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Although sustainability is a growing issue, it is not well understood. As the 
subject is prioritised by business, governments and civil society, the need 
to clarify how to do it, how to measure and report on it and how to assure 
sustainability information become key issues.

In the IcAEW landmark publication Sustainability: the role of accountants 
we argued that these areas of expertise – building and managing flows of 
valuable, reliable and trusted information – fall naturally under the remit of the 
accountant. They should therefore have a voice in the debate.

This piece forms part of a wider, forthcoming IcAEW corporate Responsibility 
thought leadership programme Sustainable Business. Within this programme, 
Outside Insights offers a platform for our stakeholders to put forward their 
points of view on issues relating to sustainability, the profession and the 
business community. We are delighted that david Bent, who in addition 
to his role at forum for the future as Head of Business Strategies, Business 
Programme, is the vice-chair of the IcAEW’s corporate Responsibility 
committee, is the first to take part in this series. 
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Environmental challenges – particularly climate change – are something we 
all have to think about. Politicians from david cameron to Gordon Brown are 
outlining ambitious agendas and consumers are demanding greener products. 
Leading businesses such as BP and Unilever have been joined by General Electric, 
Tesco and even Wal-Mart in announcing strategic investments. Some business 
people, however, still think that these initiatives are just distractions from the real 
social responsibility of business: making profit. They worry that being ‘socially 
responsible’ will harm the company’s bottom-line edge and damage the nation’s 
competitiveness.

clearly, environmental issues are not going to go away. can they be tackled in ways 
that enhance competitiveness?

competitiveness and sustainability

inTrOduCTiOn
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1  Why WOrry aBOuT ThE EnvirOnmEnT and susTainaBlE 
dEvElOpmEnT? 

The environment and sustainable development will form the context within which 
businesses will need to work in the future. Many of the big waves that businesses will 
need to ride come under the label of ‘sustainability’. This is defined as ‘development 
that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs.’ 

In the last few years climate change has gone from the edge to the centre of political 
and business debates. McKinsey, the management consultancy firm, argues that 
preparing for a low carbon future1 is a strategic issue for executives, who need 
to protect shareholder value and create long-term competitive advantage. The 
Stern Review on the economics of climate change, commissioned by the Treasury, 
concluded that the benefits of strong early action on climate change outweigh the 
costs:2 

‘Tackling climate change is the pro-growth strategy for the longer-term, and it 
can be done in a way that does not cap the aspirations for growth of rich or poor 
countries. The earlier effective action is taken, the less costly it will be.’

companies like GE are already gearing up to profit from the opportunities of early 
effective action.

Looking at the key trends and business, McKinsey says ‘companies that ride the 
currents succeed; those that swim against them struggle’. climate change is one 
strong current no business can afford to swim against. Alert business people are 
asking ‘what else is out there?’

The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MA)3 was the largest-ever scientific 
assessment of our impact on the environment. It focused on the benefits we obtain 
from the environment, or ‘ecosystem services’, from food production to air quality 
and climate regulation. The MA concluded that most ecosystem services are being 
degraded or used unsustainably. Their take-home comment was:

‘Human activity is putting such strain on the natural functions of the Earth that 
the ability of the planet’s ecosystems to sustain future generations can no longer 
be taken for granted.’

What does this mean for business?4 
•  The basic ecosystem services that are cheap today will be expensive 

tomorrow. Industries at the start of supply chains will have to pay more to 
harvest, extract and get access to many primary products. All sectors will have to 
pay more to dispose of waste. In many parts of the world water will be scarce and 
expensive. The natural buffers which reduce risks of flooding and other disasters 
will need to be replaced. These costs will be passed downstream and transform 
the operating context for all businesses.
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•  The rules of the game will change to bring in the environment. 
As ecosystem services decline the framework conditions within which businesses 
operate – customer preferences, stockholder expectations, regulatory regimes, 
governmental policies, employee well-being, and the availability of finance and 
insurance – will change.

•  new business opportunities will emerge. demand will grow for more efficient 
ways to use ecosystem services for meeting needs or mitigating impacts, 
especially in the new emerging markets of the developing world where large 
populations are becoming consumers. The Stern Review predicted spending on 
low-carbon investments in developing countries alone is likely to be at least $20-
30 billion a year.5 

Looking into the medium term, business leaders can see that the strategic context 
will be about addressing sustainability, and so are demanding a clear policy 
framework through organisations like the corporate Leaders Group on climate 
change.6 Even The Economist is asking ‘when will the government do something 
about climate change?’7 

The predictable surprises of the future – creating dynamic economies that enable 
the population of nine billion people, as projected by the UN by 2050 (UN, 20068), 
to choose how they live within environmental limits – make sustainability a strategic 
issue for every business. 

2  WOn’T addrEssing susTainaBiliTy mEan COsTs fOr 
BusinEss?

The answer to this question depends to a large extent on how companies deal with 
risk and opportunities. It can also depend on whether they are looking short or long 
term.

People have a legitimate fear: if a company goes ‘beyond compliance’ and takes on 
a mantle of responsibility then it will squander resources on activities which produce 
a weak return, if any. The company will lose out, blunt its competitiveness and waste 
shareholders’ money. 

In practice business is all about making judgements of what is in the company’s long-
run interest. As Nobel prize-wining economist Amartya Sen says, ‘within the limits 
of feasibility and reasonable returns, there are substantial choices to be made.’9 It is 
not feasible to make strategic business decisions while ignoring the political, social 
and environmental context. Ian davis, the global managing director of McKinsey & 
company, argued in The McKinsey Quarterly,10 ‘the problem with the “business of 
business is business” mindset is rather that it obscures the two important realities’: 
that ‘social issues are not so much tangential to business but fundamental to it’ and 
‘big companies need to tackle such issues, with both words and actions’ because 
‘it is neither sufficient nor wise to say that it is for governments to set laws and for 
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companies simply to operate within them. Nor is it enough simply to point out 
that many criticisms of businesses are unmerited.’ He also criticised corporate social 
responsibility (cSR) as ‘too limited, too defensive, and too disconnected from 
corporate strategy’.

Another Nobel Prize-wining economist Milton friedman famously declared that 
the social responsibility of business is to make profits. What is often forgotten is the 
example he gives of how a company could, in his view, legitimately make profit:11 

‘It may be in the long-run interest of a corporation that is a major employer in a 
small community to devote resources to providing amenities to that community 
or to improving its government. That may make it easier to attract desirable 
employees, it may reduce the wage bill, or lessen losses from pilferage and 
sabotage, or have other worthwhile effects.’

This could be called community affairs, cSR, corporate citizenship or strategic 
philanthropy. But, if it is judged to be in the long-term interests of the company, 
compared to other uses for those resources, then it is a strategic decision which aims 
to build competitive advantage. 

In other circumstances it may be an appropriate choice to lead customers into 
demanding higher standards, because the company has a lead over its rivals and 
wants to lock customers into its offer. Perhaps the company can develop products 
which are cheaper because they use fewer resources. Maybe the company has a 
new massive market in satisfying the unmet needs of those at the bottom of the 
economic pyramid. A robust sustainability strategy can give regulators and investors 
confidence in a company’s approach to sensitive issues, reducing its political and 
regulatory risk.

All these strategic decisions can be in the long-run interest of the company – fulfilling 
its social responsibility to make a profit. They may also generate a public good at the 
same time. There are an increasing number of major companies that are tackling 
environmental and social issues, not because they are ‘responsible’ but because of 
the long-run benefits to the company. Jeff Immelt, chairman and cEo of General 
Electric says: 

‘We – General Electric – are therefore investing in environmentally cleaner 
technology because it will increase our revenue, our value and our profit… Not 
because it is trendy or moral, but because it will accelerate our growth and make 
us more competitive.’12

for Lee Scott, cEo of Wal-Mart, addressing environmental issues is:

‘clearly good for our business. We are taking costs out and finding we are doing 
things we just do not need to do, whether it be in packaging, or energy usage, or 
the kind of equipment we buy for refrigeration in our stores. There are a number 
of decisions we can make that are great for sustainability and great for bottom-
line profit.’13 
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What about the regional or national effect? If enough companies do cSR they could 
force others to do the same, either through regulation or public pressure. Wouldn’t 
that limit competition and worsen the performance of the economy as a whole?14 

That argument is entirely accurate where too many businesses indulge in cSR 
activities that are a bolt on. But it does not apply to drivers of the competitive context 
– such as climate change, population growth and so on – which are brought into 
strategic planning and the profit-seeking core of the firm.

At the firm level, competitive advantage is forged out of judiciously going beyond 
compliance, creating and deploying its unique capabilities. The competitiveness at 
the regional or national level depends on the distinct competitive advantage of firms 
and the common resources they can all call on. for instance, The city of London is 
a location with intense competition between firms which also has a pool of talent, 
infrastructure and regulation that all the companies can draw on.

It is early days to be describing national competitive advantage from addressing 
sustainability, although this is something we may see more of. The Economist has 
reported that Britain’s early embrace of the Kyoto protocol, compared to the US’s, 
gives it a chance to dominate a sector that benefits the legal profession.15 The 
competitiveness ranking of a country shows a strong correlation with a ranking of take 
up of voluntary responsibility practices.16 This is not to say that one causes the other, 
but they can go hand-in-hand.

What we can say is that as long as companies treat sustainability as a strategic driver of 
the business context, then there is no reason why national competitiveness should be 
harmed.

3  WhaT aBOuT rEgulaTiOn – dOEsn’T This harm 
COmpETiTivEnEss?

Regulation can, of course, be costly if it is badly designed or implemented. There is, 
however, increasing evidence that well-designed regulation can go hand-in-hand 
with increased competitiveness for companies and countries.

As environmental issues move up the political agenda, governments will respond with 
a whole range of regulatory and market-based instruments. There are widely differing 
views on what these mean for a company’s or a country’s competitiveness. 

Some argue that regulation harms competitiveness because of red tape, increased 
costs, and restrictions on freedom. others believe that it has little effect on 
competitiveness because costs are not large and can be minimised and are 
insignificant compared to other costs. others still believe regulation actually enhances 
competitiveness because it makes business more efficient and can drive innovation.17 
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Essentially, different regulations have different effects. It is no more true to say that 
all regulations are beneficial than to say that all companies are profitable. There are 
well-designed, well-applied regulations which enhance the productivity of a firm, and 
there are those that prove difficult. 

A recent summary of environmental regulation studies found modest costs associated 
with increased stringency of regulation in the short term. But there is also evidence 
of a countervailing push over the long term – especially in firms with a track record 
of innovation.18 Professor Michael Porter, one of the business world’s most respected 
thinkers on competitiveness, argues that properly designed environmental standards 
can trigger innovation that may partially or more than fully off-set the costs of 
complying with them.19 

for Porter, the firm is ‘constantly finding innovative solutions in response to pressures 
of all sorts – from competitors, from customers, from regulators’.20 When the firm 
faces a choice it can treat the new rules as a nuisance or as an opportunity. Treated 
as a nuisance, the regulation is delegated to people who are not responsible for a 
profit centre (an outside consultant or an environmental manager) and who focus on 
compliance. Because of this, regulation often becomes a cost to the business.

Treated as an opportunity, the regulation is embedded in the overall process of 
improving productivity, including resource productivity and competitiveness. As 
a result, there is the opportunity for innovation, an off-set in costs and sustained 
competitive advantage.21 

The key is designing regulations which can stimulate the innovative response. End-of-
pipe approaches, with obligatory technologies offer companies little scope to respond 
through innovation. Market-based methods, concerned with outcomes and with a 
clear trajectory which are stretching enough, can harness the competitive instincts of 
a business.22 

Looking at the national level, people have sought long and hard for empirical 
evidence that environmental regulation harms national competitiveness, but without 
success. There is no evidence so far that environmental regulation is bound to be 
harmful, perhaps because the effect of environmental regulation is small compared to 
other drivers of competitive advantage.23,24 

Indeed, there are some who believe the opposite. Harvard Business School’s Institute 
for Strategy and competitiveness believes nations need not sacrifice competitiveness 
and environmental improvements and that they are complementary.25 Michael 
Porter has compared a nation’s ranking of environmental regulation with their 
competitiveness (see below for the relevant rankings from the World Economic forum 
Global competitiveness Report 2001). He has found that countries can combine 
competitiveness with effective environmental regulation, for instance finland, but it 
does not mean that one causes the other. The state of california provides an example 
of combining economic out-performance with tight environmental regulation in the 
most competitive environment in the world (see box on page 11).
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In the UK we have an example of combining economic growth with what seemed 
at the time to be a very ambitious target. The emissions of sulphur dioxide have 
fallen by over 80% with essentially no negative impact on growth at all.28 At an 
international level, the financial impact of phasing out ozone-depleting chemicals, 
such as cfcs, was far less than originally anticipated. The concerted international 
action avoided the far greater cost of replacing the free protection against UV rays 
on which all life depends. Thanks to competition between companies, the initial 
estimates of the extra costs for products such as car air conditioning were out by a 
factor of 10 or more.29 

Stern applies the same logic to climate change. He is clear that ‘there will be benefits 
from innovation that will offset the costs of managing a transition to a low-carbon 
economy’. The Review estimates the cost of stabilising greenhouse gases at 1% of 
annual GdP by 2050 – compared to the costs of failing to act of between 5% and 
20%.30 

 Environmental regulatory   Current Competitiveness
 regime index rank26 2001  ranking27 2001

 1. finland   1. finland
 2. Sweden   2. USA
 3. Singapore   3. Netherlands
 4. Netherlands   4. Germany
 5. Austria   5. Switzerland
 6. Switzerland   6. Sweden
 7. Germany   7. UK
 8. france   8. denmark
 9. denmark   9. Australia
 10. Iceland   10. Singapore
 11. New Zealand   11. canada
 12. canada   12. france
 13. UK   13. Austria 
 14. USA   14. Belgium
 15. Belgium   15. Japan

WOrld ECOnOmiC fOrum glOBal  
COmpETiTivEnEss rEpOrT 2001
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Although environmental regulations can have positive effects, each regulation 
will affect different parts of the economy differently. Energy-intensive industries in 
particular do face material effects from environmental regulation. 

for instance, a series of recent studies (summarised in The Economist31) have looked 
at the impacts of carbon pricing on industry. The carbon Trust32 found that ‘EU ETS 
and other carbon control measures out to 2020 will have a negligible impact on 
international competiveness of more than 90% of UK manufacturing activities’. Even 
for the manufacturing activities most affected there are policy options to prevent 
substantial losses in competitiveness. A good thing too, otherwise the manufacturing 
and the associated emissions merely leak abroad – a lose-lose situation. The 
Economist’s conclusion is that ‘even the most vulnerable industries would not suffer 
the Armageddon that lobbying groups are predicting’ and that ‘many studies 
also point out that carbon caps could bring benefit’ like new alternative energy 
industries.

Governments and the business community as a whole have to ensure that 
the transition to a low-carbon economy is handled in a way that enhances 
competitiveness. We clearly need well-designed regulations, particularly ones that 
use market mechanisms to optimise outcomes.

for instance, the Stern Review states that there will be some impacts on the 
competitiveness of a small number of internationally traded products and processes 
with the transition to a low-carbon economy – but that all economies undergo 
structural change; the most successful economies are those that have the flexibility 
and dynamism to embrace change. for Stern ’there is a transition which needs to be 
managed’.33 

There are fears that environmental regulation will prompt companies to re-locate 
to more permissive jurisdictions, and that nations will try to attract firms with weak 
regulation. The evidence so far is that there is neither significant relocation due to 
environmental regulations nor a race to the bottom.34 It seems that the relative costs 
of environmental regulation, compared to other competitive pressures, are too 
small. 

Many of the benefits of regulation are not directly captured in the market. Improved 
local air quality may add to people’s quality of life. The knock-on benefits of health 
costs avoided and increased employee productivity are difficult to measure and often 
under-estimated.

At its core, environmental regulation underpins prosperity by protecting the 
environment on which we all depend.
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4 is ThErE a pOsiTivE BusinEss CasE?
for investors and business the answer is the same: sustainability issues affect shareholder 
value in both the long and short term. The opportunity is to lead the market so that 
actions which make business sense also make sustainability sense. Some of this is about 
sensible risk management. It is also about spotting the opportunity for new markets. 

The business case for investors
The first reason to integrate sustainability issues into portfolio management is, says the 
chief investment officer of a major fund management company,38 simply to make more 
money. 

for a while now, mainstream investors have been able to look at a small but growing 
niche – usually called socially responsible investors (SRI) – who have addressed issues 
under the environment, society and governance umbrella. These funds were sometimes 
caricatured as being for people who chose to sacrifice returns for a ‘warm glow’. Recently, 
two things have happened.

Taken by itself, california is the tenth largest economy in the world.35 It has a 
high trend growth rate and it has some of the most stringent environmental 
regulation in the world.

In the 1970s in the face of business resistance,36 california imposed unusually 
tough emissions standards. The President of the california chamber of 
commerce recently conceded that business has benefited from the tough 
clear-air regulations. They have made california’s environment more attractive, 
and the state has developed technologies like energy-efficient buildings that 
have subsequently been sold elsewhere. In other words they protected the 
attractions of california – such as the lifestyle – and promoted innovation.

despite this track record, the chamber of commerce is resisting the latest 
initiative from Governor Schwarzenegger to impose targets for cutting 
emissions and renewable sources. He is right that the regulations will impose 
costs if nobody changes. However, with long lead times and a focus on 
outcomes and market mechanisms, and letting individual companies find the 
solutions appropriate to them, the regulations are likely to repeat the trick of 
promoting the area’s competitiveness. others will want to buy california’s 
solutions. 

california’s business could easily re-locate to other US states, which have the 
same language, currency and federal law. As the Financial Times reminds us 
’critics should remember that, in spite of a history of tough green measures, 
california’s economy has outpaced that of the US as a whole since 1970.’37

CalifOrnia: COmBining EnvirOnmEnTal rEgulaTiOn and grOWTh
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(a) The overwhelming evidence is that returns of sri funds are no worse 
than other funds. The Association of British Insurers looked into ‘risk, return, 
responsibility’39 and rejected the long-standing view that screening will damage 
the risk/return performance by narrowing the available universe. It turns out that 
screening investments on responsibility grounds has no more negative effect than 
screening by sectors, region growth potential and so on.40 So, there is no conflict 
between the fiduciary duty of pension fund trustees and an investment strategy 
based on responsibility or sustainability.

(b) mainstream investment analysts are concluding that these issues are 
material to investment decisions. over the last two years there has been a massive 
growth in investment analysis by mainstream advisers such as Goldman Sachs which 
use an ‘environment, society, governance’ (ESG) lens. The rise in the number of 
reports addressing these issues allows us to judge whether they make a convincing 
case for mainstream investors. This is precisely what the UNEP fI Asset Management 
Group of leading fund managers asked a US-based investment consultancy firm to 
do in 2006.41 They concluded that these issues are material, with robust evidence 
of affects on shareholder value in both the short and long term and that the impact 
on share price can be valued and quantified. Key material sustainability issues are 
becoming apparent, and their importance can vary between sectors.

Investors cannot afford to ignore these issues. Indeed law firm freshfields has said, 
‘far from preventing the integration of ESG considerations, the law clearly permits 
and, in certain circumstances, requires that this be done’.42 

for example, in 2003 the Sustainable Asset Management and World Resources 
Institute researched the impact of climate change on competitiveness and value 
creation in the automotive industry. Their results reported that ’Toyota appears best 
positioned, while ford has the weakest result’.43 only five years on, we are seeing the 
competitive environment reflect the findings of the report.

And where there is risk, there is return. Investors who spot investments which 
exploit the trends into the future will make money, even as they provide the capital 
that spurs on the development of a sustainable future. Now fund managers are 
identifying water shortages as a key issue and business opportunity. 

The business case for individual firms
The business case for individual firms is clearly different for each company. The 
material strategic drivers will vary, as will how best to approach them. Business 
success is based on riding and accelerating emerging trends so that the company 
is more than merely ready for the future, they have created a future that best suits 
their business. Healthy competition between firms makes sure we have a diversity of 
approaches, any of which may succeed. 

While each business case is different, we can bring together the confusing variety 
of ‘the business case for sustainability’ into four approaches to creating sustainable 
value.44 
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(a)  growing profits and reducing risk through pollution prevention. 
firms can lower cost and risk by preventing pollution and finding eco-efficiencies 
in current activities. A famous example is 3M’s ‘Pollution Prevention Programme’ 
(3P), where employees are incentivised to eliminate pollution. The company has 
saved over $500m, with typical paybacks on investments within a year. other large 
companies with programmes include dow chemical’s ‘Waste Reduction Always 
Pays’ and chevron’s ‘Save Money and Reduce Toxins’. 

In 1997 BP set a target of reducing greenhouse gas emissions from its operations by 
10% compared to 1990 levels. It achieved its target nine years ahead of schedule 
and gained some $650m from increased efficiencies, technological innovation and 
improved energy management.45 

Environmental consultants have spotted wastes that Wal-Mart’s legendary cost-
cutters could not: eliminating excessive packaging on one toy line saved $2.4 million 
a year, plus 3,800 trees and one million barrels of oil.46 Wal-Mart has also begun 
sending engineers into its supply chain to find ways to reduce greenhouse gases and 
profit from doing so. They were staggered at the inefficiencies in the first factory they 
visited: installing readily available technology cut the electricity bill by 60%.47 

(b) Enhancing reputation and legitimacy through product stewardship. By 
engaging stakeholders along the whole product lifecycle, a company can mitigate 
its reputation risks. Nike’s most important asset, its brand, was suffering from a 
backlash on labour and environmental practices. A product stewardship strategy has 
recovered its reputation and preserved its right to operate.

Here in the UK, Marks and Spencer’s ethical campaign ‘Look Behind the Label’ has a 
clear business case for brokers at citigroup: 

  ’We believe the company’s efforts to inform consumers on key topics of ethical 
procurement and production are contributing to the on-going sales recovery and 
will underpin the brand’s performance going forward.’48 

(c) accelerating innovation through clean technology. Beyond incremental 
improvements, disruptive technologies of the near-future – nanotechnology, IT, 
genomics, renewable energy, biomimicry – present the opportunity for firms to go 
beyond just reducing negative impacts but to solve prominent environmental and 
social problems at a profit. Toyota’s technology has driven the success of the Prius 
hybrid car. duPont is making a major transition from energy-intensive petrochemical 
company to a renewable resource company focussed on sustainable growth. 

(d) Creating a growth path by meeting unmet needs. The emergence of 
countries like china and India together with Brazil open up new markets for 
companies. firms will not be able to reach potential new customers profitably with 
their current business models. Unilever has used ‘bottom of the pyramid’ techniques 
in India to expand the personal hygiene market, at a profit. They are transferring 
those techniques to other emerging markets. 
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To date, the business case for sustainability has sometimes been weakened because 
it is based on the marginal improvements in eco-efficiency. While these investments 
often pay their way, companies could often get much greater returns by investing 
elsewhere. Many companies are now realising that that there are much bigger gains 
to be made from more radical repositioning.

There is a need to change the rules of the game through the choices we make as 
consumers, investors, managers and as regulators. Business can help create more 
‘win-win’ situations by doing its part to change the rules of the game, for instance 
developing the market by changing consumer expectations. The opportunity is to 
lead the market so that actions which make business sense also make sustainability 
sense.

5 if This is sO gOOd, Why isn’T EvEryOnE dOing iT?
There are a range of reasons why companies are slow to embrace this agenda. Some 
have major amounts of capital sunk in old ways of doing things from which they 
want to extract maximum gains. other factors which lock businesses in include 
organisational inertia, culture, and training or education that only equips people for 
the current ways of doing things. The current approach may be producing good 
enough returns that there is no reason to try harder. But this ignores any changes 
that are just around the corner.

Pressure groups have talked about corporate responsibility as being primarily about 
business’s effect on society. They have allowed addressing sustainability to be an 
additional activity on top of running a profit-seeking company and outside of the 
social responsibility to make profit. Addressing sustainability has been presented in 
the same way as here today and gone tomorrow fads. 

Those investors who asked about corporate responsibility were considered niche and 
perceived not to be asking for returns. The signals from customers were weak. So, 
some senior executives placed sustainability in the cSR box, and got on with running 
the business – a perfectly rational response. But the 2006 McKinsey Global Survey 
of Business Executives49 found that senior executives were frustrated with the PR 
approach. McKinsey told the fT that societal issues are often managed: 

’two levels down in the organisation, for example in the public relations group, 
and it ends up being a narrower response than it probably should be. Hence the 
frustration, because it feels like a reactive and tactical response, rather than a 
strategic one’.50 

This is because the business community is seeing things very differently now. It is no 
longer just being criticised by pressure groups about the impact of business on the 
environment. Now it needs to respond to the impact of environmental issues on 
core business. There is a greater understanding that sustainability issues will form 
part of the business context into the future. The first examples of taking the material 
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parts of sustainability as strategic issues are available. Mainstream investors are asking 
fTSE250 businesses what they are doing to address issues specific to their company.51 
The political context in the UK has shifted. The signals from customers are stronger. 
There is money to be made in positioning well. And there is plenty of money to be lost 
through getting it wrong. The Stern Review puts the climate change cost of ’business 
as usual’ at 5%–20% reduction in annual GdP.52 

6 COnClusiOn
There is no inherent conflict between competitiveness and sustainability. Instead, we 
need to create a system of competitiveness which is as beneficial as possible.

People have legitimate fears that addressing sustainability, or other issues under the 
label of ‘social responsibility’, will harm the competitive edge of the firm and the 
comparative advantage of the nation.

first, there is no evidence that addressing sustainability through regulation must harm 
a firm’s or a nation’s competitiveness. Instead, there is evidence that well-designed 
regulation can go hand-in-hand with higher competitiveness.

Second, when companies treat the issues in sustainability as part of their strategic 
context they discover risks and opportunities. As long as they build them into 
their core activities as a profit-making activity, judged as an opportunity against 
other choices, they can enhance their competitive advantage. It is only when they 
create bolt-on activities which are not part of how the company intends to create 
returns that they can waste shareholders’ money and put their own and wider 
competitiveness at risk.

finally, when we look at future trends it is plain that the questions of sustainability are 
a fundamental part of the operating context for any company. Businesses can choose 
to ignore that at their peril. or they can use it as an opportunity to build the best 
future for their business.



16
competitiveness and sustainability

1  Grobbel, c., Maly, J. and Molitor, M. (2004),’Preparing for a low-carbon 
future’, The McKinsey Quarterly, November. 

2  Stern Review (2006),‘The Economics of climate change’, HM Treasury, 
pii (http://www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/independent_reviews/stern_review_
economics_climate_change/stern_review_report.cfm <01/11/06>).

3 http://www.millenniumassessment.org/en/index.aspx <27/09/06>

4  Milliennium Ecosystem Assessment (2005), Ecosystems and Human Well-
being: Opportunities and Challenges for Business and Industry, Washington, dc: 
World Resources Institute (http://www.millenniumassessment.org/proxy/
document.353.aspx <27/09/06>)

5  Stern Review, (2006),‘The Economics of climate change’, HM Treasury, pxxiv.

6  The Prince of Wales’s Business and Environment Programme, ‘corporate 
Leaders Group on climate change’, (http://www.cpi.cam.ac.uk/bep/clgcc/ 
<26/09/06>)

7  Advert in The Economist, May 2007 in the weeks before its climate change 
supplement.

8  UN department of Economic and Social Affairs (2006), World Population 
Prospects: The 2006 Revision.

9 Sen, A. (2005), The Argumentative Indian, p335, London: Penguin Books Ltd.

10 davis, I. (2005), ‘What is the business of business?’, The McKinsey Quarterly.

11  freidman, M. (1970), ‘The Social Responsibility of Business is to Increase its 
Profits’, The New York Times Magazine, 13 September (http://www-rohan.
sdsu.edu/faculty/dunnweb/rprnts.friedman.html <21/09/06>).

12  dimas, S. (2005), ‘Sustainable development and competitiveness’, 
address to Washington policymakers, quoted at (http://europa.eu/rapid/
pressReleasesAction.do?reference=SPEEcH/05/578&format=HTML&aged=0
&language=EN&guiLanguage=en <29/09/06>).

13  Giscom Little, A. (2006), ‘don’t discount Him: An interview with Wal-
Mart cEo H. Lee Scott’, 12 April 2006, Grist (http://www.grist.org/news/
maindish/2006/04/12/griscom-little/ <3/11/06>).

14  Henderson, d. (2001),’The case Against ‘corporate Social Responsibility’, 
Policy, Vol. 17, No. 2, pp28-32. 

15  The Economist (2004), ‘Welcome to Kyoto-land’, 7 october (http://
www.economist.com/business/displaystory.cfm?story_id=E1_PNSTGQS 
<13/10/06>).

EndnOTEs



17
competitiveness and sustainability

16  AccountAbility and fdc (2005), Responsible Competitiveness: Reshaping 
Global Markets Through Responsible Practices, London: AccountAbility, 
p111.

17 Willis, R. (2005), A competitive environment?, London: Green Alliance.

18  dEfRA (2006), Links between Environment and competitiveness: 
Proceedings of a Stakeholder Workshop, 15 March, p9 (http://www.
defra.gov.uk/environment/business/scp/pdf/workshop-synthesis.pdf 
<16/10/06>).

19  Porter, M. E. and van der Linde, c. (1995), ‘Towards a new conception 
of the Environment-competitiveness Relationship’, Journal of Economic 
Perspectives, Vol. 9, No. 4, pp97-118.

20  Porter, M. E. and van der Linde, c. (1995), ‘Green and competitive: 
Ending the Stalemate’, Harvard Business Review, Sept-oct 1995, Vol. 73, 
No. 5, pp120-130, reprinted in Harvard Business Review, on Business and 
the environment (2000), Lorins, A. and Hunter Lorins, L. (eds), Harvard 
Business School Press.

21  Porter, M. E. and van der Linde, c. (1995), ‘Green and competitive: 
Ending the Stalemate’, Harvard Business Review, Sept-oct 1995, Vol. 73, 
No. 5, pp120-130’, reprinted in Harvard Business Review, on Business and 
the environment (2000), Lorins, A. and Hunter Lorins, L. (eds), Harvard 
Business School Press, pp153-154.

22  Willis, R. (2005), A competitive environment, London: Green Alliance, p11.

23  Tobey, J. (1990) in Hanley, J., Shogren, J.f. and White, B. (2001), 
Introduction to Environmental Economics, oxford: oUP, p185.

24  Levinson, A., Rasmussen, c., Staehr, K. and Wrang, K. (2006), ‘What are 
the linkages between environmental policies, economic growth and 
employment?’ framework paper to Green Roads to Growth forum, p59 
(http://imv.net.dynamicweb.dk/default.aspx?Id=697)

25 http://www.isc.hbs.edu/soci-environmental.htm <21/09/06> 

26  Esty, E.c. and Porter, M.E. (2001), ‘Ranking National Environmental 
Regulation and Performance: A Leading Indicator of future Performance’ 
in The Global Competitiveness Report 2001-2002, New York: oxford 
University Press, p93 (http://www.isc.hbs.edu/GcR_20012002_
Environment.pdf 

27  http://www.cid.harvard.edu/archive/cr/pdf/
gcr0102undersoreoverall%rankings.pdf <2/11/06>



18
competitiveness and sustainability

28  Ekins, P. (2000), Economic Growth and Environmental Sustainability: 
The Prospects for Green Growth, London/New York: Routledge, p314.

29  Meadows, d.H., Randers, J. and Meadows, d.L. (2005), Limits to Growth: The 30 Year 
Update, London: Earthscan, p199-200.

30  Stern Review, (2006),‘The Economics of climate change’, HM Treasury, pxii and px.

31 ‘Emissions suspicions’, The Economist, 12 June 2008. 

32  The carbon Trust (2008), EU ETS impacts on profitability and trade: a sector by sector analysis, 
London: The carbon Trust.

33 Stern Review, (2006),‘The Economics of climate change’, HM Treasury, pxvi.

34  Levinson, A., Rasmussen, c., Staehr, K. and Wrang, K. (2006) ‘What are the linkages 
between the environmental policies, economic growth and employment?’ framework 
paper to Green Roads to Green Growth forum, p69 (http://imv.net.dynamicweb.dk/
default.aspx?Id=697)

35 The World factbook, (2005) cIA.

36 The Economist supplement on climate change 31 May 2007.

37  Lex, ‘US Greenhouse Gases’ (2006), Financial Times, 24 September, (http://www.ft.com/
cms/s/10b36432-4bff-11db-90d2-0000779e2340,_i_rssPage=9575c976-454d-11da-
981b-00000e2511c8.html <26/09/06>)

38  UNEP fI (2006) Show Me The Money: Linking Social and Governance Issues to company 
Value, Geneva: UNEP fI, p4 (http://www.unepfi.org/fileadmin/documents/show_me_the_
money.pdf <16/10/06>)

39  Association of British Insurers (2004), Risk Return, Responsibility, London: ABI (http://
www.abi.org.uk/display/file/364/Risk_rewards_and_responsibility_1204__RISKS.pdf 
<16/10/06>).

40  Robins, N. (2004), Next Stop: Market Transformation, Greenleaf Publishing Limited and 
AccountAbility. 

41  UNEP fI (2006), Show Me The Money: Linking Social and Governance Issues to Company Value, 
Geneva: UNEP fI.

42  Quoted in Baue, W., ‘fiduciary duty Redfined to Allow (and Sometimes Require) 
Environmental, Social and Governance considerations’, 23 November (http://www.
socialfunds.com/news/article.cgi/1851.html <29/09/06>). The opinion is at: UNEP fI 
(2005), ‘A Legal framework for the Integration of Environmental, Social and Governance 
Issues into Institutional Investment’, (http://www.unepfi.org/fileadmin/documents/
freshfields_legal_resp_20051123.pdf <29/09/06>).



19
competitiveness and sustainability

43  Austin, d., Rosinski, N., Sauer, A. and le duc, c. (2004) Changing Drivers: the 
impact of climate change on competitiveness and value creation in the automotive 
industry, Sustainable Asset Management and World Resources Institute 
(http://www.sustainability-indexes.com/djsi_pdf/publications/Studies/
changingdrivers_031028_fullReport.pdf <21/09/06>).

44  Hart, S.L. and Milstein, M.B. (2003) ‘creating sustainable value’, 2003, Academy 
of Management Executive, Vol. 17, No. 2.

45  Savitz, A.W. and Weber, K. (2006), The Triple Bottom Line: How Today’s Best-Run 
Companies are achieving Economic, Social and Environmental Success – and How You 
Can Too, Jossey-Bass/Wiley, p242.

46  ‘The Green Machine’ (2006), fortune, 7 August http://walmartstores.com/files/
WM_fortune_GreenMachine.pdf 2/11/06> (http://money.cnn.com/magazines/
fortune/fortune_archive/2006/08/07/8382593/).

47  ’Wal-Mart Eyes carbon Bounty in its Supply chain, Reuters via Planet 
Ark’, 1 November 2006, (http://www.planetark.org/dailynewsstory.
cfm?newsid=38765&newsdate=01-Nov-2006 <2/11/06>).

48  ‘M&S ethical campaign hailed “best ever”’ (2006), This is Money, 22 August, 
(http://www.thisismoney.co.uk/investing-and-markets/article.html?in_article_
id=411951&in_page_id=3 <2/11/06>).

49  ‘The McKinsey Global Survey of Business Executives: Business and Society, 2006’ 
(2006), The McKinsey Quarterly,

50  Maitland, A., ‘The frustrated will to act for public good’ (2006), Financial Times, 
24 January 2006, (http://news.ft.com/cms/s/7a208090-8d04-11da-9daf-
0000779e2340.html <25/01/06>).

51  Personal communication between the author and fTSE250 directors of several 
different companies. 

52 Stern Review, (2006),‘The Economics of climate change’, HM Treasury, px.



20

aBOuT ThE auThOr
david Bent is Head of Business Strategies at forum for the future. david is responsible 
for showing that ‘sustainable business is successful business’ by collaborating with 
companies on business strategies that are both profitable and sustainable. He is a 
chartered accountant, following four years with Pricewaterhousecoopers.

david is vice-chair of the IcAEW’s corporate Responsibility committee and a member 
of the corporate Responsibility Advisory Group. He was a member of the cSR panel 
for the recent Superbrands book, for which he also wrote the introduction. He is 
a tutor on the cambridge Programme for Industry post-graduate certificate in 
sustainable business. He has an MSc in Responsibility and Business Practice from the 
University of Bath, and a Masters in Physics from the University of oxford.

aBOuT fOrum fOr ThE fuTurE
forum for the future, the sustainable development charity, works in partnership with 
leading organisations in business and the public sector. our vision is of business and 
communities thriving in a future that is environmentally sustainable and socially just. 
We believe that a sustainable future can be achieved, that it is the only way business 
and communities will prosper, but that we need bold action now to make it happen.

We play our part by inspiring and challenging organisations with positive visions 
of a sustainable future; finding innovative, practical ways to help realise those 
visions; supporting leaders to bring about change; and sharing success through our 
communications.

auThOr’s aCknOWlEdgEmEnTs
forum for the future wishes to thank the generous donations that made the 
background research for this publication possible. The author wishes to thank Peter 
Madden and david Aeron-Thomas for their contributions. Thank you to the following 
people who provided comments (in a personal capacity) on an earlier draft: 
frances cairncross, University of oxford.
craig Smith, chair in Ethics and Social Responsibility, INSEAd.
david Vidal, director of corporate citizenship at The conference Board in the US.
Mike Kelly, Head of Sustainability Services at KPMG UK. 
Alan Atkisson, Executive director of The Earth charter.
Jonathon Porritt, founder director, forum for the future and chair, the Sustainable 
development commission.

Any remaining errors are the author’s own.

competitiveness and sustainability



21

aBOuT iCaEW

IcAEW exists for the public benefit according to its 1880 charter of incorporation,  
to elevate and further the efficiency and usefulness of the accountancy profession. 

IcAEW is able to reflect widely varying perspectives and objectives. our 140,000 
members work in a wide range of influential roles and with all types of organisation 
across the world. 

IcAEW utilises this breadth and depth of experience to analyse and challenge some 
of the fundamental issues and questions surrounding corporate responsibility and 
sustainability. 

We utilise IcAEW’s power to convene, bringing together relevant stakeholders  
to discuss matters of common interest and move the debate around these issues 
forward. We are also able to apply our expertise as accountants in managing flows  
of information to inform on issues around the measurement, reporting and 
assurance of sustainability information. 

our work on thought leadership involves research, analysis and the development 
of practical policy proposals and professional guidance. As a professional body and 
through our members, IcAEW’s work holds authority because it combines a public 
interest stance with intellectual rigour and real world experience. 



BUSINESS WITH coNfIdENcE icaew.com/sustainablebusiness

© IcAEW 2008 TEcPLN12287 06/13

IcAEW
chartered Accountants’ Hall  Moorgate Place  London Ec2R 6EA  UK

IcAEW is a world leading professional membership 
organisation that promotes, develops and supports over 
140,000 chartered accountants worldwide. We provide 
qualifications and professional development, share our 
knowledge, insight and technical expertise, and protect 
the quality and integrity of the accountancy and finance 
profession.

As leaders in accountancy, finance and business our members 
have the knowledge, skills and commitment to maintain 
the highest professional standards and integrity. Together 
we contribute to the success of individuals, organisations, 
communities and economies around the world.

Because of us, people can do business with confidence.

IcAEW is a founder member of chartered Accountants 
Worldwide and the Global Accounting Alliance.
www.charteredaccountantsworldwide.com
www.globalaccountingalliance.com

T  +44 (0)20 7920 8634         linkedin.com – find IcAEW

E  sustainability@icaew.com      twitter.com/IcAEWSustain

icaew.com/sustainablebusiness      facebook.com/icaew 

Paper from
responsible sources

FSC® C020438

MIX
®


