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What is sustainability

When we hear the word sustainability we tend to think first
and foremost about protecting the environment. But
sustainability is much broader than that. It covers social,
environmental and economic issues – or people, planet
and prosperity – and it’s about achieving a balance
between all of these things so that current and future
generations can thrive.
"Sustainable development is development that meets the
needs of the present without compromising the ability of
future generations to meet their own needs.”
United Nations Bruntland Commission report, 1987

A changing world

In today’s hyper-connected, global world, we are all
affected by megatrends – powerful, transformative forces
that are changing the global economic, business and
societal landscape. These megatrends, including
population growth, rapid urbanisation and increased
consumption, have been accelerating over the past 50
years putting enormous pressure on the planet’s resources,
leading to pollution, biodiversity loss and climate change
and creating wealth inequalities and social instability.
There is increasing coverage and focus on these issues and
we are all becoming more aware of the role we can play
in our personal and business lives to help combat them. The
Covid-19 pandemic has triggered permanent social and
economic changes, shone a light on the importance of a
‘green recovery, and highlighted the increased importance
of digital and ecommerce in meeting changing consumer
behaviours and demands.
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The policy response

Policymakers at global and local level have outlined plans to implement policies and legislation to
ensure a transition to a greener, circular, fairer and more digital economy.

Global

2015 was a big year for sustainability globally. In that year governments signed the Paris
Climate Agreement aiming to limit global warming to well below 2 degrees Celsius – ideally 1.5
degrees compared to pre-industrial levels. In the same year the United Nations created the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): 17 goals and 169 targets that the world needs to work
together to achieve by 2030.

EUROPE

IRELAND

By 2050, Europe aims to become the
world’s first climate-neutral continent. The
European Green Deal is at the heart of the
EU’s approach. It sets out a roadmap for a
sustainable transition, moving to a ‘net zero
carbon’, circular economy, restoring
biodiversity and cutting pollution, and
making the transition just and inclusive for
all.

Ireland is committed to being net-zero carbon
by 2050. The recent publication of the
Climate Action Bill will enshrine this
commitment into Irish law. The pathway to netzero carbon is guided by the Climate Action
Plan, supported by other policies including the
draft Circular Economy Strategy 2021 - 2022,
which aims to harness the potential of the
digital economy to create and recreate value.

www.digitalbusinessireland.ie

A once in a lifetime
opportunity

When thinking about global challenges like climate
change, the scale of what needs to be done to transition
to a sustainable future can feel daunting. There’s no doubt
that a significant level of change is required by everyone,
including businesses, to support this transition. Much of the
recent commentary has been focused on the challenges
and risks, but there is also a huge opportunity, not least for
business. The fact is that the potential financial losses from
climate-related acute weather events like storms and
flooding, or reputational damage because of failure to
provide sustainable services or products, will more likely
be much higher than the cost of transitioning to more
sustainable practices.
Sustainability is fast becoming a ‘must do rather than a
nice to do’. Every business has the capacity to make a
difference and rethink their business model to avoid
becoming obsolete. More than that, every business has the
potential to benefit from the commercial opportunities
that embracing sustainability brings.
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The sustainability opportunity

Enhance brand equity and reputation

Increasingly, customers want to know whether the businesses they engage with are
playing their part in tackling issues such as climate change and racial inequality.
Companies need to demonstrate their sustainability credentials through authentic,
transparent communications, avoiding ‘greenwashing’ at all costs. No matter where
your business is on its sustainability journey, communicating in an honest way about
what you are doing will give substance to your business, services, and products and
boost your brand position and reputation.
Sustainability is fast becoming a ‘must do rather than a nice to do’. Every business
has the capacity to make a difference and rethink their business model to avoid
becoming obsolete. More than that, every business has the potential to benefit from
the commercial opportunities that embracing sustainability brings.

Meet changing consumer demands and access new markets

Consumer trends are changing and the demand for ethical and green products and services
is growing. Consumers want to live more sustainable lives and be part of the solution, but
they need companies to help them to do this by giving them sustainable choices, such as
products designed for durability, made from recycled materials, that can be easily repaired.
Ultimately, consumers will vote with their feet and their wallet and the brands and businesses
that can demonstrate genuine sustainability credentials alongside essentials like quality,
convenience, and a competitive price, will reap the rewards, improving their sales and
revenue.

Foster innovation

Digitalisation and technology are key enablers to delivering sustainability.
Capturing data and trends in manufacturing and supply chains can help uncover
valuable information about carbon impacts, for example, as well as bringing more
transparency to business operations. Covid-19 has brought an acceleration in
digital adoption and transformation and there have been many advancements in
terms of data capturing tools, analytics and Smart Artificial Intelligence (AI).
These technologies will uncover sustainable sourcing solutions and improve the
environmental impact of supply chains. Research has shown that innovative
technologies and sustainability practices can also improve customer experience.
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Attract and retain talented employees:

A dynamic and motivated workforce is key to delivering the future growth strategy
of any business. Employees increasingly want to work for socially responsible
companies, with Millennials and Gen Z in particular wanting to work in businesses
that not only do great work, but also demonstrate ethical and sustainable practices
from the outside in and inside out perspective. Businesses need to demonstrate to
current and prospective employees that they are managing their impacts on the
planet, protecting the rights and wellbeing of people in their workforce and along
their supply chain, and making a positive contribition to the communities in which
they operate.

Appeal to investors
– better positioned to secure finance and funding

Investors and Banks are coming under increasing pressure from regulators to green
their portfolios and assess the risks and impact of climate change on financial
performance and in lending processes. Investors, for their part, are interested in
investing in companies with a good ESG (environmental, social and governance)
track record.
Governments too, are increasingly showing greater willingness to offer loans and
invest finance in emission-reduction initiatives and projects. The EU Innovation Fund,
for example, plans to invest €10 billion into low-carbon innovation over the next
decade, with funding earmarked for small-scale projects alongside flagship
innovation efforts. Meanwhile banks are setting strategies, targets and timelines in
relation to the percentage of lending that will need to be ‘sustainable lending’ and
are introducing innovative and incentivised products which will aid the transition to
a low-carbon economy.
This will mean that businesses with the right sustainability credentials will be able to
access preferential loan rates or products, while for those who cannot demonstrate
that they are on the sustainability journey, the cost of capital may increase.

Create a resilient business model:

The ole adage of ‘fail to prepare, prepare to fail’ rings true when it comes to
sustainability. Focusing on profit, planet and survival in a holistic way will help you
assess the overall impacts of your business over the longer-term. This forwardlooking more agile approach helps in preparing for changing trends and drives
focused investment and business planning centred on value creation and ethical
practices. There is growing market data and research evidencing the strong
resilience of ESG (enviromental, social and governance) focused businesses
because they assess the risks and opportunities and consider the needs of all
stakeholders.
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Enhance operational efficiency

Many actions taken to reduce environmental impacts will also lead to operational
efficiencies and cost savings. Companies should start by completing a simple
environmental and energy audit to understand their current usage and identify
opportunities for savings. Then, achieve quick wins by tackling the low hanging fruit
first, such as removing single use plastics and cutting down on paper use and
printing. Switch to a renewable or clean energy supplier, and choose ‘green’
suppliers for other goods and services you procure. As you get more advanced,
adopt circular economy principles - reduce, reuse, redesign, repair, re-manufacture
and recover – to help ‘close the loop’ on processes and material flows across your
operations, supply chains and transport. All of this will lead to improved efficiency
and an enhanced customer offering. While there may be initial up-front investment
costs the longer-term gains will be more than worth it.

Create new partnerships

The social and environmental issues we face are so big and
the targets are so challenging that business cannot do it
alone. Collaboration is one of the keys for unlocking
sustainability, be it working with your suppliers or customers
to develop smart solutions together, or working with peers
in your sector to tackle sector-wide challenges. Solving
sustainability requires systemic change at scale, and
collaboration is crucial to achieving this.

Build an inclusive workforce

Creating an inclusive workplace that values employees’ views and individuality helps
to enhance and shape ways of working and develops an open culture of respect
and equality. Companies with diverse teams have been shown to be more creative
and more successful. Providing opportunities for training and professional
development in areas such as Diversity and Inclusion, and developing goals and
setting targets to measure progress on areas such as gender, age, race and sexual
orientation shows your company’s commitment to this important topic.

Be a Good Citizen in the Community

Being a good corporate citizen that supports local
economic development through jobs and support for
local communities, is key to an enduring and sustainable
business. ‘Give back’ campaigns focused on strategic
partnerships with local community groups, aligned to
your organisation’s purpose, will enhance your brand
and reputation.
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How can your businesses become more sustainable?

To capture the opportunities and manage the risks that the sustainability agenda
presents, businesses across all sectors need to review their current practices,
understand their impacts, and apply a sustainability mindset when setting their
future strategy. Implementing best practices across the three pillars of sustainability
will help focus your business on longer term benefits for all its stakeholders.

be clear on your Purpose and Vision

1

The reason you exist and where you want to get to in the future.
Whether your business has an obvious social or environmental
purpose or not, you can build social and environmental good into
your business to better align profits with purpose. Many
businesses use the Sustainable Development Goals (SGDs) as a
starting point to determine which societal needs their business is
helping to address, or which global challenges it it contributing
to solving. Mapping your business’s activities against the SDGs is
a good place to start when thinking about your purpose.

Understand your impacts.

2

Map out the social and environmental issues that are most relevant to
your business and your sector by thinking about your impacts across
your entire value chain. The table below sets out the key issues that are
common to many sectors. Additionally, it is worth finding out what others
in your sector are doing – your peers and competitors, or companies
you admire for their approach to sustainability.
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Get feedback from your
stakeholders

3

Get feedback from your stakeholders on the
sustainability issues they think are most
important for your business to address. This
includes employees, customers, suppliers, and
investors. Use that feedback to select and
prioritise the top issues that your sustainability
strategy will focus on.

Measure your current position

4

Measure your current position to understand your
‘baseline’ or starting point and ensure you capture the
good things you are already doing. Then create a
strategy and action plan focused on the high priority
sustainability issues you identified – making sure you
focus on the biggest risks but also the biggest
opportunities. Set specific goals and agree actions
and timings as well as targets and performance
metrics to enable you to track progress and
achievements. Depending on the size of your business
and the scale of your ambition, you may want to
appoint a sustainability lead/ manager to coordinate
the implementation of your sustainability work.

Embed sustainability into everything you do

5

Sustainability is a mindset change as much as anything else. You need
everyone in your business to apply a sustainability lens to their acitons and
decision-making. There are simple things you can do in the office to
encourage green behaviours, such as introducing paperless meetings and
reducing/eliminating all single use plastics. Beyond this you can offer
training or learning opportunities to upskill everyone on what sustainability
means for your business and how they can make a difference in their role.
When it comes to procurement, think about the goods and services you
purchase and next time you’re renewing a supplier contract, seek out and
choose a sustainable supplier. If you have a company pension scheme, ask
your pension provider where your pension money is invested – is it in
sustainable companies and industries?
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Share your story

6

Share your story internally and externally using appropriate
communications channels – your website, social media channels,
team meetings etc. Celebrate your achievements and share your
learnings, even in the early days, as this will help embed
sustainability awareness and practices and engage your
employees on the journey. As you become more advanced, you
may want to produce a more formal sustainability report to
communicate your progress and performance to your
stakeholders. You may also want to consider accreditations or
certifications.

Review progress

7

Review your progress and evolve your approach:
as with any strategy it’s important to refine your
approach as your thinking evolves and as your
knowledge of sustainability increases. Once you
get started you will quickly learn what works for
your business and what doesn’t and you can adapt
your approach as needed, re-set your goals and
targets, and continue on your sustainability
journey.
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