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THE CHIEF  SUSTAINABIL ITY
OFFICER WILL  BE  THE MOST
STRATEGIC ROLE OF THE
NEXT DECADE AND BEYOND.  

ARE YOU READY?

Over the last ten-plus years, technology has
merged with business in a way that internet
pioneer turned venture-legend Marc
Andreessen described as “software eating the
world.” But this digital transformation went far
beyond the spread of software, or even the
advanced hardware in data centers and
consumer devices that enabled that software
to deliver ever more value. 

Technology rewrote the rules of business
models so that companies could deliver
superior outcomes to consumers without
holding loads of physical stuff on their balance
sheets and warehouses. Netflix was able to
ditch DVDs for a limitless video catalog in the
sky. Uber and Lyft used the power of tech-
enabled platforms to dominate parts of the
transportation sector without owning vehicles
or directly employing drivers. Amazon is
standing astride massive swaths of the US and
global economies because of its relentless
focus on using data to improve the outcomes
it can deliver to customers.

Large companies sensed the threat and
invested massively in overhauling their
technological infrastructure and customer
experience to go toe-to-toe with what were
once called “digital native” start-ups and the
burgeoning tech titans.

They empowered their IT departments,
concentrating unprecedented authority in the
hands of chief information and technology
officers. Companies elevated those functions
from cost centers to revenue centers; from
order takers, to strategic partners.  

This was a matter of life and death for these
organizations. Many of those companies that
realized the gravity of their situation
transformed and survived. Those who waited
for others to act so that they could follow,
instead followed other defunct businesses
into the history books.



Moreover, the astounding progress many
CSOs have already made in a very short spell
can paint paths for others to follow. 

That’s why we gathered a tight knit group of
some of the most advanced and thoughtful
CSOs in the world in a Forbes Ignite
taskforce. Our mission was to articulate a
common strategy for sustainability leaders
based on these executives’ collective
experiences, and to think carefully about
what the future may hold for even those
companies that are far ahead.  

Now, sustainability is undergoing a similar
journey. And the stakes are even higher.

This new round of transformation must
enable us to do more, to grow more, with less
physical resources; to restore our natural
environment while providing a dignified and
prosperous existence to all. But luckily for
businesses and the world, this is not a
marathon we are starting from square one.
This is a relay race where digital business
transformation, and the progress it made, is
passing the baton to a new era: sustainable
business transformation.

Just as the CIO migrated from the server room
to the board room in years gone by, the Chief
Sustainability Officer (CSO) must take on the
mantle of leadership for this next phase in the
future of business. We’re witnessing the rise
of the CSO.

But the CSOs of today have a marked
advantage in their rise - the digital
transformation blueprint provides a rough
and ready map of the journey ahead, albeit
with a different destination in mind. 
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SUSTAINABLE BUSINESS
TRANSFORMATION: THE
SUCCESSOR TO DIGITAL
TRANSFORMATION

SO YOU’RE THE CSO. 
NOW WHAT?
Congratulations. You’re now in charge of
your company’s sustainability strategy.
What’s your next move?  

As we examined the stories of the CSOs in
our taskforce, a common pattern of action
emerged that we’re calling the sustainable
innovation flywheel:



Articulate a compelling vision
for a sustainable, profitable
future and demonstrate
success through action.

Real life is not as simple as a diagram of
course. Journeys may start with the
announcement of a target, or a push to
come into regulatory compliance, for
instance. Also, different aspects of the
business may be at different phases of this
cycle at different times. Yet, this flywheel can
serve as a handy compass for a strategic
CSO.

1) INSPIRE: ARTICULATE A
COMPELLING VISION FOR A
SUSTAINABLE, PROFITABLE FUTURE
AND DEMONSTRATE SUCCESS
THROUGH ACTION.
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Measure each business
unit and product's
contribution (negative
or positive) to growth
and social and
environmental impact.

Double down on
successful experiments
and communicate their
results to inspire further
action and alignment.

Set bold targets and
a long range plan to
meet them.

Operationalize
sustainability and
empower sustainability
champions in every part
of the enterprise.

Run multiple experiments
internally, with customers,
start-ups and others to
find innovative ways to
accelerate progress.

SCALE
INSPIRE

ASSESS

TARGET

Take immediate
actions to meet targets
and regulatory
requirements.

COMPLY

EMBED

INNOVATE

Without a clearly articulated vision and
definition of sustainability, not much will
happen.While definitions can differ from
company to company, that’s not necessarily
a bad thing. Each company has a unique
context in which they operate and varying
levers they can pull to create a positive
impact. 

“The Chief Sustainability Officer needs to be
seen as a visionary,” said Lucia Athens, the
Chief Sustainability Officer of the City of
Austin, Texas, “They should be that person
who's delivering something that we couldn't
have even imagined was possible.”
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One exceptional way to communicate a broad
vision is with rhetorical brevity and simplicity.
Adam Muellerweiss, Chief Sustainability
Officer of battery manufacturer Clarios, for
instance, has a punchy formula that he can
articulate perfectly at the drop of a hat: value,
operational excellence, lifecycle, transparency
and advocacy, or VOLTA. He says:

We created what we call our Clarios
Sustainability Blueprint. Because if you
look at everything from the standpoint of
the outside world’s demands, requirements
and standards, you'd have one perspective.
But we said we needed to declare a path
forward for ourselves. So it's based on
value, operational excellence, lifecycle (the
full lifecycle of products), transparency and
advocacy. It happens to spell Volta, which
was the inventor of the electrochemical
battery, but it's a declaration of who we
are, how we look at the world and how we
hope to generate returns and value for our
customers, shareholders and society.

Visions also need to be accompanied by
inducements. There is certainly the moral
imperative, but setting that aside, there are
also pretty significant carrots and sticks that a
CSO can wield. For instance, Mahindra’s Chief
Sustainability Officer, Anirban Ghosh, pointed
out the company’s commitment to carbon
neutrality means either the organization is
going to have to deliver, or face enormous
costs.

“The likelihood of needing to buy close to half
a billion dollars worth of credits to become
carbon neutral in 2040,” he said, “should
motivate a lot of people and trigger massive
action today.”

According to our taskforce members, you
must also quickly make allies and prove the
value of your work. Some CSOs are lucky
enough to report to their CEOs, but even they
have to forge key partnerships. 
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After all, you’re the new kid on the block and
there are many others with entrenched
interests that also have the CEO’s ear. It’s also
critical to have counterparts that are eager to
carry out this important work alongside you,
versus having a check-box mentality or
dragging their feet.

“I spend tons of my time with the business
presidents now,” Evan van Hook, the Chief
Sustainability Officer for the manufacturing
conglomerate Honeywell. “I’m meeting with
customers, going to Europe with our CFO to
meet with the banks. So it's very, very clear
the extent to which this has catalyzed
engagement across the company.”

This may sound like an awful lot of glad
handing, but that’s the job when you have to 



mobilize a massive number of people to act,
many of whom you have no direct authority
over. Or, as Lucia Athens put it best, “herding
other people’s cats.”

One of the best ways to forge lasting
partnerships, and inspire further action, is to
quickly deliver value for these stakeholders in
a way that meets their core priorities -- goals
that may be unrelated to sustainability.
Usually, cost reduction is the first and best
place to start. Even small changes in energy or
resource efficiency can add up to meaningful
savings that allow these other stakeholders to
shine, with your help.  

2) ASSESS: MEASURE EACH BUSINESS
UNIT AND PRODUCT'S CONTRIBUTION
(NEGATIVE OR POSITIVE) TO
CORPORATE GROWTH AND SOCIAL
AND ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT.

Here’s where things get complicated. As if they
weren’t already.

The sustainability and impact measurement
landscape is a maze of methodologies which
are all quite complicated, difficult to
communicate to lay people, and which make a
great deal of assumptions. Ghosh explains:

This is a question we've often asked about how to
quantify our impact. We haven't found a
methodology yet, nothing that we can believe in,
get a credible number and then drive that
number in the right direction. There is a phrase
we often use, that “nature does not send us an
invoice.” 

That being said, a less than perfect
measurement is better than no measurement
at all. As a strategic CSO, you’ll need to
measure the impact your company is having
on people and the environment through
whatever approach you deem best. But try to
keep the technical details to yourself and
surface only the CEO-ready headlines to the
rest of the organization.
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The assessment phase also has to look at the
broader business context outside of
sustainability. Certain business units deliver
more revenue or grow faster than others, and
that revenue is needed to fund sustainability
efforts. Some areas of the business will have a
greater negative impact than others. The
challenge is to continue running the core
business, innovate where possible, and bring
those innovations back to the core to
renovate it. In innovation and digital
transformation circles, this is called building
an ambidextrous organization.

One framework that emerged from the
discussion was the sustainable business
transformation matrix. It provides a simple
visual guide to manage a portfolio of
businesses and products in an ambidextrous
way. It also goes beyond the traditional
sustainability mindset of simply doing less
harm, to emphasizing the need for businesses
to actually make things better.



It also categorizes areas of opportunity on a
spectrum of creating entirely new
approaches and business models on one
end (innovate) and making meaningful
tweaks to areas that are already working
well or need to be changed more slowly due
to their importance to the business
(transform).

When looking for places to act immediately
on the matrix, Evan van Hook suggests
starting with the areas of the business that
are driving the most success for the
company.

You have to find those systems that are
currently successful because that's the common
language of the company. Then, to begin with,
just make sure that they incorporate the
sustainability considerations into their
planning process and tie it to the bigger vision.
I’m a big believer in the well known principle
that it’s easier to act yourself into a new way of
thinking than think yourself into a new way of
acting.

Eventually, a CSO who adds value in this way
will find themselves pulled into more and
more conversations across the organization.  

But the CSO’s plate is large enough as it is,
and rapidly expanding. It could be easy to
lose focus as you respond to the escalating
pull from different parts of the business.
CSOs are finding their remits to include
occupational health and safety, business
resilience, emergency preparedness and
response, ethics, compliance, and more. No
two CSO jobs are really the same.  
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3) TARGET: SET BOLD TARGETS AND 
A LONG RANGE PLAN TO MEET THEM.

Many organizations have set bold carbon
neutrality targets. Few understand the
enormity of the task to deliver on them. Often,
a sustainability function becomes empowered
simply because the target has been
articulated.  

But just as you can’t shut down the New York
City subway system for years to give it an
overhaul, the company has to continue
running its business, and hitting the target will
never be the only priority. That’s why
incorporating business and team level targets
into overall planning and performance review
processes, rather than making them distinct
things, is key.

4) COMPLY: TAKE IMMEDIATE ACTIONS 
TO MEET TARGETS AND REGULATORY
REQUIREMENTS

Generally speaking, near term compliance and
first steps towards delivering on targets can
be accomplished with good, old fashioned
belt-tightening. There are so many ways to cut
waste and save energy if we are motivated
enough to find them. You won’t need a
quantum computer or advanced artificial
intelligence to make this part work over the
short term.  

But in the long run, compliance is a moving
target. The bar is always being raised, and the
pressure always gets more intense.

5) EMBED: OPERATIONALIZE
SUSTAINABILITY AND EMPOWER
SUSTAINABILITY CHAMPIONS IN EVERY
PART OF THE ENTERPRISE.

As Florence Bulte, Chief Sustainability Officer
of middle-eastern luxury retailer and
distributor, Chalhoub Group, says, 

“Sustainability is everyone’s job, not just the
CSO. We want everyone involved in this
mission. And all of the brands that we
represent - and we represent a lot of brands -
we want them to have their own sustainability
strategy.”

Operationalizing sustainability goes beyond
deputizing employees and leaders in other
parts of the company who believe in your
mission. It also includes getting those other
business units to make their own
commitments on how they’ll deliver on the
corporate sustainability strategy and to
incentivize their teams - and suppliers -
accordingly. 

Some CSOs have gone so far as to develop a
matrixed reporting relationship with people in
other lines of business, where there is a
dedicated person in each group in charge of
team level progress that reports both into the
line of business leader and the CSO.
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“SUSTAINABILITY IS
EVERYONE’S JOB, NOT JUST

THE CSO. WE WANT
EVERYONE INVOLVED IN

THIS MISSION."
 

 - FLORENCE BULTE, CSO OF 
CHALHOUB GROUP



Another key element of operationalizing
sustainability is diffusing new ways of thinking
through all ranks of the organization. Just
shifting the everyday behavior of employees
to make more responsible decisions, or to
bring sustainability into a decision making
process, can accomplish a great deal.

6) INNOVATE: RUN MULTIPLE
EXPERIMENTS INTERNALLY, WITH
CUSTOMERS, START-UPS AND OTHER
STAKEHOLDERS TO FIND INNOVATIVE
WAYS TO ACCELERATE PROGRESS
TOWARDS SUSTAINABILITY GOALS.

This is what’s next in sustainability, and for
chief sustainability officers. While many
companies have certainly innovated some
aspects of their product or process to address
ESG concerns, very few have made so much
progress in operationalizing sustainability that
they can then shift their focus entirely to more
game changing initiatives.

Even though we believe the future of the
sustainability function is fundamentally one of
driving disruptive innovation at scale, that’s
certainly not where you’ll start. But one small
innovation in one area builds buy-in for other,
larger ones. And the snowball rolls down the
hill from there.

One of the best places to look for new ideas is
employees. Get to know them. Ask their
thoughts. Challenge them to come up with
ideas, no matter how big or small, to improve
sustainability in the areas they work every day.

In the same way that the CIOs of the world
partner with start-ups to achieve innovative
outcomes, the CSO can as well. There’s a
healthy ecosystem of purpose-driven
companies that would be more than happy to
collaborate. 

Some companies, like Honeywell, are lucky
enough to be able to dedicate 50% of their
R&D budget to sustainable innovation, 

according to Evan van Hook, because their
suite of products aligns so perfectly with the
mission of the green economy. 

7) SCALE: DOUBLE DOWN ON
SUCCESSFUL EXPERIMENTS AND
COMMUNICATE THEIR RESULTS TO
INSPIRE FURTHER ACTION AND
ALIGNMENT.

This is the hardest part, the end of one
flywheel cycle, and the beginning of another.

Scaling the impact of particular innovations
is not just essential for the growth and
success of the sustainability function, but
also for the survival of the organization. But
CSOs today face a challenge in unlocking
funding that their CIO peers do not. 

“What the CIOs of the past were able to do,”
Clarios’ Muellerweiss said, “is to say to the
CEO ‘I can save you or make you $250
million.’ And we can do that, too. But
because nature isn’t sending us that invoice
today, it’s much harder to make the case.”
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Business cases can be made for this kind of
investment. There are ample examples of
companies that have drastically changed
course for the sake of sustainability and
achieved significant cost savings and
revenue increases. Case studies like those of
Signify (formerly Philips Lighting), Schneider
Electric, Orsted and others are proof.

There are a few ways to scale up that are a
bit easier to pull off than asking for a giant
tranche of up-front funding. One is to make
tools so good, you can sell them. That’s
exactly what Honeywell does. So nearly any
opportunity to improve their own
sustainability becomes an opportunity to
increase revenue and help other companies
make the journey, too.

Another approach is to partner with others
in your industry, or across industries, in
areas of supply chain or impact where there
is less anxiety about competitive threats.
Start-up partnerships can also be an
attractive solution.

Whatever the route to scale, it is
essential to creating the kind of
inspiration and shifting of
attitudes that’s necessary to
make even further progress, and
bring our cycle back around to
the beginning. Nothing fuels
success like success.
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The rise of the CSO, as we articulate it here,
won’t happen naturally. It has to be a vision
that we make a reality. One tangible step to
bring it to life was recommended by our
participants in the form of the solution they
conceptualized during our working session.  

Because getting C-suites and senior leaders
aligned around this vision is essential, they
suggested that a new type of training
program be created for people who, by
definition, believe they need no training. In
this approach, rather than beat executives
over the head with powerpoint
presentations, we proposed to have them
engage in a series of hands-on working
sessions focused on addressing one
particular challenge, or the sustainable
business transformation road map more
broadly.  

In the process of engaging with the
challenge, and because of cleverly
embedding non-obvious lessons into the
methodology, they will discover for
themselves the new types of thinking
needed for sustainable business
transformation.

A SELF-FULFILLING
PROPHECY



They’ll also be more bought into the resulting
outcomes and feel a sense of ownership. The
call to convene them will have to be
convincing, and it should probably be
positioned as giving the C-Suite a chance to
calibrate this process before it’s rolled out to
other employees in the organization.  

Solving this challenge with rotational
leadership programs, or simply straight
forward silo-busting, is critical. After all, the
work of a CSO is a generational task that no
one leader will ever be able to complete on
their own, during their own tenure. The final
stage of the sustainable innovation flywheel
for every CSO will be passing the torch to the
next marathon runner.

But because of the unique and strategic
position CSOs are in, their next turn of the
wheel may be from a very different perch - the
CEO’s chair.  
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WHAT’S NEXT
As a confluence of outside stakeholders and
internal pressures force chief sustainability
officers to the center of the enterprise, their
roles - and the expertise needed to fulfill them
- are expanding. This is a particular challenge
to both the CSOs of today, and those rising
through the ranks on their teams. 

It’s no longer enough for a CSO to be an
inspirational leader who can rally the troops
around the moral mission of sustainability.
Being an expert in a particular field of
sustainability and excelling in the details of
operations and supply chains also doesn’t cut
it. Now, CSOs must hone their legal, financial,
and technical skills for a role that promises to
be more all encompassing and touch more
parts of the organization than perhaps any
that has come before.

For sustainability leaders who already carry
the world on their shoulders, that means
adding to the weight they bear by upskilling
themselves in these new disciplines. For their
teams, the obstacles are a bit more daunting.
Our task force members pointed out how
difficult organizational silos make it for team
members to get the comprehensive, cross-
functional experience they’ll need to become
the CSOs of the future. 
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