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. . .WILL INTEGRATION EVER BECOME THE NEW NORM?

TO SUSTAINABILITY 
& BEYOND...



Not everyone “gets it”. Some of the old guard  
in Procurement tell you they’ve muddled along  
just fine until now without factoring in profitability. 
Sure, further down the line there might be some 
issues, but that’s your problem, not theirs.  
Still, most people in the company like the idea  
of profitability and it’s certainly popular with  
the senior management. But there’s a definite 
feeling that profit is a bit scary, a bit other,  
a bit not-really-my-department.

And this one team, with these resources,  
is responsible for ensuring your entire  
business is in the black.

Sounds ridiculous, doesn’t it? You can’t run 
a business if you treat profit like an optional 
extra. And yet this is exactly the situation many 
companies are in when it comes to sustainability. 
Why is this? And more importantly, what can  
we do about it?

Over the last few weeks Wibury Stratton has  
spoken to hundreds of sustainability professionals, 
senior business managers and industry thought 
leaders, gauging opinions on what best practice 
looks like when it comes to structuring 
sustainability. Nearly all companies now 
acknowledge they need to be more sustainable, 

either because they are sensitive to increased 
consumer pressure around social and environmental 
issues or because they recognise the long-term 
financial implications of being ‘unsustainable’. 
Furthermore, we found consensus across the  
market that sustainability needs to get out  
of its ivory tower and into everyone’s way  
of doing business. But words, we discovered,  
are not always translating into action. What  
we might call the ‘traditional’ sustainability 
structure – the one parodied above – continues  
to dominate. Why? 

Well, for starters, there’s no template for 
sustainability. No shining beacon that everyone 
can look to for inspiration. That’s not to deny that 
a lot of good work is being done; but even industry 
trailblazers don’t have a model that can be lifted 
wholesale into another company. Embedding 
sustainability is a complex business, requiring  
both financial and cultural investment as well  
as a noticeably long-term outlook. To a greater  
or lesser extent, we are all in uncharted waters  
and most businesses can expect some rough seas 
ahead. But we at Wilbury Stratton like to think  
that our recent research has given us, so to speak,  
a privileged view from the bridge. This is what  
we see through our telescope... 

Not communication in the 
PR sense – about which  
more below – but rather 
ensuring clear reporting  
and accountability lines.

There’s no reason why complex sustainability 
structures can’t work effectively when these  
are carefully considered and implemented.  
One well-known FMCG company has  
sustainability resource that sits across no fewer  
than five functions, incorporating eleven task  
forces/committees and with dedicated professionals 
across several different regions and brands.  
On the face of it, this set-up looks positively  
(and unworkably) labyrinthine; yet, thanks  
to clear reporting lines, strong central leadership  
and clear lines of accountability the company  
has one of the most effective sustainability  
structures we encountered. In contrast, we’ve  
seen small global teams of under ten people  
whose tangle of reporting lines makes effective 
management impossible. It’s vital to keep formal  
and informal channels of dialogue open, and  
to clearly define who owns which initiatives.

communication                                  is key
Imagine having a dedicated team that is responsible 
for making your business profitable. They have a small 
central budget and they’re probably based in head office 
with the Corporate Comms guys. The team is committed 
and enthusiastic. They have ambitious goals to reduce 
expenditure, talk excitedly about the drive to make money, 
and work hard to get across the message that profit  
is good for everyone.
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CONCLUSION: 

Bigger is not always better  
unless your sustainability  

team has clear lines  
of dialogue, both internally  

and with the wider  
business.



keep the PR      
  machine at  
    arm’s length
To put it bluntly: if your PR team is too close, you’re doing 
it wrong. Of course it’s important that achievements are 
communicated effectively to consumers and shareholders. 
But having sustainability owned by your PR function leads 
to a distortion of actual progress, and a papering over of the 
cracks where teams are critically under-resourced.

What’s more, these days you’re never going  
to attract or retain the best sustainability 
talent unless you can show you mean business. 
Sustainability people tend to be an upbeat 
bunch anyway, but there was notably higher job 
satisfaction in businesses where the sustainability 
agenda is taken seriously along the value chain. 
This trend was particularly evident among people 
with a scientific, technical or NGO background, 
and companies with a strong track record on 
sustainability have a notably more diversified 
talent base. From just one leading agribusiness –
widely considered the exemplar of this approach 
– we counted among our respondents ecologists, 
agricultural development managers, land use 
specialists, climate change academics, agribusiness 
managers, environmentalists, forestry specialists 
and conservationists. Every one of them said  
that they were attracted to the company  
because it has a strong, proven track record  
on sustainability impacts.
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The largest proportion of our respondents – over 
30 percent – have their sustainability function 
owned by Corporate Affairs, although the trend 
is very definitely moving away from this model. 
Unfailingly, these companies are the ones making 
the least progress, with either lacklustre or curiously 
unquantifiable targets. More than one respondent 
lamented the glossing effect of shiny, meaningless 
goals where there is no resource to back it up.  
A source from a well-known food company told  
us that his company “might make the numbers  
look impressive, but I would question how 
representative those figures are of the supply  
chain as a whole... If I was sitting on the other  
side of the fence, I would challenge corporates  
a bit more on their targets”. 

 Corporate Affairs
 Business Units
 Dedicated Sustainability Department
 Supply Chain/Procurement
 R&D

OWNERSHIP OF THE 
SUSTAINABILITY FUNCTION “ I see cynical people  

in other companies for 
whom the sustainability 
function is just a 
damage limitation 
exercise...if you have 
a patchy record of 
achievement you will 
struggle to retain  
good staff.”

SUSTAINABILITY SOURCE, SEPTEMBER 2016

31.3%

21.9%15.6%

21.9%

9.4%

CONCLUSION: 

Talent attracts talent –  
if you really want  

to make a difference,  
put the experts  

in charge.



motivate &  
             educate

However, one commodities company strongly 
disagreed with this approach, reasoning that 
sustainability should be an integral part of  
every person’s job and as such should not  
be additionally rewarded. Interestingly, the 
company in question is widely acknowledged  
as the leader in sustainability in the sector,  
which suggests that we may see a shift away  
from sustainability incentives down the line.

But instilling best practice is not just about 
incentivizing: it’s necessary to train staff so they  
are empowered to practice sustainability  
in their own work. Some companies are investing 
considerable resource in staff training; but across 
the market the subject of internal training was 
usually mentioned only in passing or, often,  
not at all. This sits rather awkwardly alongside 
a positive mania for farmer training programs. 
Everyone even tangentially connected to raw 
materials production has a flagship grower  
training initiative, and yet the undeniable logic  
of empowerment through training seldom extends 
to companies’ own employees. However, we would 
argue that this is the only realistic way to truly 
embed sustainability into a business.

The subject of incentivising – specifically, linking  
employee rewards and bonuses to defined sustainability 
targets – was unexpectedly polarising. The vast majority  
of respondents (a whopping 95 percent) were in favour  
of sustainability incentives to encourage good practice,  
with some companies now linking up to 40 percent  
of senior management bonuses to sustainability goals. 
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Only 20% of companies 
we surveyed are actively 
investing in internal staff 
training programs

CONCLUSION: 

Staff empowerment  
is the best route  

to achieving your goals  
(and a few rewards along  

the way won’t hurt).



Such collaborations are prevalent throughout  
the market and are producing some great  
outcomes on the ground. Good strategic 
partnerships can be found across different  
industries and the best are leading innovation. 
There’s the global garment manufacturing company 
that has partnered with a thought leader in marine 
conservation to produce a range of footwear  
made from entirely reclaimed ocean waste.  
Or the partnership between an FMCG company 
that uses its three targeted social innovation  
funds to support on-the-ground initiatives  
in all its production areas, with projects ranging 
from sustainable milk production, to tackling 
malnourishment in children, to encouraging  

access to the labour market through professionalised 
recycling schemes. For many companies, considered 
partnerships with local, boots-on-the-ground 
organisations is both the most practical and  
efficient means to make an impact.

However, there is a definite overuse of the term 
‘partnership’ as a euphemism for funding, with 
some companies mistaking throwing money  
at the problem for addressing underlying issues. 
This approach was roundly rebuked by a leading 
NGO executive who argued that this is, at best,  
an inefficient use of valuable resources. At worst, 
it can lead to unscrupulous providers skimming 
money out of sustainability budgets to cushion  
their own bottom line.

On the face of it there doesn’t seem to be much 
difference between the different sectors, but  
it is worth noting that the figures can skewed 
by outlier companies. Commodity houses, for 
example, would average 18.5 average partnerships – 
or just over half the stated total – without just one 
market-leading business (which partners with 93 
external organisations).
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resource  
is not the same  
as expertise
That said, some on-the-ground projects require  
a degree of technical know-how that can’t realistically 
be maintained in-house. This makes things tricky if that 
expertise is vital to implementing or scaling your initiative.  
The logical solution to this is to cultivate partnerships  
with external organisations. 

 Commodity Houses
 Food Companies
 Beverage Companies
 Garment Manufacturers
 FMCG Companies

AVERAGE NUMBER  
OF PARTNERSHIPS

36%

59.3%

45%

39.5%

44.5%

CONCLUSION: 

You can’t buy sustainability.  
But there’s nothing  

wrong in getting some  
outside help.



get in on the   
   ground floor...

But a reactive approach risks sending out the  
wrong message: that sustainability is at best,  
a bolt-on to the business or, at worst, a kind  
of corporate laundry service for cleaning  
up your business’s mess.

So the smartest companies are now looking  
at sustainable design, working closely with  
R&D teams to tackle sustainability issues  
at the heart of the value chain. They are also  
building sustainability into growth areas, and 
challenging suppliers to create meaningful  
change in their own operations. A leading  
FMCG company, for example, is actively  
bringing sustainability and R&D together  
under the leadership of a VP for Innovation  
& Sustainability. 

Sustainability projects and initiatives, however well  
intended, are often after the event. This is to an extent 
natural – many sustainability teams were born out of risk 
mitigation initiatives or in response to a high-profile issue. 
Added to this, many teams still lack the resource to take  
a pre-emptive approach. 
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The aim is to embed sustainability in product 
development, and this approach is very much  
viewed as a motivator for growth and an opportunity 
to better meet the needs of consumers. Similarly, 
a well-known agribusiness has based its entire 
upstream growth strategy within a sustainability 
framework, and sources were keen to point out 
that this is not simply a feel-good gesture, but 
forms the very basis of the company’s commercial 
differentiation. Across the market, all the leading 
players are placing sustainability at the core of their 
growth plans, anticipating increasing demand from 
sustainability-savvy customers.

CONCLUSION: 

Staying ahead of the  
sustainability curve will  

prevent a costly clean-up 
operation later.



...but lead from    
      the top

A sustainability professional at a leading 
commodities company confided to us that 
her CEO’s public announcement of a key 
environmental goal was a “game-changer”. 
Suddenly, she told us, everyone in the company 
wanted to talk to her whereas before she had 
encountered widespread resistance.

Across the market, fully 75 percent of our 
respondents credited their successes in sustainability 
to a strong, charismatic leader at the highest level 
pushing the sustainability agenda. Of this,  
45 percent credited the CEO, 25 percent credited  
a CSO or equivalent head of sustainability,  
and five percent credited their company’s CFO.

There is also increasing demand for sustainability 
leaders to have a commercial background.  
As one trader-turned-sustainability lead said,  
“my background gives me credibility and shows  
I have a business head, that I’m not just some  
tree-hugging activist brought in from outside”. 

Buy-in at executive level is fundamental. Sustainability  
can mean tough calls about the bottom line – at least  
in the short term – and decisions need to be driven  
or fully supported by those at the top. The consequences  
of senior leaders getting on board can be transformative. 
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75% of respondents 
credited their company’s 
sustainability successes to 
strong C-Suite leadership

CONCLUSION: 

To borrow from Euripides,  
“ten soldiers wisely led  

will beat a hundred  
without a head”.



maximise  
your reach  
& impact
The best way to achieve real results is to focus on your  
key impact areas. What might be termed the scattergun 
approach to sustainability – alternatively known as the  
‘let’s make everything sustainable in all our operations  
by 2020’ method –  has led to overstretched teams at the 
same time as diluting impact on the ground. Whether your 
impact area is defined by commodity, geography, brand  
or issue, the best outcomes are achieved by targeting 
resources where they can make the most difference.
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This approach is not uncontroversial.  
At best, strategy is driven by robust research  
and a considered analysis of best outcomes.  
At worst, it’s driven by customer demands  
that distort impacts and divert resources from  
more pressing issues. Palm oil is the key culprit 
here. Absolutely everyone has a policy on palm  
oil these days, and while no one can disagree  
that the human and environmental issues 
surrounding palm oil production need to be 
urgently addressed, more than one respondent 
bemoaned the amount of resources being diverted 
into a tiny area of their operations, to the detriment 
of less high-profile initiatives. One leading FMCG 
company, for example, has palm oil as its key 
sustainability target despite consuming less than  
0.1 percent of worldwide production. 

The approach also demands a certain ruthless 
pragmatism that doesn’t always sit easily with 
what sustainability teams are trying to achieve. 
Nonetheless, the companies doing this best are  
not afraid to stick to their guns, and increasingly 
have the outcomes to prove it. One well-known 
global food and beverage company is focusing  
on just four key commodities (of which palm  
oil is not one), and is achieving real impact  
around the key issues of each.

CONCLUSION: 

Forget the old saying –  
this is one occasion when  

putting all your eggs in one  
basket might actually  

be a good thing.



Wilbury Stratton is the leading international executive intelligence firm. Over a third of the FTSE 
100 rely on the information we provide to make informed decisions on the strategic direction 
of their business. Whether understanding their competitive landscape and the talent that lies 
within, mitigating leadership risk or benchmarking their own people, we provide relevant and 
actionable information to organisations that transcends geographies, functions and industries.

For a confidential discussion about your requirement please call  
+44 (0) 203 727 3333 or visit www.wilburystratton.com
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so, where does      
all this leave us?

Are we all adrift, or, worse still, up the creek without  
a paddle? Well, we certainly don’t think so, although  
we can’t claim that it’s going to be plain sailing  
for sustainability. 

Our overall impression (just to exhaust the 
metaphor entirely) was of a flotilla of ships bobbing 
towards the horizon without a compass. Business 
leaders are saying the right things. Many are even 
talking about going “beyond sustainability”  
– that is, making sustainable business practice  
so fundamental that it no longer needs talking 
about, in the same way that no one needs telling  
a business should be making money. And that  
is obviously good news. But quite how we arrive  
at this brave new world seems open to question.  
We trust that our own findings might begin  
to point the way...
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