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Message from the Executive Director: 

 
Free-access whitepapers based on internal research initiatives advance Econautics 
Sustainability Institute’s (ESI) public-interest mission.  ESI whitepapers are meant to 
provide guidance to researchers, business professionals, and the public about 
sustainability in order to promote the uptake of best practices and enhance 
sustainability literacy, with the goal of reducing environmental impacts, enhancing 
social welfare, and stimulating innovative value-creation in the private sector.   
 
This whitepaper provides strategic considerations about the business-case for 
sustainability, including the economic benefits, feasibility of implementation, and 
future outlook.   
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Companies that promote sustainability see a number of economic benefits.  By 
eliminating waste, reducing resource use, avoiding regulatory compliance issues, 
enhancing customer loyalty, and achieving competitive differentiation, sustainable 
companies see long-term economic benefits in the form of reduced costs, increased 
resilience, and improved branding.   
 
Sustainable supply chain management will be easier for some than others. Companies 
that are vertically integrated will find sustainability improvements easier to come by, 
because it is easier to monitor and control the various business entities that are 
responsible for bringing a product or service to market.  Companies that are not vertically 
integrated must establish collaborative relationships with suppliers in order to ensure a 
sustainable supply chain.  This will pose a challenge because of the difficulty of 
establishing monitoring and oversight of globally dispersed suppliers, including the 
environmental or labor practices of the suppliers of suppliers. 
 
Each company has a unique sustainability potential, depending upon current adverse 
impacts and the feasibility of operational improvements.  Companies that are involved 
in manufacturing and production, intensive resource use, depend upon global supply 
chains, or operate across national boundaries, are more likely to be involved in 
environmental or social controversies, and thus have more to gain by proactively 
addressing sustainability challenges, and more to lose by neglecting this critical 
perspective.  Further, these companies have greater opportunities to reduce adverse 
impacts in a cost-effective way than, for instance, a local service organization that has 
few impacts and which would be hard-pressed to reduce those few to nothing. 
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Sustainability can promote a variety of value streams for businesses that make the 
investment.  Reducing waste promotes the financial performance of a firm by eliminating 
disposal costs and reducing the cost of materials procurement.  Improving environmental 
performance can be used in marketing to distinguish a company’s products and can even 
command a price premium, promoting revenue.  Managerial approaches that promote a 
better work-life balance for employees will reduce sick days, improve productivity and 
loyalty, and increase the quality of labor. 
 
Sustainability is cross-functional.  Improving the status quo of business activities by 
striking a more appropriate balance between environmental, social and economic factors 
can take place across business functions.  Sustainability improvements can take place in 
marketing, operations, supply chain management, leadership, strategy, innovation, 
finance and other business functions.  Sustainability should be integrated into the mission 
of a firm at the highest level, and each business function should be re-envisioned to 
promote the triple bottom line. 
 
Increased customer demand is likely to drive sustainability into the mainstream.  
Customers and consumers will increasingly be well informed about the adverse social 
and environmental impacts of business activities, and they will be demanding change, 
including lobbying for regulatory reform.  Extended Producer Responsibility, which 
would require electronics manufacturers to ensure sound disposal of e-waste generated by 
their products, has found its way onto the legislative agendas of local and national 
governments.  Certification and labeling standards will become more common, clamping 
down on false advertising of green products.  Supply chain disruptions and constraints on 
resources such as freshwater supplies caused by climate change will increasingly reward 
sustainable companies with competitive advantages.  
 


