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ABSTRACT
Increasingly, there has been a great deal of attention paid to the notion of corporate sus-
tainability, which has variously been defi ned as meaning the incorporation of social, envi-
ronmental, economic, and cultural concerns into corporate strategy. Therefore, corporations, 
particularly those that have global presence, are required to commit to sustainability strat-
egies and practice as a means of expressing their support and commitment to the notion. 
This study examines managers’ actual sustainability perceptions and practices. The paper 
reports on an empirical study carried out in New Zealand in which 15 large companies were 
interviewed in 2009 about their sustainability strategy and practice. Results reveal that 
companies that participated in the study are keen to demonstrate that sustainability is 
integral to their policy and have various projects and initiatives to support their position 
and commitment. However, with lack of ‘organised’ stakeholder pressure on corporations 
in New Zealand to showcase their sustainability attributes, with very few exceptions, the 
question of what really motivates sustainability projects/initiatives is compelling. Copyright 
© 2011 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd and ERP Environment.
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Introduction

BUSINESS LEADERS AROUND THE WORLD, PARTICULARLY THOSE IN DEVELOPED COUNTRIES, ARE PROMOTING 

sustainability initiatives and practices in their companies as they realise the importance of the platform 

for the survival of their companies in the face of tough global competition. It could be argued that this 

stance is an indication that business leaders have added social and environmental bottom lines to their 

traditional fi nancial focus (Berger et al., 2004). The persistent call for corporations to be socially and environmen-

tally responsible originates from sustained pressure exerted by a range of stakeholders, including customers, 

communities, employees, governments, and shareholders (Sethi, 2003; Epstein, 2008; Hess &and Warren, 2008; 

Sarkar, 2008). This is based on the widespread acknowledgement that business can play a signifi cant role in 

reducing deteriorating environmental quality, poverty, and social inequality and in advancing society towards 

sustainable development (Harris and Crane, 2002). Overall, considerable attention has been paid to the notion of 

corporate sustainability, which has commonly been defi ned to mean the incorporation of social, environmental, 
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economic, and cultural concerns into corporate strategy. Accordingly, Mandelbaum (2007) using Dow Jones defi -

nition, defi ned corporate sustainability as ‘a business approach that creates long term shareholder value by embrac-

ing opportunities and managing risks deriving from economic, environmental and social developments’ (p. 27).

Interestingly, ‘sustainability’ has become a near daily discussion in the business community, in government 

agencies and departments, in international and non-governmental organisations, as well as within academia and 

the media. The interest shown in the topic could be linked to less government intervention on environmental and 

social impacts of business, and the globalisation process which has led to higher levels of international trade and 

investments. Thus, as Epstein (2008) notes, ‘Managers must make signifi cant changes to more effectively manage 

their social, economic, and environmental impacts’ (p.23).

Sustainability embodies the promise of societal evolution towards a more equitable and wealthy world in which 

the natural environments and cultural achievements are preserved for generations to come (Berry and Rondinelli, 

1988; Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002; Kolk, 2003). Therefore, corporations, particularly those with a global presence, 

are required to commit to a sustainability strategy, and many have accepted their responsibility not to harm the 

environment (Hart, 1996). For example, their products and production processes have to be cleaner as more busi-

nesses are realising that reducing pollution and their social impact can lead to economic gains. Thus, as corpora-

tions comply with stringent regulations, they must protect or enhance their ethical image, avoid serious liabilities, 

satisfy the safety concerns of employees, respond to government regulators and shareholders, and develop new 

business opportunities in order to remain competitive (Berry et al., 1984).

This paper is intended to contribute to the ongoing sustainability debate and the way in which corporations are 

moving with the ‘sustainability wave’. Specifi cally, it examines the actual sustainability perceptions and practices 

of managers. The paper reports on an empirical study in New Zealand (NZ) where 15 large companies were inter-

viewed in 2009 about their sustainability strategy and practice. Results reveal that the companies which partici-

pated in the present study are keen to demonstrate that sustainability is integral to their policy and that they have 

various projects and initiatives to support their position and commitment. In NZ (based on this study), the interest 

shown in sustainability by the business sector is encouraging as business leaders do realise that their sustainability 

strategies and initiatives are fundamental to their profi tability and survival in the long term, especially in the current 

economic climate. This view was articulated by the Chief Executive of Business New Zealand: ‘In a competitive 

environment, standing still is just not sustainable. Long–lived companies are those that pay attention to people, 

their environment, and their needs . . . Innovation and growth is essential for New Zealand’s sustainability’ (Busi-

ness NZ, 2010, p.5).

Objective of the Study

In this paper, the current sustainability practices of NZ companies will be examined. Specifi cally, this study pro-

vides the most recently available information about how company managers perceive sustainability challenges and 

what their companies are doing to improve their ‘sustainability responsibility and performance’. In addition, this 

paper reveals business strategies and initiatives that have been put in place for sustainability-related issues.

Methodology

This paper reports and discusses an empirical study that examines the sustainability practices and strategies of 

NZ companies. The empirical work for this study was carried out in NZ (Auckland, Wellington, and Waikato) 

between January and December 2009. Visits were made to head offi ces and regional offi ces of 15 large national 

and multinational companies (MNCs) operating in NZ. These companies are from different industries including 

aviation, chemicals, energy and power, fi nancial institutions (banks), pharmaceuticals, retail, and 

telecommunications.

Interviews (each interview lasted appropriately ninety minutes) were conducted with Senior Managers, Directors, 

and CEOs of companies in the locations listed whose responsibilities lie solely in management and sustainability. 

The interviewees, therefore, consist of many of the main ‘reality defi ners’ of company environmental and social 
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philosophy and practice (Fineman, 1997). Aside from interviews, meetings were also held with various key person-

nel involved in management and decision-making in the companies.

The methodology is based on analysing the perspectives of managers. A semi-structured interview approach was 

used in order to obtain a broad picture of sustainability practices from various perspectives and to collect in-depth 

information on the issues raised in this paper. This approach was used to ensure that important points were 

covered and questions tailored to the relevant issues. The collected information is used to examine and develop 

an understanding of the companies’ sustainability practices and initiatives.

It should be mentioned that secondary documents and archival records were also used to support participant 

contributions. For example, information was collected from the participating companies’ websites to provide a 

‘cross-check’ of whether information gathered during interviews was similar, consistent or differed from the infor-

mation available on the websites.

Business and Sustainability in the Literature

The sustainability concept has frequently been discussed in the management and business literature, encompass-

ing the notion that managers should be the instigators and guardians of societal change towards sustainable 

development (Davis, 1991; Hussain, 1999). Many companies have institutionalised and bureaucratised sustain-

ability. Typical symbols are public statements of environmental and social intent or mission and the presence of 

an offi cial or department to cater for environmental affairs (Fineman, 1997). As stated by the Brundtland Report 

(WCED, 1987), ‘How can we meet the needs of the present generation without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their needs’? In a direct response to this question, Welford (1995) pointed out that strategies 

are needed to translate this conceptual idea into practical reality (see also Madsen and Ulhøi, 2003). In other words, 

policy-makers and business strategists will have to develop appropriate social and environmental strategies for a 

dynamic sustainability policy (Bowen, 2002) and ‘corporate greening’. Corporate greening is defi ned in this paper 

as the ‘process by which companies can become more environmentally responsible in their activities’ (Schaefer 

and Harvey, 1998, p.109). Simply put, corporate greening is the changing of organisational practices to become 

more environmentally sound (Ramus and Killmer, 2007). Further, the authors argue that corporate greening will 

often ‘create value through lowering expenditure, reducing liabilities, and insurance costs or improving the orga-

nization’s reputation’ (Ramus and Killmer, 2007, p. 556).

The sustainability debate was introduced to a global audience by the Brundtland Report as development that 

must be balanced with a continuous satisfaction of human needs (WCED, 1987). The damaging side-effects of 

industrial production have led to more pressure on corporations to focus on the negative consequences of their 

activities which could threaten conditions for future generations (Madsen et al., 2003). In business, the sustain-

ability concept has been translated to mean ‘meeting the needs of fi rms’ direct and indirect stakeholders (such as 

shareholders, employees, clients, pressure groups, communities etc.) without compromising its ability to meet the 

needs of future stakeholders’ (Dyllick et al., 2002, p.131). Similarly, according to Székely and Knirsch (2005. p.628), 

business, sustainability involves ‘sustaining and expanding economic growth, shareholder value, prestige, corpo-

rate reputation, customer relationships, and the quality of products and services’. They further argue that it means 

adopting and pursuing ethical business practices, creating sustainable jobs, building value for all the company’s 

stakeholders and attending to the needs of the underserved.

There have been many debates and instances where companies have been criticised for not paying enough 

attention to their social and environmental impact because of their lack of understanding that environmental and 

social issues have become an economic reality (Buchholz, 1993; Dehant and Altman, 1994; Welford, 1994; Jaffe 

et al., 1995; Porter and van der Linde, 1995; King and Lennox, 2001; Schaltegger and Synnestvedt, 2002). However, 

in many cases, environmental and social issues infl uence both costs and income of a company and therefore have 

a more or less direct infl uence on the economic success of that company (King et al., 2001; Schaltegger et al., 
2002). Albeit inconclusive, there is evidence to suggest that a fi rm’s choice to operate in cleaner industries is 

associated with better fi nancial performance. Based on their empirical study, King et al. (2001) argue that there is 

evidence of real association between lower pollution and higher fi nancial performance. Further, they pointed out 
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that ‘a fi rm’s environmental performance relative to its industry is associated with higher fi nancial performance’ 

(King et al., 2001, p.106). In the same notion, some scholars have suggested that discretionary improvements in 

environmental performance often provide fi nancial benefi t (Dechant et al., 1994; Porter et al., 1995; Hart, 1997; 

Konar and Cohen, 1997; Russo and Fouts, 1997; Waddock and Graves, 1997). Epstein (2008), for example, argues 

that sustainability can improve ‘international competitiveness and may even cause a closer examination of produc-

tion processes, resulting in improved product designs, product and services quality, and production effi ciency and 

yields, along with environmental improvements’ (p. 84). However, King et al. (2001) argue that it is inconclusive 

to say that a fi rm’s choice to operate in cleaner industries is associated with better fi nancial performance. All in 

all, a few studies have shown there is a positive relationship between corporate greening and fi nancial relationship, 

and signifi cant negative returns were demonstrated for companies that faced environmental and social crises 

(Russo et al., 1997; Banerjee, 2002).

Regulations have been brought into the argument, in that regulations can spur organisations to develop innova-

tive practices that reduce their environmental and social impact and improve operational effi ciencies (Dean and 

Brown, 1995; Porter et al., 1995). On the other hand, some scholars have argued that regulations are damaging to 

an organisation’s economic performance insofar as they constrain fi nancial opportunities (Lave, 1973; Christiansen 

and Haveman, 1981; Conrad and Morrison, 1989). It has been argued that understanding the potential link 

between regulatory stringency, green production offsets, and an organisations’ fi nancial performance is important 

to both the public policy and business sustainability debate (Darnall, 2009).

As the sustainability debate becomes business rhetoric, there is a little doubt that corporations have to examine 

what it means for them. In addition, corporations have to learn how they can incorporate the social and environ-

mental concerns into their decision making process which is one way of addressing their social and environmental 

impact (Banerjee, 2002; Epstein, 2008) in order to remain competitive.

Sustainability in New Zealand

Managers are faced with the daunting task of not only crafting a sustainability strategy but also implementing a 

strategy aimed at balancing the social, environmental, and economic needs of both the company and society 

(Epstein and Roy, 2001). Sustainability models are understood by NZ businesses (Collins et al., 2007; 2010) to a 

large extent; however, discussions are centred mostly on the environmental sustainability; the social dimension is 

inadequately discussed or misunderstood. Evidence of companies’ awareness of sustainability could be seen in 

business membership of notably two organisations in NZ – the New Zealand Business Council for Sustainable 

Development (NZBCSD) and Sustainable Business Networks (SBN). In addition, there have been many Sustain-

ability Awards created for businesses which focus on business sustainability initiatives and practice in the work-

place. For example, SBN created the Sustainable Business Network Awards and Fairfax Group NZ/PwC NZ created 

the Sustainable 60 Awards. Businesses in NZ can apply for these awards which are contested and winners are 

selected by judges chosen from the academic and business communities. It is worth mentioning that winning a 

sustainability award does not in itself demonstrate that a company has fulfi lled all requirements for sustainable 

practice. However, it shows that businesses are willing to accept scrutiny of their sustainability practices and 

behaviour. In addition, winning the award could signifi cantly encourage managers to improve their company’s 

sustainability practices and performance.

Results and Discussion

Interview questions posed to company managers ranged from asking them to describe their company’s sustain-

ability strategies, to defi ning the sustainability concept from their own perspective, to asking about their sustain-

ability (economic, social, and environmental) impact, as well as the importance of company’s leadership towards 

successful sustainability strategies and performance. In order to capture the actual level of understanding among 

managers, several quotations will be presented in this section. In some cases, representative quotations will be 

presented.
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Managers’ Views on the Sustainability Concept

Notably, when asked to defi ne sustainability from their understanding of the notion, many defi nitions emerge:

. . . principles of doing business which underpin everything we do. They cover everything from our work place practices 
to our people, how we will engage with the community, how we will support the community. They cover our environ-
mental practices so we have policies and practices around that and then also for our customers, the policies and the 
commitments that we make around doing the right thing for customers . . . Our code of conduct, how we’re governed 
as an organization . . .

. . . Sustainability can be a very broad term. Sustainability could be anything from ensuring that your business is 
sustainable over the long term, in particularly, environmental sustainability. In our case we have defi ned it particularly 
as environmental sustainability which is the focus of our organisation . . .

It’s about understanding the diverse social and environmental impacts of our whole business cycle. That’s from the supply 
chain right through to distribution, sales, consumption and disposal. It’s having an understanding of all those impacts, 
how they connect to our commercial objectives as well and then probably making some pragmatic judgments about . . .

Sustainability to us is sort of a developing idea. I think if you asked us 5 or 7 years ago we would have talked about 
the environment and being an environmentally responsible company, we would have talked about our history in that 
area which is quite substantial, and the things that we’ve done to promote it in the market. But more we’re like other 
business where we look at sustainability as more of a rounded concept, it’s not just about looking after the environment, 
it’s about participating as a corporate citizen in NZ, so that means the social aspect of your company as well. Longev-
ity in your company, making decisions that are going to mean that you can continue to operate and benefi t your 
employees and your customers over a long period of time. So it’s sort of growing thing for us and at times you focus 
on different areas of that . . .

. . . it means several things; it means leading by example, so not just telling people to turn the lights off and use the 
car less but actually also doing that myself so that people see that I walk the talk. It means encouraging people to act 
responsibly in their home environment as well, not just turn the lights off at home and not do it at work or not just 
do it at work and then not at home. It’s leading by example and doing the right thing for the environment so that all 
of our natural resources last longer . . .

. . . embraces the whole concept of sustainability, especially around the three pillars of sustainability, economic, envi-
ronment and social. We see it as crucial to run a successful business, not just now, but in the future as well, so it’s a 
core principle of the company and it’s one that’s followed from the top all the way down . . .

It is our future . . . It is part of our DNA, and I didn’t really mean it in a fl ippant way, all of our decisions is based 
around it; everything is based around it. We ask 3 questions when we’re making a decision: whether we are going to 
buy this type of car, are we going to get on a plane and go somewhere? Whether we’re going to launch this product, 
whatever, we ask 3 questions. The fi rst question is this: What’s going into this decision in the fi rst place? In other words 
if it’s a product? . . . energy? If it’s a decision to get on a plane and go somewhere, what’s the project, is it big enough 
to warrant doing that? The next question we would ask is how long is it going to last? So this decision that we’re 
making, is it a long-term project, so I’m going to need to budget getting on a plane 2 or 3 times, or can I condense it 
down to one time, is it a product that we’re going to launch that’s going to last 5 years or is it a product that’s going 
to last 15 years, that kind of thing. And the last question we will ask is what do we do with it when we’re fi nished with 
it? So at the end of the life of this decision, the end of the life of the product; the end of the life of a car we’re driving, 
what do we do with it? We have to have answers for all those things when we make a decision.

. . . it means looking for ways to work hand in hand to progress our business, but also not to detrimentally affect the 
environment, and the people that we work with . . . Not to leave a negative impact on where we’ve been and where 
we are going.

We look at environment management rather than sustainability. We work around environmental management which 
links into our corporate responsibilities . . .
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. . . takes the approach around sustainability as a way of doing good business. It’s a public commitment of our desire 
to do well in all aspects of the business not just performance against the fi nancial bottom line. It is a means of being 
transparent of our desire to achieve in the areas of social responsibility, environmental performance, and also doing 
the right thing for our customers, and commitment to our communities in which we operate and our social responsi-
bility in the society we operate. I suppose it also brings together the strong commitment to our staff.

Each manager interviewed was able to defi ne sustainability from their business sector’s perspective. Therefore, 

these assertions clearly indicate that at least managers are aware of the notion of sustainability and what it means 

to their business, even if they do not follow what they say to the letter. One could argue that ‘businesses as major 

polluters are actively engaged in defi ning sustainability-related concepts for themselves in a way which at best gives 

a weak defi nition of sustainable development’ (Milne et al., 2006, p. 806). Milne et al. (2006) further reiterate: 

‘that organisations can mix and match discourses with apparent success is a kind of paradoxical achievement in 

itself, but closer examination also points to inherent tensions within the concept of sustainability that business is 

trying to resolve’ (p.807). However, the various perspectives of managers on sustainability stated above are in stark 

contrast to Harris and Crane (2002) who argue that managers revealed considerable confusion regarding the defi -

nition and differences between various ‘concepts and practices within green business discourse’ (p. 218).

Companies’ Sustainability Initiatives, Practices, and Impacts

Managers describe their sustainability initiatives and practices as the way forward and strongly believe that their 

initiatives and practices will mitigate their company’s social and environmental impact (Table 1). Further, it should 

Economic Impacts Environmental Impacts
• Substantial dividend payment to shareholders
• Employment opportunities to citizens
• Economic well being of stakeholders
• Paying taxes to government
• Providing energy and electricity

• Impact on energy consumption
• consumption of resources
• Impact of taking water from rivers (energy companies)
• Operating power stations around communities
• Production using water base
• CO2 emissions
• carbon emissions within NZ
• Impact on biodiversity
• Impact of solvent based plants
• Impact on digging lands
• Impact of waste paint

Social Impacts Sustainability initiatives/practice (to mitigate negative impacts)
• Operating in community space
• Creating and sustaining employment
• Pollution in communities
• Society well-being
• Product responsibility

• Recycle and re-use of materials
• Industrial use for unusable materials (a chemical company initiative)
• Targeting zero carbon foot print
• Minimising construction waste
• Formal environmental impact assessment
• Community partnership / stakeholder engagement
• Waste management
• Reduction of energy consumption by using renewable energies
• $10 million in form of grants to research in oncology and medicine 

(an energy company initiative)
• Fundraising for charities
• Educating employees
• Green procurement
• Partnership with conservation groups
• Technology development
• Indoor environmental quality

Table 1. Sustainability impacts and initiatives
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be mentioned that managers interviewed consider that good initiatives are associated with positive fi nancial results 

and good relationship with various stakeholders. It should be noted that there have been mixed results in terms 

of relationship between sustainability initiatives and profi tability. For example, on the one hand, some studies have 

suggested positive association (Dechant et al., 1994; Porter et al., 1995; Hart, 1997; Konar and Cohen, 1997; Russo 

et al., 1997; Waddock et.al., 1997; King et al., 2001; Schnietz and Epstein, 2005). On the other hand, some studies 

have argued a negative association or an inconclusive/insignifi cant relationship (Jaggi and Freeman, 1992; McWil-

liams and Siegel, 2000; Wagner et al., 2002; Barnett and Solomon, 2006; Mill, 2006).

Table 1 shows companies’ economic, social, and environmental impacts and initiatives/practices currently in place 

to improve and mitigate negative impacts. The table is based on the actual responses and perspectives of managers 

who were interviewed. After reviewing their responses, the themes in Table 1 are put together to represent the man-

agers’ responses to their companies’ sustainability impacts and initiatives. It is noteworthy to state that managers 

do agree that they have to improve on their initiatives to be on the same par with their global competitors. For 

example, one manager asserts that ‘we’re probably not quite there yet, but we’re very close’. Another asserts:

. . . we still have signifi cant negative impacts, there’s no doubt about that. But we are offsetting them. Our products 
are deemed climate neutral but also our emissions here in NZ are offset by, you know I told you we keep track of 
everything, measuring everything, and that’s audited by Landcare Research, part of their Carbon Zero program so we 
offset that and they allow us to claim that we are carbon zero from their assessment and their certifi cation . . .

The following are managers’ responses to their current company’s sustainability initiatives. On company initia-

tives, a manager argues that:

I think to be a successful company means to be aware of what you are taking from both physical and social environ-
ments and then what you are giving back to them and looking at where does the balance lie, are you taking too much? 
Are you putting the right amount back in?

Another manager asserts that:

. . . Well we believe our sustainability practices probably set us apart, it is fundamental component of being in business 
in the future. So whilst we see that we are leading the way for a lot of organizations, particular in this region. It is 
going to be the way that all businesses will go because otherwise they won’t have customers . . .

Other managers argue:

There is the ethical dimension of it; it is a good thing to do because it is the right thing to do morally . . . As a body 
that has responsibilities in relation to society, so there is the value driver . . .

Other managers comment:

. . . Embraces the whole concept of sustainability, especially around the three pillars. It is crucial to run a successful 
business, not just for now, but for the future. It is a core principle of the company and it is the one that is followed 
from the top all the way down. It is championed at the board level with a dedicated board member fully responsible 
for sustainability . . .

. . . I think there is element of fairness and balance to sustainability. It is about people living in a healthy planet, 
so there is a physical wellbeing, mental wellbeing, being connected with communities, living in balance with the 
environment so there is an element of integrity but then also an element of innovation.

It is apposite at this point to briefl y examine the economic, social and environmental impacts (Table 1) of compa-

nies interviewed in this study. Also, it is interesting to note that managers were excited to share their company initia-

tives with the researcher, but at times were not able to articulate some of their social and environmental impacts.

In terms of economic impacts which are the most visible ones, a manager asserts:



132 G. Eweje

Copyright © 2011 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd and ERP Environment Corp. Soc. Responsib. Environ. Mgmt. 18, 125–136 (2011)
 DOI: 10.1002/csr

For example around 37 cents in every dollar spent in [in our stores] is actually spent on local suppliers of one kind or 
another, either merchandise suppliers or nontrade suppliers. So within every dollar spent in . . . , around 62 cents is 
actually retained within the NZ economy so that we can keep employing staff, paying taxes, distributing dividends, 
generating employment for our own suppliers. And then the balance of those 62 cents, 38 odd cents is actually sent 
directly to overseas suppliers in other economies. So I think that’s probably the simplest way of talking about our 
economic impact. We deliver value to customers, dividends taxes and employment . . .

On his company’s social and environmental impact, another manager emphasizes that:

Well we have our own set of rules and policies. You can’t manage your impacts or measure them until you have some 
sort of policy. So for example we’ve policies and objectives around energy management, around packaging waste. We’re 
trying now to begin to understand carbon intensity so we have policies and targets, we might as well measure that. To 
some extent, what you are doing around negative impacts is governed by regulations so it’s purely compliance so if you’re 
going to sell a certain kind of electrical appliance then it has to meet certain environmental and safety standards, so 
there’s a dimension of that, that’s about compliance. Just conforming with regulations and then beyond that, we make 
voluntary choices for example the amount of recycling we do, there’s no legal obligation for us to recycle our stores’ waste, 
we could send it all to landfi ll. In fact, it probably would be slightly cheaper to send it to landfi ll, but we’ve made a policy 
choice or and ethical choice to try and recover as much as we practically can at stores and recycle that, so I guess that’s 
an example of a distinction between something that’s purely compliant driven and something that we’re doing for 
another reason, for an ethical reason. We even reduced our electricity consumption by 30% for the last 12 months simply 
by turn off air conditioning in these buildings and bring in timers and automatic lights, things like that . . .

In all cases where the company’s offi cial position on sustainability is well documented (on company websites 

and other written documents), there is evidence to show that some of the employees are in support of initiatives 

for sustainable growth. It should be mentioned that some of the CEOs and senior managers interviewed were 

willing to allow other employees to be interviewed if it was required. This gesture could be interpreted to mean 

that some of their employees are involved or aware of the company’s sustainability initiatives.

Sustainability Reporting and Assurance

The persistent critique on the negative social and environmental implications of globalisation has put pressure on 

corporations to become active in reporting activities undertaken to prevent the ‘externalities’ of international trade 

and production (Kolk, 2003). Simply put, a company’s sustainability reporting could be described as the practice 

of measuring, disclosing, and being accountable for organisational performance while working to achieve the goals 

of sustainable development. Notably, the fi rst separate ‘environmental report’ was published in 1989. Since then 

the number of companies that have started to publish information on their environmental, social, or sustainability 

policies and/or impacts has increased signifi cantly (Willis, 2003; Kolk, 2004; Gray, 2006). The aim of reporting 

was to develop a voluntary reporting model that will elevate sustainability reporting practices to the equivalent of 

fi nancial reporting in ‘rigour, comparability, auditability and general acceptance’(Willis, 2003, p.233). It must be 

emphasised that while sustainability or social and environmental reporting has increased globally; overall, there 

are also clear differences between countries and between industries (Kolk, 2004). Accordingly, one of the questions 

raised during the interview was the issue of accountability and reporting. Simply, if a company sees sustainability 

as an essential part of its business strategy, it should be able to give accountability and reports on its sustainability 

initiatives and performance.

Thus, in this study, managers were asked if their companies report on sustainability, and more importantly, if 

they use a third party to certify such reports. Interesting, only six companies have standalone sustainability reports; 

out of the six, only three employ a third party auditing or certifi cation of their reports, while others do not. Further, 

fi ve of the companies mention their environmental and social initiatives in their annual fi nancial reports, while 

the remaining four companies do not have any documentary type of reports. Those companies with standalone 

reports argue that: ‘It is important to have a sustainability report, [we do see that] it is important to be transparent 

and open at the very least with our reporting.’ A manager from a company that audits and certifi es their company 
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report argues: ‘we are ranked really highly on the Dow Jones sustainability index, we’ve been the leading company 

globally for 5 out of 7 years and that’s because we’re really good with our reporting and obviously we’ve imple-

mented a number of initiatives’. Another manager with external certifi cation argues: ‘well, one reason we report 

was to meet our requirement, to meet our promises, to inform our stakeholders . . . because we’ve publicised our 

targets, so we have to report publicly on what we said we are going to do and why we did originally say we were 

going to do them.’ The manager further suggests that the company audits its sustainability report: ‘to make sure 

we are not lying I guess . . . It basically means a pat on shoulders saying ‘you did a good job’. Any time we have 

been audited, the results always come back very well, so it means we are doing things correctly, we are following 

the right stuff, having the right direction’. A manager from a company which reports but currently does not employ 

external certifi cation or assurance for their reports asserts that:

We have had external assurance over our report in the past . . . it’s not a compliance matter. At present, we do not 
have external assurance over our external report and that was basically a budget decision. We looked at the cost of 
that we said well is that really adding value to us? Is it really adding that much to the credibility of the report? We’re 
using the same methodology we used when we had external assurance and the decisions in the business at this point 
in the current environment is to not have external assurance over the report. I’m not saying it won’t be the case in 
the future, we may go back to it in the future but at the moment we don’t have.

A manager from group of companies which reports through their annual fi nancial reports argues: ‘Our report-

ing is heavily dominated on the standard fi nancial data, but we do have a small, very small I must say and I don’t 

think this is good enough that this is what our current structure is.’ Companies which do not report publicly are 

aware of the pressure and need to make their sustainability performance and initiatives evident to their various 

stakeholders, but argue that they are not a position to do so. Furthermore, they argue that because they do not 

publicly report does not mean they are not doing the right thing. As one manager asserts: ‘Some of our sustain-

ability initiatives will be made public in the future, we’re not doing it for everybody else’s attention, presently, we 

are more interested in doing it for our own . . .’

Globally, there has been a signifi cant increase in numbers of companies reporting on non-fi nancial issues (sus-

tainability, or social and environmental issues); however, this has not been the case in NZ. The reason could be 

due to the lack of organised stakeholder pressure. However, with more companies planning to or operating in 

international markets, the number of companies reporting will signifi cantly rise due to stakeholder pressure that 

will be encountered in international markets. This argument is in contrast to Kolk (2003), who argues that sustain-

ability reporting could be viewed as ‘mere window-dressing, driven by public and government pressure, and 

something that is likely to fade away when these forces recede’ (p. 289). Based on the current study, it is argued 

there will be an increase on sustainability reporting as more companies fi ercely compete in international markets 

and investors, governments, pressure groups, and consumers exert more pressure on those companies to publicly 

report their sustainability initiatives and practices.

Management and Governance

Discussion on corporate sustainability is incomplete without understanding the role of senior management and 

company’s relationship with other stakeholders in confronting key sustainability challenges and opportunities. I 

argue that it takes leadership – a certain kind of leadership – to transform a business into a sustainable business. 

Accordingly, integrating sustainability initiatives and practice into organizational structure requires a vision, com-

mitment, and leadership (Yencken, 2002; Azapagic, 2003; Elkington, 2006; Epstein, 2008). In addition, it requires 

a systems approach with an appropriate framework that ‘enables design, management, and communication of 

corporate policies’ (Azapagic, 2003, p. 303). Azapagic further argues that if industry is to respond to the challenge 

of sustainability, it needs to demonstrate a continuous improvement of its triple bottom line (i.e. economic, social, 

and environmental performance) ‘within new evolving governance systems’ (p.303). Epstein (2008) emphasises 

the critical role of leadership in developing and implementing sustainability initiatives. He argues that the com-

mitment of the board and management to the enforcement of sustainability principles and development of organi-

sational systems can encourage all employees to comply with company strategy.
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Based on these arguments, managers interviewed for this study were asked about the role of CEOs and senior 

management in implementing sustainability initiatives. Each of the managers emphasised the important role of 

senior management, especially of the CEOs and the Board. It was emphasised that ‘the CEO communicates the 

values of the organization, the behaviours expected, and the results ultimately achieved’ (Epstein, 2008, p. 58). As 

one manager put it:

We’re not going to go anywhere without the mandate of your board and executive. So I think that business case and 
values case has to be won. I think that’s at the heart of a successful strategy: you have to have the support of the board 
and executives. And then drilling down from that I think it’s about assessing your business in a holistic way. . . . 
looking at risks and opportunities, every enterprise has limited resources so you’ve got to set some priorities. You’ve got 
to go after maybe some of the easy ones, things where you can make a difference quite quickly, which often can be 
linked to reducing costs and it is easy to get support in a company for things like reducing cost. And then in areas 
where you’re really exposed, whether its product quality or ethical issues associated with products, you’ve got to confront 
those diffi cult issues even though it may be diffi cult to make progress, there may be concerns about transparency. I 
think because the brand risks associated with those diffi cult issues, they are so great that you need to take the diffi cult 
steps to try and start to manage those issues and improve performance in those areas.

Also, the managers emphasised that there should be a relationship with government and other stakeholders in 

order to achieve their commitment to sustainability initiatives. This is based on the fact that there will not be any 

progress without collaboration with other stakeholders. For example, some companies do have regular meetings 

with some environmental pressure groups. One of the managers argues that:

We engage with most stakeholders. If you look at government regulation, we now have the waste act in NZ, we have 
the emissions trading scheme, we have all the existing regulation, consumer guarantees act and fair trading, so there’s 
defi nitely more pressure coming from government, no question that customers, although they’re not necessarily willing 
to pay a lot more for goods or services that have these attributes, there is an expectation that you’ll be responsible. So 
it’s there from consumers, it’s certainly there with the NGOs, whether its environmental or fair trade because they’re 
willing to get out and name and shame businesses that don’t meet their expectations which I think is a valuable func-
tion that they actually play, really important function. So yes, we have to talk to other stakeholders about our initia-
tives to be successful . . .

At this juncture it is important to briefl y examine why companies interviewed in NZ are interested and engage 

in sustainability discourse. It looks obvious from this study that managers were ‘keen’ to put their companies in 

the forefront as there are advantages in being seen as a sustainable company. However, with a lack of ‘organised’ 

stakeholder pressure on corporations in NZ to ‘showcase’ their sustainability attributes except in some very few 

cases (where most of the pressure comes from either the government through regulation, from corporates, and 

occasionally from very few pressure groups), the question of what really motivates sustainability projects/initiatives 

becomes central, i.e. what is the business logic for sustainability in the absence of stakeholder pressure? As one 

manager states: ‘To be honest, we haven’t felt pressure, but we have seen the consumer trends and we have to 

differentiate ourselves now as a growing proportion of New Zealanders are becoming more aware of sustainability, 

we need to be ready before questions are asked . . .’ On this basis, this study identifi ed two models of sustainability 

practicing behaviour – one of being the ‘leader’ and the other of being the ‘follower’. This grouping becomes more 

evident when the current economic climate is added to the picture. The leaders are companies which continue to 

invest, and also initiate new investment in sustainability during the present economic turmoil. The followers are 

those companies which stop all or most of their investment in sustainability during the economic down turn, but 

continue to use their brands and image to look as if they are still investing in sustainability as the leaders do.

Concluding Remarks

This paper has examined the sustainability initiatives and practices of a sample of large corporates in NZ. The key 

premise is based on the argument that corporations have an obligation to reduce their social and environmental 
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impact and put in place initiatives that will improve their sustainability practices. The interviews with company 

managers have shown that corporations are keen to express their sustainability initiatives and practices. In addi-

tion, they believe that sound and robust sustainability initiatives can be profi table and doing the ‘right thing’ is 

good for their survival and competition in the long term. As sustainability issues have become preeminent, cor-

porations have taken on increasing responsibility and developed a focus on improving their companies various 

initiatives to mitigate – or at least minimise – their negative environmental and social impact.

One issue that remains unanswered in this paper is what exactly are the intentions of the companies in terms 

of their various initiatives? Would all companies be able to implement their various initiatives – especially the 

‘follower companies’ – during the current economic downturn when their focus is about survival rather than 

initiatives currently in place? Further, with the lack of organised stakeholder pressure, would companies continue 

to appreciate the importance of their practices and continue to look for ways to minimise their environmental and 

social impact? To this end, this study proposes follow up research that will examine the sustainability behaviour 

of companies in NZ during economic turmoil. In addition, a comparative study of how both large companies and 

small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in NZ make sustainability decisions during recession is proposed. Such 

studies would confi rm the sustainability behaviour of companies during economic turmoil and thus provide a 

picture of their real intentions.
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