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As the IPCC’s latest report on climate change 
made all too clear, there remains a significant 
gap between the progress made so far on 
mitigating global warming and what remains 
to be done, underlining the importance of 
taking more action, faster – everywhere, with 
everyone. While business plays a leading 
role in this transition, according to the World 
Economic Forum, just 0.2% of companies 
in the world have strongly aligned their 
environmental, social and governance (ESG) 
plans with the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals (U.N. SDGs).1 

introduction

We talked to leading business thinkers in the 
private and academic sectors to understand 
what sets them apart as sustainability 
advocates and innovators, and how 
companies can place sustainability at the 
heart of organizational transformation and 
use ESG as an engine of change.

These “impact companies” overcome 
challenges by rethinking and reimagining 
long-established business models, corporate 
culture and structure as well as the role 
companies play in their extended ecosystem 
to be fit for the future.

Long-term ambition is underscored by short-
term progress. Leadership from the very 
top is essential. At the same time, employee 
expectations must be met. And they are 
bound to increasingly collaborate with 
stakeholders upstream and downstream, as 
well as on the policy side to accelerate their 
own progress and maximize impacts across 
the full value chains of their business.



It’s no longer a choice between sustainability 
and growth — the two go hand in hand. 
Investors expect more than a sustainability 
vision, they want to see clear actions and 
results on all ESG fronts to justify future 
funding and risk mitigation.

By adopting the strategies outlined in this 
report, companies can position themselves 
to contribute to and benefit fully from what 
an impactful, sustainable and successful 
future can bring.

“I do think climate is incredibly important, but 
inequality, social polarization I might argue 
are more important in the short term, and 
equally important in the long term.”

Professor Witold Henisz, ESG Initiative, 
Wharton Business School



Key Takeaways

Sustainability, a business           
strategy that creates advantage

The sustainability agenda is never far away 
from the boardroom conversations of most 
leading companies in today’s business world. 
For those who have embraced environmental, 
social and governance issues, the concept of 
sustainability has moved beyond compliance 
and the cost of doing business to become 
an engine of purpose and growth, which 
can galvanize employees and forge new 
opportunities in equal measure. 

Impact companies recognize that 
sustainability is no longer an option, but an 
imperative, and for some the journey started 
early. Sustainability at Unilever goes back to 
the philosophy behind the company’s origins 
over a century ago to make “sustainable 
living commonplace” through social reform. 
More recently established companies are no 
less passionate in their commitment. Vestas, 
the world’s largest wind turbine company, 
regards sustainability as inextricably linked 
to its business culture, touching on every 
aspect of the organization.

Sustainability stimulates growth and 
purpose in equal measure

Impact companies gain advantage by linking 
sustainability to all aspects of their 
organizations

“Companies with a strong commitment to 
improving sustainability performance are 
better prepared to withstand systemic climate, 
socio-economic stresses and volatility. 
Sustainability actually brings benefits to the 
company's competitive advantage.” 

Patrick Ho, Deputy Head, Sustainable Development, 
Swire Properties



True Commitment to 
Sustainability

But when it comes to creating impact, simply 
having a purpose is not enough — tangible 
ownership and concrete actions must 
demonstrate this vision, driven from the very 
top of organization.

Many companies highlight stakeholder 
expectations to address sustainability, not 
just within their own businesses, but in 
terms of ESG issues within the overall value 
chain. According to EY, 72% of investors are 
now conducting structured reviews of ESG 
performance when assessing companies, 

2.https://www.ey.com/en_uk/assurance/why-esg-performance-is-growing-in-
importance-for-investors
3.https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/sustainability/our-insights/the-esg-
premium-new-perspectives-on-value-and-performance

compared with just 32% in 2018.2  Data 
from McKinsey reveals a similar trend, with 
83% of C-suite executives and investment 
professionals saying that ESG programs will 
generate more shareholder value in five years’ 
time than today.3  Overall, customers expect 
more, investors demand performance-
related evidence and employees both current 
and future want to work for companies that 
show world-class sustainability credentials.

In this context, the commitment to 
sustainability is a “marathon without a finish 
line,” according to Schneider Electric, which 
has become a leading digital sustainability 
enabler and practitioner in less than 20 years. 
This commitment is necessarily an ongoing 
and ever-evolving integral part of the 
business value proposition to demonstrate 
growth, reduce costs, build trust and mitigate 
operational risks.

“A commitment to sustainability is a long-term 
transformation with a lot of innovation behind 
it. we always need to reinvent, to invest a lot in 
our products, design and collaboration.” 

Gwenaelle Avice-Huet, Chief Strategy & Sustainability 
Officer, Schneider Electric 

 “We firmly believe that being a sustainable 
business drives growth and value for all our 
stakeholders. Without a healthy planet, we 
cannot have a healthy business. And we believe 
this approach helps us attract the best young 
talent in the industry, too, as more and more 
young people are concerned about the climate 
crisis.” 

Rebecca Marmot, chief sustainability officer, Unilever



Despite the well-intentioned ambitions of 
many companies, recent research reveals a 
clear disparity between pledges and action.

In this context, impact on sustainability 
becomes apparent only when tangible 
outcomes are delivered in a much shorter 
time frame. Professor Witold Henisz of 
Wharton Business School underscores that 
companies need to address the milestones 
leading to their future sustainability goals 
by identifying what is cost-effective, putting 
dollar figures on actions and impacts, and 
reporting annually on progress.

Vestas is demonstrating its credentials as 
an impact company by going further along 
this route. The company establishes yearly 
targets for specific areas of sustainability 
within its business. For example, when 
Vestas set a goal to electrify its entire 
transport infrastructure, it broke down this 
ambition into specific parts. The initial focus 
was on the corporate vehicle fleet, where 
rapid progress on a visible, science-based 
target could be shown. Integrating short-
term, tangible and achievable sustainability 
targets across different business units has 
helped Vestas demonstrate clear momentum 
toward its ultimate long-term goals.

deeds not words

“We have to go beyond the CEO’s commitment 
at Davos: how do we get there, how do we 
convince shareholders, employees, everyone? 
Putting numbers to the interim targets is a key 
challenge in the short term-And also providing 
incentives to get there. We need to have interim 
deliverables and interim targets, and that's 
what companies should be incentivized on.” 

Professor Witold Henisz, ESG Initiative, 
Wharton Business School

Tangible outcomes demonstrate greater 
impact than ambition alone

Strong accountability systems keep the 
focus on sustainability

Quarterly disclosures support continued 
mobilization

Key Takeaways
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Over 8,000 
organizations have 
made long-term net- 
zero commitments 
as part of the United 
Nations’ ‘Race to 
Zero’ campaign,4

yet just a handful 
have targets aligned 
with the Science Based 
Targets initiative.5

in 2021, just 8% 
of Fortune 500 companies were 
delivering on their sustainability 
commitments.6 



"There are no shortcuts. It is by your actions 
that you prove yourself. Not only have we 
broken down our carbon reduction into 
yearly targets, we have also broken it down 
within the organization, so that the factories 
know what they need to do on a yearly basis 
and so on.” 

Lisa Ekstrand, VP Sustainability, Vestas

For a company to genuinely demonstrate 
impact, tangible effects need to extend 
beyond projects to people. At Swire 
Properties, key performance indicators for 
sustainability are embedded in workplace 
goals across different levels and regions. 
Employees are held to account within their 
annual performance reviews to show how 
their work has contributed to the company’s 
sustainability goals.

In addition, Schneider Electric has a strong 
accountability system in place, in which a 
significant percentage of both short-term 
and long-term incentive programs is directly 
linked to achieving sustainability goals. The 
leader in energy management and industrial 
automation discloses its ESG results on a 
quarterly basis, combined with its financial 
releases, to ensure progress through short-
term monitoring and continued mobilization.

If companies are going to make a 
meaningful difference, achieving real 
impact in sustainability needs to be secured 
through development and execution within 
a framework of action and accountability.

“We link progress on sustainability to our 
rewards mechanism. We started doing this 
15 years ago, and today a high proportion 
of employee bonuses are linked to how 
we make progress year-on-year. By doing 
this you connect the behaviour and the 
results with the rewards.” 

Charise Le, Chief Human Resources Officer, Schneider 
Electric



Key Takeaways
Strong ESG performance is tied to 
financial strength

Efficiency gains mean sustainability 
contributes to the bottom line

A focus on sustainability attracts 
workforce talent

  7.https://www.accenture.com/gb-en/insights/strategy/delivering-promise-sustainability

Creating a 
Sustainability Dividend

Actions on sustainability can have an impact 
on the full range of a business’s functions. 
These, in turn, can be leveraged to highlight a 
sustainability dividend that satisfies or even 
exceeds stakeholder expectations.

Research from Accenture in 2021 showed 
that companies with high ESG performance 
outperformed their peers, delivering 3.7 times 
higher operating margins and generating 2.6 
times higher shareholder returns.7 

Tangible actions support the strong link 
between sustainability and financial 
performance. Efficiency gains demonstrate 
the contribution of sustainability to the 
bottom line. For example, Unilever has 
reduced operational emissions by 64% since 
2015, with 86% of its worldwide electricity 
consumption powered by renewable 
sources. Swire Properties has achieved more 
than 100 million kilowatt hours of energy 
savings across its property portfolio since 
2020 against baseline, attributed to its 
comprehensive energy saving strategies. 

“Sustainability is not a separate business 
strategy; it is at the heart of our business 
model. Our multi-stakeholder model allows us 
to create value for all our stakeholders, and 
our Unilever Compass strategy sets out our 
vision to be the global leader in sustainable 
business.” 

Rebecca Marmot, Chief Sustainability Officer, Unilever 



Sustainability can also generate opportunities 
for business growth. Vestas has taken 
advantage of its sustainability credentials to 
access new markets, and Schneider Electric 
has boosted its sustainability consulting 
services business and activities in new 
energy offerings like energy as a service or 
microgrid solutions.

By clearly linking their employee value 
proposition to sustainability, impact 
companies can to position themselves as top 
choices for workforce talent. This is important 
not just in attracting high-potential younger 
candidates, but also in motivating existing 
employees. According to Professor Henisz, 

8 https://www.deloitte.com/global/en/issues/work/genzmillennialsurvey.html

many studies reveal a desire among the 
younger generation to work at companies 
that address sustainability through a deeper 
purpose. Deloitte’s 2022 Global Gen Z and 
Millennial Survey shows that nearly half of 
respondents are putting pressure on their 
employers to take action on climate change.8   

By positioning themselves as engines of 
sustainability, impact companies become 
more attractive to new talent, which in turn 
makes the recruitment and selection process 
more efficient.

Tangible impact can also create a solid 
communications platform for sustainability 
without overextending company rhetoric 
into greenwashing. Vestas turned a major 
sustainability initiative into a transparent 
communications platform when it 
inaugurated Denmark’s largest electric 
vehicle battery-charging station. Not only did 
this demonstrate the company’s commitment 
to an important aspect of sustainability, it 
also created a community benefit, as local 
drivers were able to use the charging station. 

“You need to make sure that when you 
communicate, it is in essence something 
concrete. It’s a way not only to be 
transparent on what we do and use that as a 
motivator for all our stakeholders.” 

Lisa Ekstrand, vice president, sustainability, Vestas



Key Takeaways
Collaboration with all stakeholders is 
essential to drive change across the full 
value chain

Creating impact within a business ecosystem 
creates unexpected benefits

Finding common ground helps entire 
categories to benefit from innovation and 
creative thinking

Driving Systemic Change

By clearly linking their employee value 
proposition to sustainability, impact 
companies can to position themselves as top 
choices for workforce talent. This is important 
not just in attracting high-potential younger 
candidates, but also in motivating existing 
employees. According to Professor Henisz, 
many studies reveal a desire among the 
younger generation to work at companies 
that address sustainability through a deeper 
purpose. Deloitte’s 2022 Global Gen Z and 
Millennial Survey shows that nearly half of 
respondents are putting pressure on their 
employers to take action on climate change.   
By positioning themselves as engines of 
sustainability, impact companies become 
more attractive to new talent, which in turn 
makes the recruitment and selection process 
more efficient.

Tangible impact can also create a solid 
communications platform for sustainability 
without overextending company rhetoric 
into greenwashing. Vestas turned a major 
sustainability initiative into a transparent 
communications platform when it 
inaugurated Denmark’s largest electric 
vehicle battery-charging station. Not only did 
this demonstrate the company’s commitment 
to an important aspect of sustainability, it 
also created a community benefit, as local 
drivers were able to use the charging station. 



“We have been working closely with Chinese 
customers to co-innovate the application 
of different technology. Those companies 
represent the most advanced technology in the 
world, and they of course have huge pressure 
on this sustainable journey because they are 
part of the sustainable impact on downstream 
manufacturing. So, you see much higher 
willingness to work with us, innovate with us 
and with a huge scalability.” 

Yin Zheng, executive vice president, China and East Asia, 
Schneider Electric

“You have to think about your suppliers and your 
customers, and you have to bring them along 
with you. That doesn't mean you solve all of their 
problems, but instead you should try to create 
a system of learning: could the systems you've 
developed be adopted by your suppliers? How 
could your customers be part of the solution? 
What about full lifecycle recycling and other 
prospects? We need to work more cooperatively 
across the value chain.” 

Professor Witold Henisz, ESG Initiative, 
Wharton Business School

Yin Zheng, excecutive vice president for China 
and East Asia at Schneider Electric, says 
innovation and collaboration are essential 
to drive change within the value chain. The 
company has been working closely with its 
customer base in China to co-introduce the 
application of different technologies. By 
testing these new approaches in a market with 
a strong desire to be early adopters, Schneider 
Electric plans to achieve breakthroughs that 
can be applied at scale across the full
value chain. 

Creating impact within a business ecosystem 
can produce unexpected benefits, as Vestas 
has found. The drive to use renewable wind 
power across the entire energy system creates 
a virtuous circle for the business, as suppliers 
become customers seeking to use green 
energy to produce sustainable components 
for Vestas. 

Unilever’s goal of a deforestation-free 
supply chain by the end of 2023 has moved 
the company to spearhead an industrywide 
transformation that places smallholder 
farmers front and center in systemic change. 
By working with these communities to embed 
the company’s Regenerative Agriculture 
Principles, Unilever has partnered with 
smallholders on sustainable farming practices 

like good soil management and water 
conservation. These can yield both greater 
profitability and sustainability impacts in 
major crops such as palm oil, soy and cocoa.

Such symbiotic relationships are also 
developing in other sectors, like the supply 
chains of major pharmaceutical companies 
and the built environment. By finding 
common ground to share knowledge across 
competitors, researchers and academics, 
impact companies are acting as touchstones 
for transformation, leading whole categories 
to benefit from cutting-edge thinking to 
address Scope 3 emissions in an inclusive and 
collaborative way.



Key Takeaways
Business leaders say companies need both 
sustainability and growth 
to flourish

Linking geopolitical, societal and economic 
issues with sustainable solutions helps 
mitigate risk

The value of sustainability needs to be 
demonstrated continuously to make 
progress on ESG goals

The business goals of sustainability and growth 
are now entwined. Research from CNBC shows 
that 85% of business decision-makers agree 
that companies must have both to flourish in 
the future.9  Investors are equally clear: PwC 
reports that 79% regard the management of 
ESG risks and opportunities as an important 
factor in investment decision-making, and 
nearly half are willing to divest from companies 
that do not take sufficient action on ESG 
issues.10

In this environment, the most successful 
companies of the future will be those that 
transform, operate and continue to evolve 
their business models and cultures with 
sustainability fully embedded into strategy. 

Unlike other companies, those at the forefront 
of sustainability draw a clear link between 
current geopolitical, societal and economic 
risks and the path toward sustainability. Many 
recognize that the addressing the challenges 
of sustainability does not occur in isolation, 
but can be seen as providing solutions in 
mitigating the major risks faced by the world. 
This, in turn, keeps companies focused on the 
longer-term goals of net-zero targets and  full-
scale decarbonization. 

The future of business

“Our number one priority is to reach our goal 
of having a deforestation-free supply chain 
by the end of 2023, focusing on palm oil, paper 
and board, tea, soy and cocoa. But we can’t do it 
alone – we need to get everyone else on board 
to have an industry-wide transformation.”

Rebecca Marmot, 
Chief Sustainability Officer, Unilever 

9. NBCUniversal B2B Sustainability Research – Q3 2022 
10. https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/services/audit-assurance/corporate-reporting/2021-esg-investor-survey.html 



Although the focal points of companies’ 
sustainability agendas may differ, they share a 
common vision of applying their expertise to 
addressing current crises in the world. For Swire 
Properties, the future of the built environment 
will be shaped by the application of digital 
solutions to achieve net-zero emissions, 
increase resource efficiency and improve 
occupants’ well-being. Unilever’s future focus 
is on mitigating deforestation and enhancing 
biodiversity, and Vestas offers a solution to 
the energy security challenge through scalable 
wind power. 

When sustainability is so embedded in 
a company’s vision, values and business 
model, long-term business success hinges on 
creating and driving solutions to the world’s 
toughest issues. For Annette Clayton, CEO 
of Schneider Electric North America, digital 
and electrification are fundamental building 
blocks in ensuring a sustainable future. This 
goes beyond Schneider Electric’s business 
model and encompasses core aspects of social 
inequality, such as the basic human right to 
energy. For Unilever, human rights within its 
supply chains continues to be an area that 
can be addressed only through collaboration 
and dialogue with suppliers, partners and civil 
society as a whole.

“The next ten years will be the decade 
of sustainability; it's digital and its 
electrification. And when you're doing 
those two things, you're driving a more 
sustainable, more future-proofed 
business.”  

Annette Clayton, CEO Schneider Electric North America 

The opportunities to drive future impact 
are boundless, but this brighter future will 
not be realized without continued business 
performance dividends and the support of all 
stakeholder audiences. Impact companies must 
continue to prove the value of sustainability in 
order to have licence to expand their activities.
With COP28 looming, the ball is in the court of 
business leaders to do good to do well, and to 
do well to do good – and to make sure to bring 
everyone along.
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