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Introduction

Recent international research has given us valuable insight into how companies across 
the globe are generating corporate value by evolving their operations, products, ser-
vices and even their positioning toward sustainability. 1  

We wanted to understand how leading green companies here at home were embrac-
ing the green wave and whether the downturn had slowed their momentum. We were 
delighted therefore when we got the opportunity to work with the green awards.  Their 
database of award entrants provided us with a list of company’s with direct experience 
with sustainability in Ireland. We invited over 1,000 of them to answer ten questions 
as part of an online survey between February and March, 2011. We asked about the 
importance of sustainability to the future of their organisation, the value it generates 
and how.  We also asked what would further help address sustainability issues in the 
future.  

The results and accompanying comments offer insights into the direction of green 
business in Ireland and highlight areas where further research is necessary. 

John Harrington
Managing Director 
RealEyes Sustainability ltd.

1 The business of sustainability, First annual business of Sustainability Survey, MIT Sloan Management review, 2009
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{Almost 
1 in 5 said the 

greatest benefit 
in addressing 

sustainability was 
that it improved 
their company 

or brand 
image}

{1 in 4
 companies said 
sustainability  

allowed them to 
be innovative}
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Executive Summary

The vast majority of green businesses surveyed agree that sustainability is critical to 
their future success.  Why?, because sustainability delivers key business benefits such 
as increased competitive advantage, better brand image and increased innovation.  

Not even the worst recession in recent Irish history has dented respondents commit-
ment to it. Quite the contrary. It would appear, especially from comments submitted, 
that sustainability makes more sense now than ever.  

Most company’s are generating value from sustainability in the short term by address-
ing tangible inefficiencies in energy, waste, water etc. The majority are also building 
capacity through training in pursuit of intangible benefits such as higher staff reten-
tion, innovation and productivity rates.  

In general company’s favour sustainability strategies they can control internally, few-
er companies for example, are trying to influence government policy or their supply 
chains although we expect the latter will grow in importance over the medium term. 

Company’s also indicated that they need “new” frameworks and approaches and “new” 
methodologies and techniques to better address sustainability issues in the future. 
More research is needed to clarify exactly what respondents mean here but the word 
“new”, may be significant. Perhaps they feel that “old”, business-as-usual approaches 
are insufficient to plan and operate a modern, sustainable business. Respondents did 
offer the names of organisastions they consider examples of world class in sustain-
ability and some of these (e.g Interface carpets) are at the forefront of developing such 
novel business models.  However, less than one in eight respondents consider their 
organiations as world class in sustainability signifying that although Irish business 
has a lot done in sustainability, they clearly believe there’s a lot more to do. 



Survey Findings
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Has the current economic downturn 
affected your organisations commitment 

to addressing sustainability issues?

Yes (21.5%)
No (78.5%)

Yes (21.5%)

No (78.5%)

n=65 

How important are sustainability issues 
to the future success of your business?

Very important (86.2%)
Important (9.2%)
Neither (0%)
Not important (1.5%)
Irrelevant (3.1%)

Very important
86.2%

Irrelevant
3.1%

Not important
1.5%

Important
9.2%

n=65

{fig.1} {fig.2}

Sustainability Is Recession Proof  
Almost 8 out of 10 companies (78.5 %) say that the 
current economic downturn has not affected their 
commitment to sustainability (see Fig. 1).  Comment-
ing on why they remain committed to sustainability 
during an economic recession, businesses emphasised 
the financial benefits. “We have seen the financial  
benefits of good environmental practice prior to the  
recession.  This is even more relevant now,” Another said 
that the recession had made them more determined to 
improve and maintain savings. The recession and sus-
tainability it seems are compatible in that both provide 
the context to trim company fat while punctuating the 
need to differentiate and innovate.  Both represent con-
straints that test a company’s ability to adust to chang-
ing market conditions.  Leading company’s adapt and 
thrive under such conditions, positioning them well 
to take advantage of any future economic recovery. 

Sustainability is essential for doing business in the 
21st Century 
The survey also found that 95 % of businesses claim 
that sustainability issues are either very important 
or important to the future success of their business  
(see Fig. 2). The vast majority therefore believe that 
sustainability is an essential ingredient of modern 
business practice and strategy.  This concurs with the  
UN  Global Compact-Accenture study of CEO’s  
attitudes to sustainability (A New Era of Sustainabil-
ity, the UN Compact Accenture Global Study of CEO’s, 
2010) which found that a similar per cent (93 %) of 
CEO’s believed that sustainability will be crucial to the 
future success of their business.

Green Priorities 
When asked which sustainability strategies their  

organisations were addressing, 80% of companies chose 
“improving efficiency in energy consumption” and  
72 % chose “Improving efficiency by reducing waste”.  
Interestingly, an almost equal number of companies 
(71%) chose “building awareness and understanding  
of sustainability in the organisation”. Influencing gov-
ernmental policies and regulations on sustainability 
and highlighting sustainability issues when dealing 
with suppliers and customers were seen to be lower 
priorities (see Fig. 3)
 
Not surprisingly, these findings show that companies 
are more interested in issues like dealing with ener-
gy and waste that give them an immediate financial  
return. These are also internally focused issues which 
companies have direct control over. The survey shows 
that companies seem less willing to branch out and 
address more complex external issues like influenc-
ing government policy and promoting sustainability 
in supplier and customer relationships. However, we  
expect businesses – especially larger ones – will become 
more interested in these areas in the future, particu-
larly with the growth in green procurement.
 
Benefits of Sustainability to Businesses 
Businesses were also asked what the greatest benefits 
of addressing sustainability issues were to their com-
pany (see Fig. 4).  Here, opinions varied significantly.  1 
in 4 companies felt it gave them a competitive advan-
tage.  A similar number said that it allowed them to be 
innovative. Almost 1 in 5 said the greatest benefit was 
that it improved their company or brand image. Small-
er numbers of companies (9.2%) found that improving 
employee satisfaction and morale was the greatest  
benefit to addressing sustainability issues.

Any one of the above benefits would be a reason to  
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Which of the following sustainability strategies is your organisation addressing? 
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{fig.3}

{fig.4}

What are the greatest benefits to your organisation in addressing 
sustainability issues?

Number of respondents                n=65

Improved company or brand image

Employee satisfaction, morale, retention

Competitive advantage

Business model or process innovation

Product, service or market innovation

New sources of revenue or cash flow

Effective risk management

Enhanced stakeholder relations

Other
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Which of the following statements best describes the way in which your organisation defines sustainability?

Sustainability refers to climate change issues

Sustainability refers to other environmental issues

Sustainability refers to corporate social responsibility issues

Sustainability refers purely to maintaining the economic viability of our business

Sustainability incorporates climate change,environmental, social,and economic issues

Sustainability refers to addressing issues from a long-term perspective

Other

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

 Number of respondents           n=65  

Sustainability refers to meeting the needs of the current generation without
compromising the ability of futuregenerations to meet their needs

{fig.5}

continue to invest in sustainability. A longer-term 
view of sustainability means realising all of the above  
benefits. We believe that companies who embrace  
sustainability will not only have a priceless competitive 
advantage but also enjoy improved brand image, in-
creased inno¬vation and higher employee satisfaction.

Good Understanding of Sustainability 
The majority of companies who responded to the survey 
showed a good understanding of what sustainability 
means: 7 out of 10 agreed that it incorporates climate 
change, environmental, social and economic issues 
while 6 out of 10 said that it refers to addressing issues 
from a long term perspective and meeting the needs of 
the current generation without compromising the needs 
of future generations (see Fig. 5).

The acceptance of the complexity and integrated nature 
of sustainability combined with the understanding that 
it introduces a longer term perspective to business plan-
ning demonstrates a maturity and sophistication among 
survey respondents toward sustainability. This is sup-
ported by the fact that less than 5% consider themselves 
novices in the area with over 50% describing themselves 
as experts / thoughleaders (Fig. 6)

Interestingly, while over 50% of respondents consider 
their organisation to be above industry average in  
sustainability only 12.3% would rate them as world 
class, signifying a perception among respondents of a 
gap between domestic and international standards on 
sustainability (see Fig. 7).
 
This could also point to the fact that although organi-
sations have the experts in house (Fig. 6) as described 

Novice
(4.6%)

Somewhat aware
and knowledgeable, 
but not an expert
(46.2%)

Which statement best describes your awareness 
of and expertise on sustainablity?

Thought 
leader/
expert
(49.2%)

 n=65 

{fig.6}

How would you benchmark your organisation 
against a company you look to as world class 

in sustainability?

World-class as well

Above industry average,
but not world-class

Industry average

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

% respondents           n=65 

Below industry average

Well beind

Don’t know

Other

{fig.7}
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of 

good 

environmental 

practice 

prior 
to 

the 

recession. 
This 

is 
even 

more 

relevant 
now.



Althoughthe
downturnhas impacted the business in 

a 
variety of 

ways the drive towards sustainability has accelerated rather than slowed.”
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What tools would be most valuable to your organisation in better 
addressing sustainability? 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35

New strategic frameworks and approaches

High-level sustainability diagnostic tools

Expertise in specific domains (e.g., cleantech, emission reduction,

New techniques and methodologies (e.g., to track carbon footprint)

Six Sigma and LEAN manufacturing concepts

Financial tools to evaluate sustainability investments

External consulting or auditing services

Sustainability scorecard with clear, measurable metrics

Tools not important

% respondents        n=65 {fig.8}
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above, this expertise has not been captured in the  
organsational practices and performance required to 
compete at an international level. Sustainability is still 
a relatively new idea for Irish business and it will take 
a number of years before it’s concepts become embed-
ded and then reflected in every aspect of operations and 
service. 

New Tools Required to Help Businesses Embrace 
More Sustainable Practices 
The survey asked businesses what tools would be most 
valuable to help their organisation better address sus-
tainability, and while views differed significantly, over 
50% said that new strategic frameworks and techniques 
would be most valuable ( see Fig. 8)

Considering that companies surveyed have a good un-
derstanding of what sustainability embraces and also 

see themselves as knowledgeable in the area of sustain-
ability for business, it is hugely significant that they 
perceive the need for new tools and techniques to help 
them move beyond where they are today and realise 
the benefits of sustainability more fully. An American 
study of executives (MIT Sloan First Annual Sustain-
ability and Innovative Survey, 2010) found that the 
greatest internal roadblocks to sustainability are out-
dated mental models and perspectives. 

This indicates that new strategic frameworks should 
help companies embrace sustainability and really inte-
grate it into the DNA of their organisations. More re-
search is required to see which specific new tools and 
techniques would help companies in different sectors 
further integrate sustainability practices into their 
day-to-day management and operations.  This is the 
challenge for businesses like ours to help them do so.



Conclusions
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Leading green businesses in Ireland have a mature and  
sophisticated understanding of sustainability

The vast majority of leading green businesses feel that sustainability is critical to the
future of their business and more important than ever, despite the recession

The majority of leading green businesses are upskilling internally on sustainability

For now, companies favour sustainability strategies they can control  
internally, such as eco-efficiencies from energy, waste and water

Companies indicate that they need new strategic frameworks and 
approaches to address sustainability in the future, i.e sustainability 2.0

Only a small number of respondents feel that their organisations could  
compete with world-class organisations on sustainability



Further information
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Daragh Anglim
John Harrington

RealEyes Sustainability Ltd.
The Priory, 
John Street West 
Dublin 8
Ireland

daragh@realeyes.ie 
www.realeyes.ie
Mobile: +353-87-1200539

“The 
downturn 

has 
made 

us 
more

committed 
to 

sustainability”


