strategies forward.

In any case, the fact remains that a sizeable proportion 
of organisations (nearly 40%) are still prepared to pay 
for these services, with certain branches of the corporate 
sustainability world – Apparel and FMCG, and European 
firms – showing more of an inclination to spend money 
on external advice. This means that consultants and 
service providers operating in the corporate sustainability 
space can still expect to find solid demand for their 
services, especially as companies continue to attach 
greater importance to sustainability (as demonstrated 
throughout our survey).
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CHAPTER 4
Making it real

Having a well-resourced and committed sustainability 
team is all well and good, but to have a lasting impact the 
team needs to be able to influence other aspects of the 
organisation and make sustainability a core part of the 
business model. In this chapter, we examine the results of 
questions that asked our community what responsibilities 
their sustainability teams have, and the extent to which 
they have a say in setting overall company strategy.

ROLE OF SUSTAINABILITY TEAMS

Firstly, we asked our respondents if they agreed with a 
list of statements about the core responsibilities of an 
organisation's sustainability team. The results showed 
that, among corporate respondents, 76% said they 
agreed or strongly agreed that executing sustainability 
strategies was a core responsibility, 79% said the 
same about defining sustainability strategies for other 
departments and personnel to execute, 86% affirmed that 
their roles should include training, spreading knowledge 
and answering employee questions about sustainability, 
and finally 86% agreed that they have a responsibility 
to track and report on their organisation's sustainability 
activities against set KPIs. The results on all four of these 

were very similar to last year's, as were the responses 
given by all survey participants.

In last year's report, we commented that 'only' 68% of our 
European respondents said that executing sustainability 
strategy was a core role – a lower rate when compared 
to other geographic regions – but that this may simply 
have been a reflection of a more mature take-up 
of responsibility for sustainability across the whole 
organisation, allowing sustainability teams to focus more 
on definition of the strategy, or measuring and reporting 
performance. This year, we found a similar result, and that 
North American respondents were generally more likely 
to agree or strongly agree with all four statements.
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Q: A core part of the sustainability team's responsibility is... (Corporate/brand respondents)

INFLUENCE OF SUSTAINABILITY 
TEAMS

Beyond these responsibilities, our respondents also 
gave us a detailed picture of the ways in which they 
believe sustainability teams should be contributing to 
organisation-wide strategy-setting. This revealed that 
supply chain and procurement remains the top priority 
for corporate sustainability teams, as it was according 
to our 2015 survey, with 93% saying that sustainability 
should be involved in setting the strategy for this area. 
86% said the same for marketing & communications, 
83.5% for research & development, while 78% thought 
sustainability should feature in strategy-setting for 
human resources.

There was very little variation for any of these when 
considering responses from different regions, and the 
response rates were also very similar to those found in 
our previous survey. However, as noted in Chapter 2, 
more CSR professionals are reporting to Marketing and 
Communications heads, but the responses here suggest 
that they are having no more influence on strategy-
setting in these departments than they were last year. 
It could be deduced, therefore, that sustainability 
teams are still struggling to make these links between 
departments really count in terms of having a voice on 
the overall strategy of the business.
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Q: Sustainability should be involved in setting the strategy for... (Corporate/brand respondents)

On the importance of the role that sustainability plays 
in certain aspects of an organisation's operations, our 
corporate respondents gave roughly the same answer as 
last year. 'Securing sustainable supply chains' remained 
the topic where sustainability has the most important 
role, followed by 'Engaging stakeholder groups' and 
'Reputation preservation and crisis response'. 'Customer 
service', as in 2015, was ranked the lowest, behind other 
categories such as 'Marketing and communications' and 
'Employee engagement'.

There were a couple of nuanced variations when 
considering different geographies or industries (although 
almost all groups were united in citing supply chains 
as the number one priority and customer service as 
the lowest). For example, respondents from Asia/
Pacific listed 'Product development' as the second most 
important topic. Meanwhile, those from the Energy 
and Extractives industries cited 'Engaging stakeholder 
groups' as the most important issue ahead of 'Reputation 
preservation and crisis response'.
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Q: How important is the role of sustainability in the following? (Corporate only)

IMPACT OF SUSTAINABILITY TEAMS

If our community felt that sustainability teams should 
wield a considerable amount of influence on the rest of 
the organisation in theory, the question remained: to 
what extent is this actually true in practice? We asked 
our respondents if they agreed that their organisation's 
sustainability strategy had an impact on internal 
structures, departmental organisation and responsibilities 
throughout the rest of the organisation.

We found that 79% of corporate respondents said this 
was the case, which represents an increase from last year 
when 73% responded in the affirmative. Brands from 
Asia/Pacific were most likely to agree with the statement 
(82%), while those from North America (76%) were least 
likely to do so.

Q: Does the sustainability strategy have an impact 
on internal structures, departmental organisation 
and responsibilities? (Corporate/brand respondents)
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In terms of where corporate sustainability teams are having 
the greatest impact, we found that an equal amount of 
respondents felt that it was in Marketing & Communications 
and Supply Chain & Procurement, with 74% claiming 
that their sustainability strategy directly impacts these 
departments. 51% also said that their sustainability team has 
a direct impact on the work of their organisation's human 
resources department, 42% said the same of their research 
& development team, and 34% agreed that they are able to 
influence their finance department.

The figures for all of these were a couple of percentage 
points down on their corresponding 2015 results, which 
once again backs up our assertion that the breaking out 
of sustainability principles from their silo (as evidenced 
elsewhere in this report) may still not be having the desired 
effect on the overall business. The one exception here is for 
finance, which actually saw a 2% increase – an encouraging 

development as sustainability teams look to improve their 
influence on the financial levers of their company.

There was also some variation on a geographic scale, 
with European corporate respondents returning the 
highest scores, including 83% saying that they had a 
direct impact on their Supply Chain & Procurement 
department. In particular, European businesses appear to 
have much better integration between their sustainability 
teams and their R&D (47%) or IT (28%) departments, 
than their Asia/Pacific counterparts (35% for R&D, 14% 
for IT), which could have implications on the capacity 
of these organisations' sustainability teams to influence 
innovation. Furthermore, for North American brands 
Marketing & Communications (77%) appears to be a 
bigger issue for sustainability teams than Supply Chain & 
Procurement does (69%).
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Businesses are increasingly profiting by embracing the 
principles of corporate responsibility and sustainability. 
Not only have numerous studies shown this to be the 
case, but real-world evidence from an increasing number 
of businesses attest to the positive impact that a more 
sustainable and ethical approach to doing business can 
have on the bottom line.

In this chapter, we can see evidence of the extent to 
which organisations are seeing these benefits, as well 
as whether they feel they are making the most of these 
potential benefits, or if they agree that there is still more 
work to be done to ensure that sustainability is fully 
integrated into the overall business strategy.

BUSINESS VALUE

One of the best ways to gauge if organisations are 
gaining financially from sustainability is, quite simply, to 
ask them if sustainability is driving revenue or savings 
for their business. On both these fronts, we found 
that a clear majority of respondents can see that their 
organisation's work on sustainability is contributing 

to the bottom line, through efficiency savings or (to a 
slightly lesser extent) by generating extra revenue.

Roughly 52% of all respondents said that sustainability 
is driving revenue for their business, with 23% claiming 
that this isn't the case and the remaining 25% saying 
they weren't sure. When excluding this portion of "Don't 
Know"s, the Yes/No ratio stands at 69% to 31%. 

Incidentally, despite the different ways in which 
sustainability can be assumed to add business value 
to organisations depending on whether they are 
a corporation, service provider, NGO or academic 
institution, the responses from corporate-only 
professionals were almost identical to the overall figures. 
Regardless, this represents a small shift, compared to 
last year, towards more corporations recognising the 
boost that doing business responsibly can bring to the 
bottom line.

Apparel, FMCG and Manufacturing firms were the most 
likely to acknowledge this benefit, with 73% saying that 
sustainability drives revenues within their organisations 
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against 27% saying it doesn't (when "Don't Know"s 
are excluded). However, employees of Financial and 
Professional Services firms were less likely to agree,  
by 60% to 40%.

Q: Does sustainability drive revenue for your 
business? (Corporate/brand respondents)

When it comes to the extent to which sustainability can 
drive savings for businesses, however, our respondents 
are more certain of the positives. 58% of all respondents 
agreed that this was the case in their organisation, 
against 20% who said No (when excluding "Don't 
Know"s, this results in a 75% to 25% split). However, 
among corporate respondents there is an even clearer 
acknowledgement of the role that sustainability plays in 
driving savings, with 70% saying Yes and 13% saying No 
(or 84% Yes and 16% No when excluding "Don't Know"s). 

This echoes the findings from our previous survey, 
as there has been a slight movement towards "Yes" 
compared to last year (when 67% said Yes and 14% said 
No). It is encouraging to see that over the past 12 months 
more businesses have been able to assign both increased 
revenue and savings to CSR and sustainability activities.

Corporate professionals from Asia/Pacific gave the 
most positive responses, with 87% of those expressing 
a definitive opinion saying Yes. As for the main industry 
groupings, Apparel FMCG & Manufacturing professionals 
gave the most positive responses (87% Yes, 13% No), 
while those from Energy & Extractives gave the least 
positive (77% to 23%), though this still represents a fairly 
clear consensus about sustainability's money-saving 
potential.

Q: Does sustainability drive savings for your 
business? (Corporate/brand respondents)

2015

2016 51%         23%          26%

49%       24%            27%

YES         NO               DON'T KNOW

2015

2016 70%          13%    17%

67%          14%     19%

YES         NO               DON'T KNOW
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TIGHTENING UP

We also asked our community if they felt that their 
organisation's sustainability activity was integrated 
tightly enough into the broader business strategy, and 
whether they felt that their company was leveraging the 
potential of sustainability as fully as possible. Last year 
we reported that only 42% of corporate respondents 
agreed on the first point and just 21% on the second, and 
we commented that if these proportions were to rise, we 
should be able to see an increase in the number reporting 
greater revenue and savings as well, evidenced through 
the responses to the previous two questions.

The short answer to this hypothesis is that we have seen 
a considerable increase in the percentage of positive 
responses to both of these questions. 51% of corporate 
respondents said that sustainability is sufficiently 
embedded into their organisation's overall strategy, an 
increase of nine percentage points since 2015. For those 
based in Asia/Pacific, the response rate was even higher, 
with 59% saying Yes, whereas in North America only 44% 
of corporate respondents agreed. Meanwhile, 55% of 
Apparel FMCG & Manufacturing professionals said they 
agreed, but only 44% of respondents from Financial and 
Professional Services did the same.

On the question of whether their company is 
leveraging the potential of sustainability to the fullest 
extent possible, in this year's survey 31% of corporate 
respondents agreed, a ten percentage point increase 
from 2015. However, there appear to be some very stark 
regional differences: respondents from Asia/Pacific 

are split almost down the middle (49% Yes, 51% No), 
suggesting that sustainability professionals from this 
part of the world are increasingly confident that they are 
making the most of the opportunities on offer. The same 
cannot be said, though, about Europe (22% Yes) and 
North America (27%).

Q: Is sustainability activity integrated tightly 
enough into your broader business strategy? 

There are several potential explanations for this regional 
disparity. One is that, as stated on page 23, respondents 
in Asia Pacific feel their sustainability efforts are most 
likely to impact ‘Supply chain’ and ‘Product development’ 
– two areas that have clear deliverables. Whereas in 
Europe and North America ‘Engaging stakeholder 
groups’ and ‘Reputation preservation’ are key areas of 
impact which in nature require a long-term view.

Another consideration is that, as highlighted on page 25, 
a larger proportion of respondents in North America and 
Europe state their sustainability teams are having a direct 
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impact on other departments such as R&D, Marketing 
& Communications and IT. With these increased areas 
of impact comes increasing opportunities to leverage 
sustainability to its fullest. One would expect that in the 
2017 report and beyond respondents stating yes, they are 
leveraging sustainability to the fullest, to increase both on 
global and regional levels.

Furthermore, when we consider some of the other 
findings from this survey – that 79% claim that their 
organisation's sustainability strategy has an impact 
on internal structures, 86% believe that sustainability 
is becoming an increasingly important part of their 
overall business strategy, and even that 71% of our 
respondents say that their CEO is convinced of the value 
of sustainability – the fact that only half of businesses 
claim to have actually integrated sustainability activity 
into their broader business strategy could start to look 
somewhat less impressive.

Certainly, it should be clear that there is plenty of work 
still to be done, especially as a majority of respondents 
accept that while they can clearly see the benefit of 
embracing responsible business principles, they are not 
yet leveraging this potential as fully as possible. One 
could consider this disappointing, but the encouraging 
lesson is that the overall picture from this report does 
indicate that the vision is there, and businesses really are 
making concerted efforts to leverage sustainability and 
deploy its potential across all departments.

Q: Do you feel your company is leveraging the 
potential of sustainability as fully as possible? 
(Corporate/brand respondents)

MEASURING YOUR IMPACT

As outlined by William Edwards Deming, 'you can't 
manage what you can't measure'. For sustainability to 
be incorporated into wider corporate strategy, successful 
measurement is critical. However, when we asked our 
community about their efforts to measure the impact 
and return on investment (ROI) of these activities, we 
found that relatively little progress had been made since 
last year.

42% of our corporate respondents told us that they feel 
confident that they are accurately measuring the impact 
of their sustainability activity, while 44% stated that they 
measure the ROI of such initiatives. The corresponding 
figures for both questions from our 2015 survey stood 
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at 39%, meaning that there has been a slight move in 
the right direction over the past year, but the number of 
organisations covered by our survey who are failing to 
measure and quantify the impacts of their sustainability 
work continues to outnumber those that are succeeding.

Q: Do you measure the ROI of your sustainability 
initiatives? (Corporate/brand respondents)

Q: Do you feel confident that you're accurately 
measuring the impact of your sustainability 
activity? (Corporate/brand respondents)

The responses from these two questions were fairly 
even across the board. However, Energy and Extractives 
companies reported lower than average rates of 
measuring the impact and ROI of their sustainability 
activities. There was a more-or-less 50:50 split among 
companies from Asia/Pacific and North America on the 
question of measuring the ROI of sustainability, while 
only 38% of European businesses were able to say that 
they do this. Precisely measuring the impact and ROI of 
CSR and sustainability initiatives is still an emerging art, 
it has to be said, and progress on these issues will be 
monitored and discussed further in next year's report.

The still-low proportion of those reporting that they are 
accurately measuring the impact and ROI of responsible 
business initiatives suggests that businesses are yet to 
establish fool-proof ways of determining exactly how, 
where, and why sustainability is making its presence 
felt throughout the entire business. This could prove 
to be a stumbling block to getting a critical mass of 
executives leading other business departments from 
taking sustainability seriously. Businesses will need to 
get a better handle on how to measure the impact of 
sustainability before those figures on leveraging the 
full potential of sustainability – cited above – start to 
improve.
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2015 was a truly historic year for the field of sustainability 
and CSR. In September the United Nations signed off on 
a new set of 17 Sustainable Development Goals, designed 
to take over from the expiring Millennium Development 
Goals and provide a framework for global development 
from 2016 to 2030. After the MDGs had been criticised by 
some for having been 'top-down', the process that led to 
the adoption of the SDGs was seen as far more inclusive, 
having involved various stakeholders from governments 
and the private sector, to NGOs and grassroots activists.

Then, in December, we saw what some had begun to fear 
would never come to pass: universal agreement on a plan 
of action to combat climate change, with the COP21 summit 
culminating in the Paris Agreement. Here, too, global climate 
negotiations have steadily become more inclusive than they 
perhaps were in the lead-up to the disastrous Copenhagen 
summit in 2009.

In this sense, 2015 was not only a watershed year for 
global sustainability, but it was also, arguably, the most 
important year yet for the world of sustainable business. 
CSR and sustainability teams were not only in a better 
position than ever to influence the course of sustainable 

development, but they should also benefit from the 
stronger framework that the SDGs and Paris Agreement 
provide for developing an effective and impactful 
sustainability strategy.

To find out exactly how much this might be the case, 
we asked our respondents a series of questions about 
the extent to which they are engaging with these two 
developments, as well as how much of an impact they 
will have on their own roles and sustainability teams.

THE SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 
GOALS

Despite the common consensus that businesses, along 
with many other types of stakeholder, are set to play a 
greater role in global development issues through the 
SDGs, our survey suggests that the level of corporate 
engagement with the goals could be a lot higher. 42% of 
our respondents said that their organisation was looking 
to engage in the SDGs, against 34% who said they 
weren't looking to do this, and 23% who weren't sure.
Among corporate professionals, there was slightly more 
certainty in their responses, with 46% saying they would 
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be engaging in the goals, 36% saying they wouldn't, and 
18% saying they weren't sure. When omitting these "Don't 
Know"s, the results are almost identical, with a 55-45 
Yes:No ratio for all respondents and 56:44 for corporate-
only respondents.

To some degree, these figures are a little worrying. In 
order to reach all 17 goals, countries will be looking to 
the business sector for assistance, and so a significantly 
higher level of engagement will be expected. It will 
be interesting to see if the number of organisations 
and businesses saying they are engaging in the SDGs 
increases by the time of next year's report, as CSR 
and sustainability teams have more time to align their 
business strategies with the kind of approach that the 
goals call for.

The highest rates of engagement were reported by 
respondents from Africa, Latin America, and the Middle 
East – perhaps unsurprising, given the longstanding 
importance of development issues and legacy of the 
SDGs' predecessors, the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs), in these regions. Similarly, there was a higher 
ratio of people from an NGO background saying their 
organisation would be engaging in the SDGs. The lowest 
levels of engagement appear to be in North America, 
with only 37% of respondents (from both all respondents 
and corporate-only respondents) saying their 
organisation was looking to engage in the global goals.
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Q: Is your organisation looking to engage in 
the United Nations' Sustainable Development 
Goals? (Corporate/brand respondents – by region)

We then asked those who had responded Yes to our 
first question on the SDGs, to identify which specific 
goals they are engaging in. Of those looking to engage 
in the SDGs, 58% said they will be engaging in Goal 13 
(Climate action), the highest level of engagement for a 
single goal. This accounts for approximately a quarter of 
all those that took part in the survey. Goal 11 (Sustainable 
cities and communities, 52%) was the second most-cited 
goal ahead of Goal 12 (Responsible consumption and 
production, 50%). The two goals around conservation, 
14 (Life below water) and 15 (Life on land) were the least 
cited by our community.

Q: Which SDGs are you engaging in? 
(Corporate/brand respondents)
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Among our corporate respondents, 'Climate action' was 
again the top priority (63%) for those looking to engage 
in the SDGs, but the second most-cited goal was number 
8 (Decent work and economic growth, 52%), ahead 
of 'Responsible consumption and production' (51%). 
'Life below water' was the lowest priority for corporate 
respondents as well, but Goals 2 (Zero hunger), 1 (No 
Poverty) and 15 (Life on land) also scored lowly.

When looking at responses from different geographical 
regions, those in Asia/Pacific, Europe and North America 
all said that 'Climate action' was the goal they would be 
engaging in most, but the other regions showed different 
priorities. In Africa, Goal 4 (Quality education) came out 
top, in Latin America it was Goal 5 (Gender equality), and 
in the Middle East and North Africa it was Goal 8 (Decent 
work and economic growth). This is likely a reflection 
of the variety of developmental priorities and needs in 
different parts of the world.

Finally, in terms of some of the main industries studied 
by this survey, for Energy and Extractives companies 
the most important goals were, perhaps unsurprisingly, 
'Climate action' and Goal 7 (Affordable and clean 
energy). For Apparel, FMCG and Manufacturing 
businesses, 'Responsible consumption and production' 
is the top priority ahead of 'Decent work and economic 
growth', while for those working in Financial and 
Professional Services 'Gender equality' came out on top, 
ahead of 'Climate action'.
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THE COP21 PARIS CLIMATE SUMMIT

Turning to the COP21 summit and the landmark deal 
that came out of it, we asked our community for their 
opinion on the Paris Agreement, and whether it went 
far enough to truly tackle climate change. Among all 
our respondents, 44% said they agreed that the summit 
delivered the agreement that was needed to address 
climate change risk, 31% disagreed (and 26% gave no 
response or were unsure). Taking just the Yes and No 
answers, this translated into a 59% to 41% verdict in 
favour of the Paris Agreement.

Among corporate respondents, the reaction was slightly 
more positive: 49% said they agreed, 30% that they 
disagreed (or 62% to 38 % when "Don't Know"s were 
excluded). This actually represented the strongest 
consensus among any organisation type – only 39% of 
academics and NGO workers were prepared to give the 
agreement their approval, though there was also a higher 
rate of "Don't Know"s among these groups, the result 
being that among those giving a Yes or No answer, the 
balance was still in favour of "Yes".
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Q: In your opinion, did COP21 deliver the agreement 
needed to address climate change risk?

Somewhat surprising, perhaps, was the fact that 
respondents from Europe and North America were 
less likely than their counterparts in Asia, Africa and 
Latin America to agree that the Paris Agreement went 
far enough. This is in spite of the fact that for years, 
commentators on global climate negotiations have 
criticised industrialised nations for a lack of ambition on 
tackling climate change, with stakeholders from so-called 
developing regions calling for stronger action. Corporate 
respondents from Asia/Pacific were especially generous 
in their assessment of the COP21 outcome: 59% said they 
agreed with our statement, against 23% who said they 
disagreed, leaving a Yes:No ratio of 72% to 28% when 
"Don't Know"s are excluded.

Q: In your opinion, did COP21 deliver the 
agreement needed to address climate change 
risk? (By region)

We also asked our respondents an open-ended 
question about how the outcomes of the summit and 
ensuing Paris Agreement would impact their roles as 
sustainability professionals. We received a wealth of 
different responses, all of which can be reviewed in the 
data set.
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In summary, there were a few recurring themes cited 
by our corporate respondents. For many, the Paris 
Agreement will help produce increased opportunities 
for them and their sustainability teams, as an official 
agreement will provide the context and certainty for 
sustained business action on climate change and 
low-carbon innovation. 

With the outcome of the Paris summit helping to increase 
awareness of the climate change issue among key 
stakeholder groups, from a business' customers to its 
CEO and Board – allowing for increased executive buy-
in – a number of our respondents expressed confidence 
that there will be a greater allocation of resources to 
sustainability teams. 

More concerted action across the board on climate change 
will also lead to further business opportunities, our survey 
participants told us, especially as the global effort to tackle 
climate change will require ever closer collaboration across 
different sectors and stakeholder groups.

Other responses suggested that it is still too early 
to say how much of an impact the Paris Agreement 
will have on individual sustainability roles, especially 
as implementation of the deal and its subsequent 
impacts on businesses will follow more of a longer-term 
timeframe. 

There were also those who said that the outcome 
of COP21 had little bearing on their organisation's 
sustainability and climate-related activities, as they were 
already committed to these initiatives anyway and, in 
quite a few cases, our respondents claimed that their 
company's level of commitment was far greater than 
that of the Paris Agreement, particularly in the short- to 
medium-term. 

Finally, a number of respondents commented that the 
deal was not ambitious enough, or was too vague and 
non-binding, meaning that it would not make a real 
difference to many businesses' approach to climate 
change and green initiatives.

“ COP21 brought a greater 
level of awareness and 
urgency to deal with 
climate change. Hopefully 
it will make it easier to 
incorporate in the way 
we work”

   Manager, Chemicals company, 
Asia/Pacific

“ We are dedicated to 
achieving a zero carbon 
footprint by 2020. 
We’ll drive to that goal 
regardless of the Paris 
outcome”

   CEO, Aerospace firm, 
North America

" I expect it to be easier to get support for 
environment-related initiatives, and that the 
organisation will have to take a stronger position on 
climate-related issues"

   VP, Financial services firm, Europe

" By engaging leadership, COP21 has increased 
the priority of reducing carbon emissions for our 
business"

   Executive, Professional services firm, Europe
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As we can see from the results of our survey, and the 
changes (subtle though they may be in some aspects) 
since our 2015 report, sustainability is a fast-evolving 
subject. What is most material to sustainability teams 
today may no longer be as critical in three to five 
years' time, just as topics that are barely on the horizon 
today could come to play a core role in a company's 
sustainability activity before long.

Some events, such as the agreements on the SDGs and 
climate change, were somewhat well-predicted; others, 
including the VW emissions scandal and the release of 
the Panama Papers (which has unfolded during the latter 
stages of this report's production), appeared as a bolt 
from the blue to change the rules of the game on crucial 
corporate responsibility issues such as transparency and 
business ethics.

What, then, do our community see as the most important 
topics for corporate sustainability going forward? And 
how do they ensure that they are able to keep on top of 
these changing trends?

COLLABORATION IS KEY!

One of the best ways for companies to stay abreast 
of the latest trends in sustainability and corporate 
responsibility is to have strong links with as many 
stakeholders as possible. We asked our respondents 
about the level of engagement that they have with 
different stakeholder groups, from NGOs and academic 
institutions to consumers and industry associations.

Overall, companies are most likely to have an 
engagement strategy with industry associations, 
according to our survey: 66% of all respondents said 
this was the case, with that figure rising to 70% when 
corporate responses were considered alone. Meanwhile, 
businesses were least likely to have an engagement 
strategy with academic institutions, with only 54% of 
corporate respondents saying their organisation had such 
links. However, the proportion of corporate respondents 
stating that they had ties with academics and consumer 
groups – the two sectors that showed the lowest 
engagement levels in our 2015 survey – did rise by 5-6% 
for this year's survey.

CHAPTER 7
Looking outwards and looking forward

70% of 
corporate/brand 
respondents 
said they have 
engagement 
strategies 
for industry 
associations
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Q: Do you have an engagement strategy for the 
following groups? (Corporate/brand respondents)

Respondents in Asia/Pacific generally reported higher 
engagement levels with all stakeholder groups, compared 
to the global average, while those from Europe and North 
America reported lower-than-average links, with this 
being particularly pronounced among North American 
corporate responses. Asia/Pacific businesses reported 
having especially strong government ties (75% said 
their company had a government engagement strategy, 
compared to the global average of 65%), while North 
American businesses were weaker on NGO links (54% 
said they had an engagement strategy with NGOs, below 
the overall average of 61%).

Within different sectors, there were a couple of notable 
differences, with Apparel, FMCG and Manufacturing 
companies having stronger ties with consumers but a 
lower engagement level with governments. As many as 
82.5% of Energy and Extractives respondents told us they 
have solid government links, while only 43% of Financial 
and Professional Services respondents said they engaged 
with academic institutions.

CRYSTAL BALLS

Looking forward to the year ahead, corporate 
sustainability professionals have identified a number of 
areas that could yield considerable opportunities for their 
businesses, from a sustainability perspective. The top 
three areas that were singled out by our community were 
'Sustainability as a source of competitive advantage' 
(22%), 'Embedding sustainability' (16%) and 'Sustainable 
innovation' (16%), and this 'Top Three' held true when 
considering responses from all geographical regions and 
among key industries.

CONSUMERS MEDIANGOS ACADEMIC GOVERNMENT ASSOCIATIONS
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Q: Which one area holds the single most 
exciting opportunity for your organisation in 
2016? (Corporate/brand respondents)

We also asked our community to rate a number 
of corporate sustainability issues in terms of their 
importance during the next 12 months. 'Creating a 
culture of sustainability' came out top of the list, as it 
had done in our previous survey, with 83% of corporate 
respondents saying that this was 'important' or 'very 
important' to their organisation. This was closely followed 
by issues such as 'Communicating success in sustainable 
projects', 'Getting top-level buy-in', and 'Embedding CSR 
throughout the organisation', all of which had featured as 
the most-cited issues in our 2015 report.

These topics were almost universally ranked as the 
most important across our entire survey, although 
respondents from Africa, Latin America and the Middle 
East were more likely to be concerned about 'Increased 
transparency'. Core industry groups, especially those 
involving consumer goods or energy and extractives 
companies, also put a higher importance on supply chain 
issues such as 'Eliminating risk from the supply chain' 
and 'Engaging multi-stakeholder groups'.
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Finally, we asked our respondents to think even 
further afield and consider which areas of corporate 
sustainability would present the most exciting 
opportunity for their organisation over the next five 
years. The results to these were virtually unchanged from 
last year, and indeed showed a considerable amount 
of consistency from respondents' priorities for 2016. 
'Sustainability as a source of competitive advantage' 
was seen as by far the greatest longer-term opportunity, 
with 33.5% of corporate respondents listing this as 
their top priority. This was followed by 'Sustainable 

innovation' (20%) and 'Culture of sustainability' (14%). 
'Customer behaviour change' was ranked fourth, despite 
being ranked low among the top priorities for just the 
year ahead. Taken with the fact, mentioned earlier, 
that businesses are seemingly looking to boost their 
engagement levels with consumers, this could suggest 
that the role that customer engagement plays  
in corporate sustainability strategies is an area to  
watch in the coming years, although this process will  
take time and the results may not be demonstrable for  
a few years.
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Q: Looking ahead five years, which one area do 
you see as the single most exciting opportunity 
for your organisation? (Corporate/brand respondents)

STANDING ON THE SHOULDERS 
OF GIANTS

There are endless factors behind the growth of corporate 
sustainability in recent years, but one aspect that has 
unquestionably done a lot to drive this transformation 
has been the example set by leading companies 
and individuals. In recognition of this, we asked our 
respondents to name their top three businesses and 
people who they believe are leading the way in terms of 
sustainable innovation.

It was of little surprise to find that Unilever, seen by many 
as a leader in corporate sustainability, came out on top of 
this poll by a considerable distance, and likewise its CEO 

Paul Polman emerged as the most inspiring individual 
in the eyes of our community. Patagonia and Tesla were 
the next most-popular companies, followed by brands 
such as Marks & Spencer, IKEA, and Interface. In terms of 
individuals, those who ranked highly apart from Polman 
include the Tesla boss and entrepreneur Elon Musk, Virgin 
founder and CEO Richard Branson, Microsoft founder 
and tech pioneer Bill Gates, and the environmentalist and 
founder of Patagonia Yvon Chouinard.

Q: Which companies are leading the way 
in terms of sustainable innovation?
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Q: Which individual executives are leading the way in sustainability?

4th Bill Gates (Microsoft, Gates Foundation)

5th Yvon Chouinard (Patagonia)

6th Mike Barry (Marks & Spencer)

7th Jeff Immelt (General Electric)

8th Kumi Naidoo (Greenpeace)

9th Lars Rebien Sørensen (Novo Nordisk)

10th Mark Zuckerberg (Facebook)

1st

Paul Polman 
(Unilever)

2nd

Elon Musk 
(Tesla, 
SpaceX) 

3rd

Richard 
Branson  
(Virgin)
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EVOLUTION NOT REVOLUTION IN 
CORPORATE SUSTAINABILITY

As discussed throughout this report, 2015 truly was 
a landmark year for sustainability around the world, 
including the realm of corporate sustainability. The 
context of the past 12 months adds weight to the findings 
from our survey, and when compared and contrasted to 
the results from our first survey last year, gives a clear 
and unique insight into the ways in which corporate 
sustainability has continued to develop on a global scale.

In the conclusion to our 2015 report, we commented on 
the responsibility that businesses would be expected to 
take on over the course of 2015, and beyond that into 
2016 with the outcome of the Paris Agreement and the 
implementation of the SDGs. The data that we can see 
from our survey, showing progress on most indicators, 
suggests that they have done this. Most notably, this can 
be seen in the responses to questions such as those on 
CEO engagement, the importance of sustainability to 
the overall business strategy, and the degree to which 
sustainability is beginning to impact on all other aspects 
of a business' operations.

The key will be to see if these positive trends can continue 
over the course of the year ahead, evidence of which will 
become more apparent when it comes to our 2017 survey 
and report. This will allow us to say with even more clarity 
whether the mega-events of the last year made 2015 a 
high water mark for corporate sustainability, or whether 
we really are on an unstoppable upward trajectory.

KEY FINDINGS

Among the many conclusions that we were able to draw 
from this year's report, highlights include the following:

•	 CEOs are more convinced of the value of 
sustainability (72% according to our corporate 
respondents) and responsible business principles are 
playing an ever-greater role in the overall business 
strategy for the vast majority (86%) of businesses.

•	 The number of corporate sustainability professionals 
telling us that they pay for external advice is falling, 
as 39% said this was the case compared to 46% in our 
2015 survey, although this does suggest that there is 
increased confidence and competence on the part of 
sustainability teams.

CHAPTER 8
Some key takeaways

Businesses have 
taken on more 
responsibility 
for tackling key 
sustainability 
issues
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•	 More businesses are able to draw a link between their 
sustainability activities and additional revenues or 
savings, with 51% saying sustainability drives revenue 
and just 23% saying that it doesn't. 

•	 A considerably higher proporation of respondents 
claim that sustainability activity is being sufficiently 
integrated into the broader business strategy (51% this 
year against 42% last year), and that their business is 
leveraging the full potential of sustainability (31% this 
year against 21% last year).

•	 There has been a mixed reception to the SDGs and to 
the climate change deal that resulted from the COP21 
summit in Paris. 46% of corporate respondents said 
their business would be engaging with the SDGs, 
and 49% said they agreed that the Paris Agreement 
went far enough to truly tackle climate change. 
However, there are encouraging signs of plans by 
these businesses to engage in these two sustainable 
development themes further in the years to come.

FROM 2015 TO 2016

In our summary of last year's report, we pinpointed 
several highlights that showed the most encouraging 
signs about the development of corporate responsibility, 
and these aspects have continued to shine through. They 
include the ever-increasing levels of CEO engagement 
on the value of doing business in a more responsible 
and sustainable manner, the overwhelming majority of 
respondents telling us that supply chain sustainability is 
a core focus for CSR teams, and the greater recognition 

among respondents that sustainability does indeed have 
a positive impact on businesses' profit margins.

But what about the areas that were singled out as 
needing more improvement? Last year we commented 
that the number of respondents able to say that 
their company was leveraging the full potential of 
sustainability, or that they were measuring the return 
on investment of their sustainability ventures, was 
disappointingly low. Looking at the results from this 
year's survey, however, there has been demonstrable 
progress on these two topics, suggesting that 
sustainability teams across a range of industries and 
regions are becoming more capable of identifying the 
true impact that sustainability is having on the business.

Nevertheless, CSR and sustainability professionals can 
hardly rest on their laurels, and there is still an enormous 
amount of work to be done on a range of issues. These 
include the need for more businesses to embrace the 
opportunities presented by big data for sustainability 
metrics and reporting, and using sustainability activities 
to drive customer behaviour change. They also need to 
be more engaged in cross-sector efforts to solve global 
challenges such as climate change, the availability of 
water and other critical natural resources, and the various 
other global development issues covered by the SDGs. 

Sustainability 
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regions are 
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the true 
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There may also – from looking at our survey responses 
– be one or two question marks about the willingness of 
organisations to keep providing the increased resources 
and backing that their own sustainability departments 
will need if businesses are to up their commitment to 
solving these challenges.

Our survey results also suggest that Europe and North 
America, long seen as leading the push towards more 
engrained CSR initiatives, continue to show evidence 
of sustainable and responsible business practice being 
transplanted in all aspects of the overall running of the 
business, instead of remaining locked away in a silo. 

The Asia/Pacific region, meanwhile, is advancing on 
many aspects of corporate sustainability, and certainly 
in terms of companies' dedication to improving their 
performance in some of these areas. As companies in the 
region continue to embed responsible and sustainable 
business practice further into the heart of their 
organisations, it will be fascinating to see how this feeds 
into a transformational effect on global supply chains, 
which are so influenced by this region.

Elsewhere, there are encouraging signs of an increasing 
focus on responsible business practice in those parts of 
the world that can occasionally escape the attention of 
CSR and sustainability commentators: Africa, the Middle 
East, and Latin America. Hopefully we will be able to 
comment even more on developments in these regions 
in the next couple of years.

The State of Responsible Business 2016 report goes 
into greater detail than before, and sets us up for an 
even more comprehensive assessment of the evolution 
of business responsibility and sustainability in years to 
come. Our report indicates that corporate sustainability 
is being taken more seriously than ever and, while 
certain obstacles remain to truly achieving universal 
integration of responsible business principles, these are 
unquestionably having a greater influence on central 
business strategies on a global and pan-industry scale.There are 

encouraging 
signs of an 
increasing focus 
on responsible 
business practice 
in Africa, the 
Middle East, and 
Latin America

https://twitter.com/ethical_corp
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=The%20@Ethical_Corp%20State%20of%20Responsible%20Business%20Report:%20Track%20the%20progress%20of%20%23sustainability%20worldwide%20%23ECSORB&url=http%3A%2F%2Fow.ly%2FFzxy300xgHB


48

@ethical_corp  #ECSORB

I welcome Ethical Corporation’s 2016 State of 
Responsible Business report. Although a company’s 
application of sustainability is ultimately reflected on its 
performance, by engaging a rich network of sustainability 
professionals the report helps us gauge the climate for 
responsible business in a key year after the launch of the 
UN SDGs and the Paris agreement.

The report highlights some significant trends. It is clear the 
challenging economic environment is affecting how much 
companies are prepared to invest for the coming year, with 
those expecting their budgets to shrink or remain static 
slightly exceeding those confident that they would see 
increased funding. It is promising, however, that the change 
from last year is very small and that organisations aren’t 
lining up to scale back their investment to sustainability. This 
suggests that many companies now feel that they have to 
do sustainability and have to do it well. 

There are other positive messages. For example more 
than half of corporate respondents, 53%, report that 
the sustainability team ultimately reports to their Board 
or CEO. Although not all these cases refer to direct 
reporting lines the reality is that most boards and CEOs 

now have an open channel in place to consider these 
issues.

Undoubtedly there is still a lot to be done. While almost 
three quarters of respondents continue to believe they 
have a significant impact on supply chain, marketing and 
communications functions, these figures are much lower 
for finance and R&D functions. And although the figure has 
increased twofold from last year, companies still seem to 
be leaving a lot of the value that sustainability has to offer 
untapped, with less than a third of respondents reporting 
that their company is fully leveraging the potential of 
sustainability.

One of the possible reasons is that many companies 
aren’t really configured to capture and account for the 
often less-visible-value opportunities sustainability can 
create. That’s why I am pleased to see more companies 
engaging with academic institutions – where many of 
these new methodologies and configurations emerge – 
this year and hope the trend accelerates in the future.
I share the pragmatic but optimistic outlook in Ethical 
Corporation’s landmark report and look forward to seeing 
our collective response in this coming year.

CHAPTER 9
What experts had to say about our report
The following feedback provided are views of the commentators and not necessarily those of the organisations they represent. They are 
for information purposes only. The views expressed are as of a particular point in time and are subject to change without notice.

Aris Vrettos
Director, Open Programmes, 
University of Cambridge 
Institute for Sustainability 
Leadership
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I welcome this report which gives us a snap-shot of how 
the Corporate Sustainability agenda is progressing year 
on year.  It broadly confirms what I see in the market  
– a growing understanding of the issues at Board level 
and a recognition that incorporating responsible business 
principles is not a “nice to do”, but a business imperative 
for the 21st century. It’s evident that Sustainability now 
has an established role, driving both revenue income and 
savings. 

However, corporates face challenges too, in particular 
around the measurement of impact and the embedding 
of sustainability practices into the core business.   
I put this down to a lack of robust tools and methods, 
which are desperately needed by most organisations.  
It is encouraging to see that respondents put a strong 
emphasis on the importance of partnerships and 
collaboration, as they will be key to the acceleration  
of developments in this area.

Finally, as your report rightly points out, 2015 was  
a key year for inter-governmental agreements in the 
sustainable development arena.  2016 is the year when 
the corporate sector will either embrace the challenge 
and take the agenda forwards – or not.  Early signs from 
your survey are, at best, mixed and I look forward to next 
year’s survey to see just how business has really engaged 
with the SDG agenda.

Malcolm Preston
Global Sustainability Leader,
PwC

"2016 is the 
year when 
the corporate 
sector 
will either 
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Malcolm Preston
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Corporate sustainability is material to business and 
shareholder value. When embedded in companies’ 
strategies and cultural mindset, sustainability has 
the potential to improve productivity and provide a 
competitive advantage. Companies should no longer 
think of environmental, social and governance issues 
as mere externalities and non-financial factors. These 
are financial matters that present potential long-term 
business risks and opportunities. For investors, greater 
disclosures and transparency about sustainability 
practices signal good management quality and 
corporate citizenship. Well-governed and managed 
companies have the potential to create value  
– environmental, social and economic. 
 
The State of Responsible Business Report captures the 
new trends in corporate sustainability and importantly 
addresses issues of materiality and reputation, 
integration in strategies and operations, and the role of 
stakeholder engagement. Integrating sustainability across 
the value chain and generating support throughout the 
organization are important drivers of sustainability and 
long-term value-creation. Companies are looking forward 
and increasingly invest in climate change mitigation and 
resilience. The effective adoption and implementation of 
the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals into 
corporate strategies and visions further provide a path 
towards a sustainable future and leadership.

Mariela Vargova
Ph.D. SVP, 
Sustainability & Impact Investing
Rockefeller & Co.

"For investors, 
greater 
disclosures and 
transparency 
about 
sustainability 
practices 
signal good 
management 
quality and 
corporate 
citizenship"
Mariela Vargova
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products, including 
intelligence reports  
and conference  
passes

£1,495    £1,295
Team Corporate Subscription

+44 (0) 20 7375 7235
Tailor your Enterprise Subscription to suit you – call us

http://events.ethicalcorp.com/subscriptions
mailto:harshi.joshi%40ethicalcorp.com%20?subject=Upgrade%20my%20sub%20%E2%80%93%20ECSORB


Upcoming Events
Responsible Business Summit 2016 June 7-8, 2016 
Become a trusted business. Deliver positive impact. 
http://events.ethicalcorp.com/rbs

Compliance and Conduct Risk in Financial Services Forum 2016 June 21-22, 2016 
Prioritise the customer & futureproof your business 
http://events.ethicalcorp.com/compliance-conduct

The Responsible Extractives Summit 2016 June 21-22, 2016 
Utilise social performance to drive financial success during market downturns 
http://events.ethicalcorp.com/extractives

The Responsible Business Awards 2016 September 30, 2016 
Celebrating the best in responsible business 
http://events.ethicalcorp.com/awards

The CR Reporting and Communications Summit 2016 October 20-21, 2016 
Engage stakeholders, identify business risks and prove the financial value of sustainability 
http://events.ethicalcorp.com/reporting

The Sustainable Supply Chain Summit Europe October 20-21, 2016 
Close the resource cycle and create shared value for the longevity of your value chain 
http://events.ethicalcorp.com/supplychain
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In-depth responsible business research and intelligence

Ethical Corporation is the leading provider of responsible business intelligence to executives worldwide. We produce robust and accessible business intelligence reports, which 

focus on cutting-edge sustainable and ethical business management issues, and are based on in-depth research with leading multinational companies.
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