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1Foreword

Of all contemporary global health issues, sustaining our planet 
is surely one of the most important. Many would argue it is the 
most important. So when George Beaton came to us at the 
Nossal Institute of Global Health, University of Melbourne, 
offering his organisations’ assistance in this area, we were 
delighted.

Sustainable business practice covers five major areas of 
operations – environmental, community and social, workplace 
practices, marketplace, and business conduct and ethical 
governance. All of these areas of operations can have 
profound impacts on our health.

Sustainable business is integral to a healthy planet and to 
healthy people. As nations we need the healthy products of 
business and as individuals we thrive if we have safe, secure, 
meaningful and rewarding jobs.

There is a growing realisation that the environment has a 
major impact (positive and negative) on human health, and the 
role of business – in terms of products, services, carbon 
footprint, community and social operations and investments, 
to name a few – should not be underestimated. 

Similarly, the way an organisation behaves in developing, 
marketing and selling its products and services, has an impact 
on the health of populations – we need go no further than the 
tobacco industry to be aware of this.

The physical and mental health of employees and their 
families is greatly enhanced by good workplace practices 
such as a commitment to employee health, respect for 
diversity, flexibility, professional development and work/life 
balance. Finally, these sustainable workplace practices are in 
turn enhanced by having ethical and transparent governance 
throughout an organisation.

The title of the overarching project – People.Productivity.
Planet – is apt when talking about sustainable businesses.  
If business leaders look after their people, their efficiency and 
productivity, and their planet, the world will be a much better 
place for generations to come.

I would like to acknowledge the great work of the authors, 
Maia Gould, Grant Blashki and Danny Samson. In addition, I 
am indebted to George Beaton and his teams at Beaton and 
WellmarkPerspexa for their health-promoting and sustainable 
approaches to collaboration.

I sincerely hope this report will contribute to a more 
sustainable, healthier and more productive planet. As they 
say, it’s the only one we have.

Rob Moodie	
Professor of Global Health 
Nossal Institute for Global Health, University of Melbourne
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Executive	
summary

Key findings

The strongest message emerging from the study is the huge 
latent potential in sustainability reporting in Australia – the will 
is there, but a substantial proportion of organisations are yet 
to find the way.

Snapshot of sustainability reporting in Australian 
organisations:

•	 35% of leaders say their organisation currently produces 
sustainability reports

•	 54% of those have been producing reports for less than 
three years

Huge business community support for sustainability reporting:

•	 Reputation management, minimised environmental impacts, 
employee satisfaction and more healthy worplaces are 
considered the major benefits of committing formally to 
sustainability reporting

•	 44% believe the benefits of sustainability reporting 
outweigh the costs

•	 47% believe that in five years’ time the majority of 
businesses will be producing sustainability reports

•	 47% of leaders in reporting organisations say there was  
no pressure to commence sustainability reporting – it was 
deemed to be the right thing to do

Supply chain pressures will be a critical driver in the near 
future:

•	 57% of leaders from reporting organisations would give 
preference to suppliers who can demonstrate their 
commitment to sustainability

•	 80% of leaders in reporting organisations agree it is likely 
that their organisation will require suppliers to meet certain 
sustainability standards in the future

•	 20% of leaders in non-reporting organisations in 
manufacturing, utilities, engineering and architecture have 
been asked by clients about their sustainability reporting

If relevance can be demonstrated, most organisations 
have the will:

•	 42% of leaders say they are not doing sustainability 
reporting because they don’t feel it is relevant to  
their organisation

•	 20% of leaders say it is only a matter time before  
they start – they are already talking about it

•	 73% of leaders would personally like to see their 
organisation start sustainability reporting

•	 Despite this, 25% of employees blame a lack of leadership 
commitment and interest for their organisation not 
producing sustainability reports

•	 53% of employees haven’t done anything to encourage 
their organisation to start sustainability reporting – but 
have thought about it

The employee attraction, satisfaction and retention case  
for sustainability reporting is strong:

•	 54% of employees say that as a result of their organisation 
tackling sustainability issues, they feel more proud of their 
organisation

•	 70% of employees in non-reporting organisations say  
they would feel they were promoting a healthier and  
more productive workplace if their organisation made  
a commitment to sustainability

•	 41% of employees in reporting organisations said if they 
changed jobs they wouldn’t want to work somewhere that 
doesn’t tackle sustainability issues
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Recommendations

For organisations yet to start sustainability reporting:

•	 Business leaders should be wary of the opinion that 
sustainability reporting is not relevant to them, as all 
organisations are likely to experience increasing supply 
chain pressures, and the necessity to maintain reputation 
in this area will grow

•	 The potential motivating influence on staff of a commitment 
to sustainability begins to build a solid case for any 
organisation to engage in reporting, as do the positive 
attitudes as to the cost–benefit outcomes of those 
currently producing reports 

•	 Business leaders should also be reassured that they  
don’t have to achieve everything in the first year of  
their reporting: best practice is to first understand  
your business’s impact on your environment, then  
to take small steps towards improvement. Visit  
www.goodbusinessregister.com.au for more information

For organisations currently producing sustainability reports:

•	 Making sure that your organisation’s activities in reporting 
are communicated across the firm is essential to keeping 
staff engaged with your efforts

•	 While reputation management is a strong initial driver, 
responsibility for sustainability activities must not sit  
with corporate communications – it must be embedded  
in business strategy to ensure long-term success and 
benefit to the organisation

•	 Ongoing risk analysis is critical to reporting on sustainability: 
continue to quantify the business opportunity of increasing 
your sustainability practices and the threat of not doing so

For professional associations:

•	 The community recognition of the potential for 
associations to support members in their sustainability 
activities highlights a significant opportunity for them to 
take a leading role – this will also require them to ‘walk the 
walk’, and those not currently tackling sustainability issues 
should look at improving their profile in this area

 



The Nossal Institute for Global Health at the University of 
Melbourne has partnered with Beaton and WellmarkPerspexa 
to undertake an Australia-wide survey on business 
sustainability, with the aim of supporting and encouraging  
all organisations to engage in sustainability reporting in 
accordance with global standards. The title of the project – 
People.Productivity.Planet – was developed in recognition  
of the mutually reinforcing benefits of a sustainable approach 
to business in the areas of employee health and wellbeing, 
business productivity and our planet’s resources.

This national study into business sustainability was undertaken 
in November 2009 as an optional part of a larger online study 
conducted annually by Beaton – the Annual Business and 
Professions Study – a research project including over 30 
professional associations and industry bodies, and a range of 
professional service firms in Australia. The survey sought the 
views of business leaders and employees about sustainability 
reporting, identifying the stimulus for and obstacles against 
engaging in sustainability reporting and providing a mandate 
for change in the business community. 

The research project coincided with the launch of a  
new website, People.Productivity.Planet, which provides  
a forum for online discussion about sustainability issues  
in business (www.peopleproductivityplanet.com).

The survey was developed by a multidisciplinary team that 
included experts in business, public health and sustainability. 
The study was approved by the University of Melbourne 
Human Research Ethics Committee, and was distributed 
through professional organistions with participants responding 
anonymously. The survey asked a different set of questions 
according to whether respondents described themselves as 
leaders or not, and also whether they say their organisation 
produces sustainability reports or not. See box below:

All respondents working in an organisation

Business leaders Employees

Whose organisation already
does sustainability reporting

Whose organisation DOES NOT
do sustainability reporting

Over 40% of the 28,039 respondents to the Annual  
Business and Professions Study also opted in to the  
Business Sustainability section, comprising a cohort of  
11,802 participants. The vast majority of non-respondents 
cited lack of time to do the survey rather than lack of interest 
in sustainability as their main reason for not responding. This 
provides some evidence that our cohort was not a sampled 
out group of sustainability enthusiasts. 

We intend to undertake further analysis of the data at  
the University of Melbourne, which will result in a series  
of academic papers that, we hope, will inform a new  
model of how businesses can best be assisted to take  
up sustainability reporting. 

Introduction



9Defining business 	
sustainability 

Almost 90% (89.8%) of respondents agreed with the given 
definitions of sustainability and sustainability reporting. 

Survey Definition of Sustainability and 
Sustainability reporting 

By ‘sustainability’ we mean responsible business practices 
across all areas of operation, including:* 

•	 Environmental – the environmental impact, direct 
or indirect, of an organisation’s operations, products  
or services, including those of its suppliers.

•	 Community/Social – the impact of an organisation’s 
projects, products, services or investments on the 
community at a local or global level.

•	 Workplace Practices – including employee health, 
diversity and equal opportunity, work/life balance, 
professional development and full entitlement to 
employment rights.

•	 Marketplace & Business Conduct – responsible 
behaviour in developing, purchasing, selling and marketing 
products and services.

•	 Ethical Governance – from Board level throughout 
an organisation: transparency; risk management; due 
diligence; effective codes of conduct and ethics.

By ‘sustainability reporting’ we mean: 

1.	� Reflecting on actual business impacts, risks and 
opportunities and developing responsible business 
practices through integrated management processes; and

2.	� Reporting on these practices in the public domain via a 
multi-stakeholder approach to management, measurement 
and monitoring

*Adapted from http://thehub.ethics.org.au/what/ –  
The National Responsible Business Practice Project, St James Ethics Centre

 



Snapshot of 	
sustainability reporting 	
in Australia today

Just over a third (35%) of individuals say their organisation 
currently engages in sustainability reporting.

Proportion of organisations undertaking
sustainability reporting
%

Question: Does your organisation currently engage in sustainability reporting?
Base: All respondents working for an organisation.

Yes 35.3

No 47.0

I don’t know 17.7

However, over half of individuals (around 55%) from 
organisations with annual revenue of over $50 million say  
that they are currently engaging in sustainability reporting. 
Those in larger organisations are also more likely to say that 
the benefits of sustainability reporting outweigh the costs – 
50% in organisations with annual revenue of $250 million or 
more compared to around 39% in organisations earning less 
than $50 million per year.

Cost–benefit by organisation revenue
% 

Question: Proportion of respondents agreeing with the statement ‘the benefits of 
 sustainability reporting outweigh the costs’
Base: All respondents working for an organisation

43.92

38.14

Less than 
$10m

$1b
or more

41.77

$10m to
less than 
$50m

44.29

$50m to
less than 
$250m

49.24

$250m to
less than 
$1b

50.47

Total

An emerging initiative

Of the 1839 business leaders who said that their organisation 
is currently undertaking sustainability reporting, over half 
(53%) have been producing sustainability reports for less  
than three years. 

Years since beginning sustainability reporting
%

Question: How long has your organisation been producing sustainability reports?
Base: Leaders who undertake sustainability reporting

16.3

Less than 
one year

37.3

One to
less than
three years

19.0

Three to
less than
five years

17.0

Five or 
more years

10.4

I don’t know

This indicates that the initiative is still in its infancy, and  
there may be a large number of organisations that require 
support through the difficult initial stages of setting up the 
systems and processes to embed sustainability reporting.  
We should look to organisations in Banking, Mining and 
Resources and Government – these industries have been 
engaging in sustainability reporting for significantly longer  
than others. Over 20% of business leaders in these 
organisations say they have been reporting on sustainability 
for more than five years.
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on sustainability 	
reporting

We asked the entire cohort what they saw as the benefits of 
sustainability reporting and presented a list of options from 
which they could choose one or more. Less than 1% of 
respondents indicated there were no benefits to behaving 
sustainably, which highlights the strong level of in-theory 
commitment to sustainability among business professionals. 

The four top benefits cited were: 

1)	� Reputation management; building brand, goodwill and 
public trust, stronger relationships with communities 
(74%), 

2)	� Minimised environmental impacts; cost savings and 
creation of business efficiencies (68%), 

3)	� Employee satisfaction; improved capacity to attract and 
retain talented staff, reduced hiring and retention costs 
(64%), 

4)	� More healthy, productive and motivating workplaces 
(63%).  

Perceived benefits of a commitment to behaving
sustainably
%

Question: What do you believe are the benefits to organisations of making a formal 
 commitment to behaving sustainably?
Base: All respondents

Reputation management

Minimised environmental impacts

Employee satisfaction

More healthy, productive and motivating workplaces

Long-term perspective

Risk management

Regardless of other reasons, it is the right thing to do

Competitive advantage

Stronger financial performance

Access to capital

I don’t know

There are none

Other

74.1

68.3

64.0

63.0

58.9

51.1

50.7

44.6

38.1

21.0

2.3

0.9

2.2

Almost half of respondents (44%) agree that the benefits  
of sustainability reporting outweigh the costs – a critical  
step for organisations is recognising the long-term benefits  
of a sustainable business model, enabling them to look 
beyond the short-term costs of switching to a measuring  
and reporting model for sustainable business. While in an 
ideal world this figure would be higher, it is encouraging to 
note that already almost half of individuals have cleared this 
mental hurdle.

Role of professional associations

Over two thirds of respondents felt that professional 
associations and industry bodies need to actively encourage 
members to engage in sustainability reporting.

This is a huge burden of responsibility – but also a significant 
opportunity – for associations, the majority of which are yet  
to begin sustainability reporting in accordance with global 
standards.

Perceptions of the future of sustainability 
reporting

While a quarter of individuals (24%) felt that the Global 
Financial Crisis had slowed their organisation’s activities  
in the area of sustainability, almost a half (47%) said that  
in five years’ time the majority of businesses in Australia  
will be producing sustainability reports.



Motivations for 	
sustainability	
reporting

The survey captured the attitudes of over 5000 business 
leaders (those who indicated in the survey that they  
are currently in a leadership position with regular decision-
making responsibilities for the direction of their organisation).

When asked what was their organisation’s motivation for 
undertaking sustainability reporting, almost half (47%) of 
business leaders in reporting organisations said there were  
no pressures – that it was deemed to be the right thing to  
do by the leadership of the organisation. When this result  
is taken in conjunction with the finding that almost 75% of 
individuals believe that reputation management is a benefit  
of a commitment to sustainability, it indicates a high level of 
pressure in the community to support sustainability initiatives. 
Whether it is considered the right thing to do on moral or 
pragmatic grounds is difficult to determine from the data; 
however, the practical effect is the same: in order to maintain 
reputation, organisations must consider sustainability issues.

Motivations for undertaking sustainability reporting
%

Question: What pressures influenced your organisation’s decision to start sustainability
 reporting?
Base: Leaders who undertake sustainability reporting

There were no pressures – it was deemed to be the
right thing to do by the leadership of the organisation

Wanting to be considered for
responsible / ethical investment funds

Encouragement from other stakeholders
(e.g. suppliers, supporters)

Wanting / needing to engage in
carbon reduction scheme initiatives

Pressure from clients / customers (supply chain)

Internal pressure from staff

I don’t know

46.9

22.9

20.0

20.0

13.2

10.8

8.3

The remaining half of business leaders (those not in the  
group who said there were no pressures) selected a variety  
of external pressures that prompted them to begin, with 
‘wanting to be considered for responsible / ethical investment 
funds’ a significant driver. Internal pressure from staff, while  
a low proportion (11% selected this), indicates a level of 
feeling among employees that is strong enough not to be 
ignored and, indeed, to drive leadership behaviour.



13External pressures 	
to undertake	
sustainability reporting

As community support for sustainability grows, the supply 
chain implications of sustainability reporting will potentially be 
immense. Now is the time for organisations not undertaking 
sustainability reporting to start looking at it as a business 
imperative. 

The survey found that, already, 57% of business leaders in 
reporting organisations say they give preference to suppliers 
with a good sustainability profile. 

Similarly, the overwhelming majority of leaders in reporting 
organisations say it is likely or highly likely that their 
organisation will require those in their supply chain to meet 
certain sustainability standards in the future.

Likelihood of sustainability of supply chain being
a requirement for business in the future
%

Question: How likely is it your organisation will require those in your supply chain to meet
 certain sustainability standards in the future?
Base: Leaders who undertake sustainability reporting

16.3

Highly
unlikely (0–3)

37.3

Unlikely (3–4)

15.5

Neither likely
nor unlikely (5)

31.3

Likely (6–7)

48.6

Highly
likely (8–10)

Those not currently engaging in sustainability reporting have 
possibly lagged behind because the pressures have not yet 
materialised for them: over 60% said their organisation had 
not been asked about their sustainability reporting. 

However, the fact that around one in eight leaders indicated 
they had been asked by clients or customers, by other 
external stakeholders and/or by staff indicates that few 
organisations are immune to pressure to make a commitment 
to sustainability. And certain industries experience far greater 
pressures: over 20% of leaders in manufacturing, utilities, 
engineering and architecture have been asked by customers 
about their sustainability practices.

Queries about position on sustainability practices
%

Question: To your knowledge, has your organisation ever been asked about sustainability
 reporting?
Base: Leaders who DO NOT do or don’t know if they do sustainability reporting

No

Yes, by clients / customers who do
sustainability reporting (procurers)

Yes, by other external stakeholders

Yes, by staff

I don’t know

61.5

13.8

10.9

11.8

13.0



Obstacles to 	
sustainability reporting

Among the 3342 business leaders whose organisation has  
not yet started sustainability reporting, while 20% said it was 
only a matter of time before they started, the majority of the 
remainder cited the main reason as: ‘It is not relevant to us  
(e.g. we are too small, do not have a significant environmental 
impact, we are a not-for-profit organisation)’ (42% overall). 

This highlights a significant knowledge gap in the business 
community about sustainability reporting. As supply chain 
pressures trickle down to small-to-medium enterprises and 
not-for-profit organisations from large publicly listed 
organisations with a sustainability mandate, sustainability 
reporting will be seen as relevant to all organisations. As only 
5% believe that sustainability reporting is ‘just a fad’, this 
realisation is probably closer than the results would indicate.

In addition, the peer pressure in the business community is 
only likely to grow, with over 40% of leaders in organisations 
with revenue of over $50 million saying that it is only a matter 
of time before they start sustainability reporting.

Reasons for not committing to sustainability reporting
%

Question: What might be the reasons your organisation has not engaged in sustainability
 reporting thus far?
Base: Leaders who DO NOT do sustainability reporting

It is not relevant to us

There is no business case for it

It would be too expensive for us

It’s only a matter of time – we are already talking
about it and will be doing it soon

Don’t know where to start / how to do it

It’s just another fad and won’t be around in 10 years

I don’t know

Other

42.1

21.9

21.7

20.1

17.9

5.1

4.9

9.3

As well as this peer pressure, there is a substantial  
level of personal interest among leaders in non-reporting 
organisations, which bodes well for uptake of sustainability 
reporting. When they were asked if they’d personally like  
to see their organisation engage in sustainability reporting, 
73% said yes, with almost a third (32%) agreeing even if there  
is a short-term cost to their organisation. 

Leaders’ stance on sustainability reporting
%

Question: Would you personally like to see your organisation engaging in sustainability
 reporting?
Base: Leaders who DO NOT do or don’t know if they do sustainability reporting

Yes, even if there is a short-term 
cost to our organisation 32.0

Yes, but only if we can prove the
benefits of the costs 41.4

I don’t know 17.7



15Employee views 	
on obstacles 	
to reporting

The community feeling of support for sustainability is echoed 
at the employee level. 

We asked the 3461 employees in non-reporting organisations 
surveyed what the biggest obstacle preventing their 
organisation from engaging in sustainability reporting was. 
While a substantial proportion said they just didn’t know 
(26%), a quarter (25%) cited lack of leadership interest or 
commitment. This is notable, given the level of personal 
interest among leaders demonstrated in the previous section. 
This gap between the perceptions of leaders and those of 
employees indicates a need to communicate better with staff 
on this issue.

Perceived obstacles in committing to sustainability
reporting
%

Question: What do you perceive is currently the single greatest obstacle to commencing 
 sustainability reporting in your organisation?
Base: Employees whose organisation DOES NOT do or who don’t know if they do 
 sustainability reporting

Current economic conditions
constrain us 8.0

Lack of client / customer pressure to 
do anything about it 9.9

Lack of employee pressure to do 
anything about it 2.3

Lack of leadership interest
or commitment 24.7

Lack of time and resources 18.3

Not sure how / where to start 6.2

Other 4.8

I don’t know 25.8

This finding is reinforced when we look at what employees  
in non-reporting organisations have done to encourage 
sustainable practices in their workplace. While 13% of 
individuals said they haven’t done anything because they  
are not interested, more than half (53%) have thought about  
it, but have done nothing.

Employees’ initiatives to encourage 
sustainability reporting
%

Question: What have you personally done to encourage your organisation to tackle
 sustainability issues?
Base: Employees whose organisation DOES NOT do or who don’t know if they do
 sustainability reporting

Nothing, but I have thought about it

Raised the issue in meeting(s)

Nothing, I’m not interested in sustainability issues
at my workplace

Helped launch an employee-driven program to tackle
environmental issues

Informed the team about what clients / customers,
suppliers and / or other stakeholders are doing

in sustainability

Helped launch an employee-driven program to promote
healthier, more sustainable lifestyles

Other

53.3

15.3

13.4

9.5

8.2

7.7

7.2

 



Sustainability reporting 	
and staff attraction, 	
satisfaction and retention

The results in this section are based on 2028 employees  
who say that their organisation is currently undertaking 
sustainability reporting, and 3461 employees who say that 
their organisations does not do sustainability reporting, or  
who don’t know whether it does or not.

Employee satisfaction is likely to be supported and enhanced 
by sustainability reporting: employees report feeling more 
proud of their organisation as a result of them tackling 
sustainability issues (54%). 

And there are flow-on effects for productivity; a substantial 
proportion also report feeling their workplace is healthier and 
more productive (52%) and wanting to work harder to make 
our organsation successful (30%) as a result of sustainability 
activities in their organisation. 

In particular, organisations should note the benefits of 
promoting their sustainability profile to potential recruits: 41% 
of employees in reporting organisations agreed that if they 
moved organisations they would not want to work somewhere 
that doesn’t tackle sustainability issues.

Personal feelings regarding employers commitment
to sustainability
%

Question: What are the outcomes for you personally of your organisation tackling 
 sustainability issues?
Base: Employees whose organisation does sustainability reporting

I feel more proud of my organisation than
I otherwise would

I feel our workplace is healthier and more productive

If I move organisations I would not want to work
somewhere that doesn’t tackle sustainability issues

I want to work harder to make our
organisation successful

None of the above

54.1

52.8

14.8

30.3

41.0

These effects are even starker among employees whose 
organisation is not yet doing sustainability reporting: 70% 
agree ‘I would feel we were promoting a healthier and more 
sustainable organisation’, almost half would be more proud of 
their organisation (48%), almost a quarter would feel more 
loyal to their organisation (23%) and about one in five would 
want to work harder to make their organisation successful 
(20%), if the organisation made a commitment to sustainability 
reporting.

Effect of acting sustainably on employee behaviour
%

Question: If my organisation were to make a commitment to sustainability reporting,
 I would …?
Base: Employees whose organisation DOES NOT do or who don’t know if they do 
 sustainability reporting

Feel we were promoting a healthier and
more sustainable organisation

Feel more proud to work at my organisation

Fell more loyal to my organisation

Want to work harder to make our
organisation successful

None of the above

69.7

47.8

18.1

20.2

23.6

 

 



17Practical tips for	
starting sustainability	
reporting

The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) develops the 
world’s most widely used sustainability reporting framework. 
In 2008, the GRI established a Focal Point – housed at  
St James Ethics Centre (SJEC) as part of the Federal Treasury 
funded National Responsible Business Practice Project. 
http://thehub.ethics.org.au/gri/. 

The GRI Reporting Process summarises the main steps  
to starting sustainability reporting.

Small-to-medium enterprises interested in starting 
sustainability reporting can also join the Good Business 
Register (www.goodbusinessregister.com.au) to share 
experiences with other organisations starting the reporting 
journey. This register has been developed as part of the 
National Project and has been mapped to GRI Indicators.

 

GRI reporting Process

Prepare Connect Define Monitor Communicate

•	 Imagine your report

•	 Develop an action 
plan

•	 Hold a kick-off 
meeting

•	 Identify 
stakeholders

•	 Prioritise them

•	 Dialogue with them

•	 Select issues for 
action and report

•	 Write a 
recommendation

•	 Decide on report 
content

•	 Discuss and set 
goals

•	 Check internal 
procedures

•	 Check processes 
and monitor 
activities

•	 Ensure quality  
of information

•	 Follow up

•	 Choose the  
best way to 
communicate

•	 Write the report

•	 Finalise the report

•	 Launch the report

•	 Prepare for the  
next cycle



Healthy	
workplaces

The study found that organisations that conduct sustainability 
reporting have a high proportion of employee health initiatives 
in place. People management policies are an important part of 
sustainability reporting in accordance with global standards, 
and these results might support and in part explain the 
employee satisfaction findings of the previous section.

Flexible work practices are the most common employee 
health initiative, followed by mental health support programs, 
with the majority of employees saying these are in place in 
their organisation. Reporting organisations should highlight 
these people management initiatives in the context of their 
sustainability activities – this will broaden employees’ 
understanding of the broader concept of sustainability, and 
demonstrate that sustainability is embedded in the 
organisation’s systems and processes.

Awareness of employers’ employee health initiatives
%

Question: What sustainability initiatives related to employee health is your organisation
 implementing to your knowledge?
Base: Employees whose organisation does sustainability reporting

Flexible work practices

Mental health support programs

Workplace design more conducive to health

Encouraging active transport

Encouraging use of public transport rather 
than driving 

Discouraging plane travel

None of the above

Other

67.4

55.3

54.6

49.8

33.6

33.3

6.5

10.3



19Success at embedding 	
sustainability reporting

Employee attitudes about sustainability reporting are likely  
to be influenced by the way it is communicated to them.  
Their opinions on whether they feel their organisation is 
making a real difference are important and give an indication 
of the likely longevity and success of the reporting.

Over half of employees in reporting organisations heard at 
least monthly about what their organisation is doing in the 
area of sustainability reporting. Around 30% of organisations 
have some work to do, with employees only hearing about the 
activities once or twice a year.

Awareness of employers’ sustainability practices
% 

Question: How often do you hear about what your organisation is doing in the area
 of sustainability?
Base: Employees whose organisation does sustainability reporting

5.74.7

Daily Never

17.1

Weekly

42.8

Monthly

29.1

Once
or twice 
a year

0.6
Rarely

Around 80% of employees in reporting organisations said their 
organisation was successful in making real changes in the 
area of sustainability.

Employees perceived success of their organisations
sustainable practices
% 

Question: How successful do you believe your organisation is in making real changes in 
 the area of sustainability?
Base: Employees whose organisation does sustainability reporting

2.7
4.3

Unsuccessful
(3–4)

Extremely
successful
(8–10)

11.5

Neither 
successful nor
unsuccessful
(5)

52.5

Successful
(6–7)

29.0

Highly
unsuccessful
(0–2)



Discussion 	
and implications 

The results of this report support the growing body of research 
that suggests a solid business case for sustainability reporting.

A win-win situation

Leading companies are not usually undertaking sustainable 
development strategies and actions from a sense of 
philanthropy only; they are aiming to achieve win-win benefits 
with their stakeholders. From this study and other detailed 
case studies of advanced sustainability companies (Goldsmith 
and Samson, 20051), we find that addressing sustainability 
issues gives companies and their executives the opportunity 
to implement their business strategies more effectively. 
Sustainability is not separate from their mainstream business 
strategies and is not just done for charitable reasons, but is 
part of, and relates to, the businesses mainstream. Only when 
embedded in business strategy do sustainability activities 
become sustainable! On the other hand, when it starts as  
a charity or fad, there it finishes. 

Efficiency benefits

Underpinning leading sustainability actions are three major 
categories of business advantage, namely efficiency, 
reputation and market edge (Goldsmith and Samson, 20051). 
Efficiency can come from such simple yet powerful actions as 
cost reduction through waste reduction, energy auditing and 
reduction of use, becoming paperless or close to it, recycling 
materials, and reducing transport tasks by examining methods 
and optimising resources allocated to these activities. For 
companies that have not examined these issues or not done 
so recently, there may be large and direct ‘cost-reduction’ 
benefits waiting to be harvested. 

Reputation benefits

Reputation benefits can come from ‘doing the right thing’ by 
stakeholders, such as when mining companies deal favourably 
with local small businesses and employ and train local people. 
This reputational edge helps with future access to resources 
and markets. Organisations with a reputation for doing good 
things are often more attractive in labour markets, helping 
them in the ‘war for talent’. Those that invest in providing 
employee benefits receive back from their staff an increased 
motivation and productivity – this common sense approach is 
supported by the results in this study. Reputation also  

counts with governments, which increasingly award business 
contracts on the basis of a broad range of criteria that includes 
demonstrable (measured) sustainability performance. 

Cost–benefit analysis

How much and what types of sustainability actions should  
an organisation undertake? Although sustainability actions  
are usually not free to implement, the benefit-to-cost ratio can 
be maximised through a broad consideration of the benefit 
categories here described, and through taking an incremental 
approach to the investments. There are usually some 
significant ‘low hanging fruit’ waiting to be picked. Then there 
are more substantial reputation factors that bring longer-term 
advantages. This can include anything from stakeholder 
engagement to product and services redesign. The main 
criterion for assessing these should be ‘strategy effectiveness’. 

Act now for the longer term

Hence a formal commitment to sustainability needs to  
be considered within the context of risk analysis as well  
as cost–benefit analysis over at least two time horizons;  
short-term direct efficiencies, and medium- and longer-term 
productivity and reputation factors. 

Increasingly there is also an investment attractiveness factor, 
which links up sustainability activities and performance 
measures with the perceived (and actual) riskiness of an 
organisation, when considering it as an investment prospect. 

Perhaps the most compelling recent illustrative case of 
advancement in sustainability reporting and activity is the 
mining industry, in which Australia is the world’s leader. The 
mining industry has come very far in the past decades, having 
realised that, with poor performance environmentally and low 
stakeholder engagement, their position was, literally, not 
sustainable. Mining companies are today generally very active 
in pursuing cost reduction through waste and energy 
reduction, building strong relationships and benefits for local 
stakeholders and undertaking comprehensive measurement of 
their achievements. The good news for people, productivity 
and the planet is that the same forces that have led most 
mining companies to move forward actively in sustainability 
activities and reporting are increasingly influencing other 
organisations and industries. 

1 Sustainable development and business success, by Suzy Goldsmith and Danny Samson, Thomson, 2006, Melbourne
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