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Sustaining 
leadership

In this edition of Glance Catherine Shovlin 
looks at sustainability and its role in the 
business world. In conversation with Mark 
Wade she identifies six pitfalls to avoid and 
asks whether businesses have the leadership 
qualities to step up to sustainability. 



Mark Wade, a ground breaking 
expert in sustainability, notes 
how attitudes to sustainability 
have changed since his first 
involvement with the concept at 
Shell International in the 1990s.

Three strong reasons to care
“Compared to then, many 
business leaders today are 
much more open to a 
conversation about 
understanding the relevance 
of sustainability to their 
business - to their strategy, 
operation, markets and 
leadership” The three main 
drivers of this are:

• Limited Resources: More and 
more decision makers are 
recognising that as key 
materials are becoming 
scarce and the cost of  
energy and waste disposal is 
rising,  resource management 
is not just good for the 
environment, it is critical to 
the long term viability of 
their business.

• Nowhere to hide: The internet 
and social media has led to a 
vast increase in transparency 
and information exchange. 
Data can be gathered and 
presented faster and wider 
than ever before. 
Unacceptable behaviour, 
even in the distant reaches 
of a supply chain, can lead 
to reputational disasters. On 
the other hand though, the 
opportunities for promoting 
authentic brand credentials 
that meet society’s 
expectations for responsible 
behaviour have never been 
better.

• Market realities: The 
context in which business is 
conducted is increasingly 
affected by sustainability 
considerations. There are 
ever stricter environmental, 
product stewardship and 
human rights regulations 
being set by government. 
As consumer expectations for 
cleaner, safer more ethically 
produced goods and services 
keeps rising, procurement 
managers demand more 
sustainability from their 
suppliers. Those companies 
that fail to recognise these 
realities will struggle while 
those that adopt sustainability 
in a meaningful way will 
create a long-lasting 
reputation platform for their 
brands making them first 
choice for customers, 
employees, partners 
and shareholders.

The case for change
“There is an economic 
imperative to get this right,” 
Mark explains. “Understanding 
your business through and 
through in order to improve 
your sustainability will also 
increase operational efficiency, 
reduce costs and deepen 
your understanding of your 
customers. You may need to 
make some uncomfortable 
portfolio and supply chain 
choices to evolve to a more 
sustainable state – but you will 
have done your research and 
know why this is the best way 
for your business and the world 
at large.”

More than skin deep?
One common approach to this 
challenge has been to set up a 

Corporate Social Responsibility 
unit to take care of these issues. 
However like Diversity units 
and Health and Safety 
departments, although these 
teams can certainly help draw 
attention to attitudes and 
behaviours that need to adapt, 
real change only happens when 
it is embedded in the business 
as a whole. If you have a CSR 
department, you need to be 
confident this is not just a 
cosmetic approach - lipstick on 
a gorilla – that allows “business 
as usual” to continue in the rest 
of the organisation. After all, if 
your social responsibility is just 
in one department what does 
that make the rest of the 
organisation?

Another thing to watch out for 
is “giving back” – an oft used 
expression in corporate 
literature. Jan Levy of 3 Hands, 
a UK based firm specialising in 
sustainability and its link to 
communities and business, 
explains that “If your employee 
volunteering program is just 
about giving back, then you are 
missing an opportunity. Any 
business exists in partnership 
with its customers, employees 
and society at large.” A 
volunteering opportunity is just 
that – a chance for your people 
to develop new skills, especially 
leadership, to broaden their 
view of the world and to benefit 
from understanding the 
interdependences between all 
the involved parties from a 
different viewpoint. Devise your 
community engagement so that 
it brings value to all concerned 
and it is likely to be a more 
humane, more dignified and 
more fruitful relationship.

Back to the future
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Stage of 
evolution

Denying Complying Adopting Innovating Leading

Attitude “What’s it got to 
do with us? It’s 
not our fault!”

“We’ll only do 
what we have 
to do!”

“We can 
leverage this to 
reduce risk and 
improve 
operational 
efficiency, and 
gain some PR 
and staff 
goodwill.”

“This stuff 
gives us real 
competitive 
advantage right 
now and is key to 
our strategy and 
long term 
success.”

“We must 
show the way 
and encourage 
others to join us/
follow us.”

Relationships Contractual Traditional - 
shareholders and 
‘those with whom 
we do business’, 
some 
stakeholder 
management

Stakeholder 
engagement

Strategic 
partnerships

Actively seeking 
new forms of 
collaboration and 
networks across 
global commons

Players Legal 
Department

Legal, 
Government 
relations, PR 
departments

Sustainability 
experts and 
senior leadership 
encourage 
adoption where 
there is a clear 
rapid payback

Senior leadership 
supported by 
Sustainability 
champions and 
HR drive the 
embedding of 
sustainability into 
all functions and 
throughout 
supply chain

Whole Company, 
inspired and 
empowered by 
senior leadership

Culture Act tough Minimum 
standards

New ways of 
working

Innovation, 
empowering and 
inspiring, ‘hearts 
and minds’

Core purpose – 
it’s the how, what 
and why of all 
we do



Are you leader enough for 
sustainability?

Leaders who are successful 
at sustainability
The characteristics of 
sustainable leaders are more 
exciting than you might expect. 
To take this path requires 
courage and vision as well as 
a strong streak of innovation. 
Open-mindedness is also key 
as a much wider range of 
viewpoints will need to be 
reconciled. You need to be 
ready for the higher profile that 
comes with being a thought 
leader in your sector inspiring 
others to take action and 
changing the way business is 
done. It’s definitely not a soft 
option. But for the pathfinders 
who have the determination and 

resilience to not only start the 
process but see it through, the 
rewards are significant.

Mark is adamant about what 
it takes “This is an option for 
unusual people, those who go 
beyond the norm. Ambitious in 
their thinking, proactive and 
curious about the world. They 
intuitively look outside to 
understand the trends, 
influences and relationships of 
strategic importance to their 
business. They have the 
emotional intelligence to engage 
constructively with a wide range 
of opinions and backgrounds. 
They have the skill to internalise 
the insights gained to improve 
the quality of their decisions 
and build a business that is 
future-proofed. ”

Making it happen
The journey to sustainability 
is not for the fainthearted. 
Sustainable leaders are 
prepared to face complexity, 
to step up in front of colleagues 
and employees, to stand for 
something and dare to 
challenge or reconsider existing 
habits. As Charles Duhigg 
explains in his book “The 
Power of Habit”, identifying and 
working on a cornerstone habit, 
as Paul O’Neill did with safety at 
Alcoa, has many consequences 
in business improvement. 

For change to take place 
the message needs to be 
clear, simple, compelling and 
actionable. All too often this is 
not the case with a complex 
issue like sustainability. 
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Mark Wade’s Six Top Tips for avoiding 
sustainable pitfalls

1. Being right is not enough. The zeal of the 
change maker can outstrip organisational 
tolerance for change so you need to bring the 
organisation with you. Use your emotional 
intelligence to deliver the right message – and 
trigger the right conversation – in the right way at 
the right pace. Always look through the eyes of 
those before you – ask what are their priorities and 
needs and show how sustainability can help 
address them.

2. Not doing anything is a decision too.  It may 
seem like a way to avoid trouble but choosing not 
to address sustainability in your organisation is the 
equivalent of moving backwards while others may 
be advancing. Ignoring this direction of travel is 
ignoring market realities. Now is the time to wise 
up or lose out.

3. Build for then not now. A look back at history 
highlights the importance of visions that get 
implemented. Base your decisions on what will be 
needed in future rather than on historic needs.

4. Your waste product could be someone else’s 
vital ingredient. For example bile duct by-product 
from meat processing used to be waste. Now it is 
used as a necessary food supplement in 
Indonesian shrimp farms. Sugar cane waste is 
turned into knitting yarn. Sometimes all it takes is 
some creative, cross-industry thinking and 
innovation to discover the win-win opportunities. 
The fancy name for this is industrial ecology and it 
is taking off!

5. Get on top of the supply chain. Some 
companies are making this a core aspect of their 
business. New Zealand wool clothing company 
Icebreaker have introduced the cutely named baa 
code which allows wearers of their clothing to find 
out which farm the wool came from and the 
environmental, animal welfare and social 
standards of its production.

6. Keep your head up. A lot of what needs to be 
done is inside your organisation. But not all. 
Understanding the dynamics of your interaction 
with the outside world and trends is also critical 
and provides valuable opportunities for being a 
leader by inspiring suppliers, distributors and 
partners to also improve their sustainability.



Consumer research carried 
out to develop a consumer 
mark standing for sustainability, 
triggered observations like 
this one:

“I don’t get up in the morning 
planning to destroy the planet. 
But it’s all so confusing – I’m 
just not clever enough to 
understand it. I mean I thought 
recycled paper was good but 
then I read it’s worse than new 
paper. What are we supposed 
to do?”

Fortunately it is a bit easier 
to manage the message inside 
an organisation than in the 
world at large. It starts with 
acknowledging the truth about 
the current situation and 
opening the door to change. 
For example, a sustainable 
leader might explain to their 
company: “Even though we 
have not always taken all these 
factors into account in our 
procurement strategy in the 
past, we are now keen to open 
up our thinking to include social 
and environmental impact along 
with our traditional measures 
like cost and quality into our 
evaluation.” And there are 
motivational benefits to be had 
in this approach too, despite the 
short term pain of change. 
Future-proofing the organisation 
is in everybody’s interests and 
building a positive reputation, 
based on tangible actions that 

feels good for everyone in 
the company. Mark sums it up 
simply as “sustainability is the 
right and the best way of doing 
business.”

The Thinking Tank view on 
sustainability 

Our LikeMind™ tool has 
been used in four Thinking Tank 
discussions around the theme 
of sustainability. Perhaps it is 
no surprise that Thinking Tank 
participants see people as 
both a top problem and a top 
solution. The need to do things 
in a different way is also part of 
both problem and solution. 

There are also some differences 
though; problems include 
frequent mention of difficult, 
system and communication 
challenges like boring and 
confusing. When participants 
talk about ideas on the other 
hand they use the word 
sustainable more often along 
with words like feel, good, make 
and need. 

The motivational language 
around improving sustainability 
tends to be more emotive and 
human rather than the problems 
which are systemic and 
complex. As one participant 
observed, behaving 
unsustainably is "free at the 
point of purchase" – changing 
that dynamic will trigger 

behaviour shifts as extrinsic 
economic factors become 
embedded in the financial 
choices we make both as 
individuals and businesses.

Conclusion
There is probably still some 
scope to keep your head in 
the sand and carry on with 
business as usual for a little 
while longer. But leaders who 
look to strengthen their position 
in their sector are turning the 
sustainability spotlight on to the 
way they do business. More 
efficiently, more satisfyingly and 
with a more sustainable 
competitive position and long 
term profitability. A business that 
has taken the time to work out 
its purpose, and then stays true 
to that is likely to attract and 
retain top talent, have the pick 
of distributors, suppliers and 
partners and enjoy a better 
reputation with current and 
potential customers. As Mark 
Wade says, “That calls for 
leadership beyond the norm”. 

Catherine Shovlin is the 
Founder of The Thinking Tank 
and a Neil Gaught Associate.  
Mark Wade is Neil Gaught & 
Associates’ Special Advisor.
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Neil Gaught & Associates is a brand reputation management consultancy advising 
organisations on positioning, identity and staff engagement.

Our aim is to create strategies that generate growth and build social capital 
simultaneously.
 
We believe that by asking the right people the right questions, we give clients the strategic insights, 
creative ideas and practical plans needed to help them succeed.

To read past Glance publications go to: 
neilgaught.com/glance/

The Thinking Tank is sponsored by Neil Gaught & Associates 
neilgaught.com/thinking-tank
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