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and Suhas Apte

How to drive top-line growth
with triple-bottom-line thinking.

W

ith China, India and Southeast Asia fast becoming the world’s largest

consumer economies, the key elements of the Paris Agreement, a global effort to
combat climate change that is due to come into force in 2020, are specially relevant
to Asia. As technology and capital, the erstwhile constraining factors in the Asian
growth story, become abundantly available, the use of resources in this region will
accelerate, and naturally raise environmental concerns for Asia. Therefore, sustainability
is more critical now than ever before.
The fact is, our planet does not have the capacity to provide enough resources
for every person to live like the average person in the Western world. So while it
took more than two centuries of industrial growth and development for the West to
become aware of and adopt sustainable business solutions, these will need to take
root in Asia much earlier in its development cycle.
And the ideal time is now.

The key to market leadership
Starting with the industrial revolution, the basis of competition among businesses has
changed from functionality to quality, and later to building customer relationships
through service bundling. Today, these strategies have become mere table stakes,

it

ultimately leaving price as the choice discriminant, resulting in eroded margins and

p

ro f

budget pressures. Unsurprisingly, many businesses see themselves entering a long,
slow path of decline and dissolution.
Those that are able to keep their heads above the rising tide of price competition
face other challenges. Resources are scarce and costlier; supply chains are global,
less resilient and more exposed to reputational risks; and customers are more
demanding and less trusting. Traditional tools are no longer sufficient to provide
the competitive edge, while any new tool they innovate or deploy is copied and
ÀUVWPRYHU DGYDQWDJH LV HURGHG WKLQ ZLWKLQ D VKRUWWLPH
It doesn’t have to be this way. The key to market leadership today is
sustainability. We define sustainability broadly, to encompass not just
environmental protection and preservation, but any and all social interests that
may be impacted by business interests, including those relating to communities,
labour, gender, poverty and inequality.
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accelerate their sustainability journey

Engaging government

and make it smoother.

As mentioned earlier, the responsibility

Businesses that embrace this broad definition of

Second, sustainability is often seen

VXVWDLQDELOLW\ FDQ HIIHFWLYHO\ GULYH WKHLU WRSOLQH JURZWK WKURXJK

as the responsibility of governments,

¶WULSOHERWWRPOLQH· RU ¶VXVWDLQDELOLW\· WKLQNLQJ $GYRFDWLQJ

RU HYHQ LQGLYLGXDOV³EXW QRW RI

 1*2V JRYHUQPHQWV DQG PHGLD ZKR

to create a sustainable future rests jointly

DQG GHOLYHULQJ WULSOHERWWRPOLQH RXWFRPHV³WKDW RI SURILW

businesses. However, sustainability

we refer to as the ‘indirect impact’

on the shoulders of governments, societies

SHRSOH DQG WKH SODQHW³WR WKH FRPSDQ\·V PDQ\ VWDNHKROGHUV

is not, and cannot be, the job of the

stakeholders, have not, until recently,

and businesses, as no single entity can

ZLOO HQVXUH ORQJWHUP FRPSHWLWLYH DGYDQWDJH RI WKH EXVLQHVV

government alone. It is in the firm’s

been seen as fundamental to driving

deliver it alone. The necessary and

interest to think beyond the shareholders’

SURÀWVLQWUDGLWLRQDOEXVLQHVVPRGHOV

GUDPDWLF WUDQVLWLRQ IURP D ZDVWHEDVHG

Busting the myths

interests. Businesses have a key role

\HWWKHVHJURXSVDUHQROHVVVLJQLÀFDQW

HFRQRP\RQHWKDWLVVLQJOHXVHGLVSRVDEOH

Until recently, businesses have been hesitant to adopt

to play, and can even take the lead

LQ DIIHFWLQJ WKH ORQJWHUP VXFFHVV

DQG QRQUHQHZDEOH IRVVLO IXHOFHQWUHG WR

sustainability wholeheartedly. While efforts are often made

through ownership and responsibility.

of businesses.

a more sustainable, renewable, circular

under the umbrella of corporate social responsibility, the truth

Finally, in our view, sustainability

is that these values must permeate into the corporate culture

is a marketing problem. It has to be

In this article, we will focus on

SXEOLFVHFWRU SDUWQHUVKLSV $ VKRUWWHUP

and ethos of the organisation and become the basis of all

marketed aggressively and systematically

this third set of ‘indirect impact’

RXWORRN EH LW IRU WKH TXDUWHUO\ ÀQDQFLDO

IXQFWLRQV³DQG DFURVV DOO SDUWQHUV³WR FUHDWH D WUXO\ VXVWDLQDEOH

within the company and across all its

stakeholders. We shall show how

results of a business or the election cycle

business. This has not happened for several reasons.

stakeholders. Within the company, it

businesses can proactively influence

of a government, must be replaced with a

First, a false dichotomy has been created in the belief

requires strong internal communication

and shape the sustainability agendas

ORQJHUWHUP YLHZ WKDW WDNHV LQWR DFFRXQW

that one has to compromise shareholder value in order to build

frameworks and a culture or mindset

RI JRYHUQPHQWV WKH PHGLD DQG 1*2V

maintaining and sustaining the planet, and

sustainable businesses. We strongly disagree. In fact, there

that is open to change and inculcates

through partnerships and collaboration.

the future generations that will inhabit it.

exists today a mountain of evidence that supports the

commitment toward sustainable business

contention that sustainability can contribute to the value

practices. We call this internal marketing.

of a business. To name a few, a 2015 report by the investment

Additionally, companies must also

UHVHDUFK FRPSDQ\ 0RUQLQJVWDU VKRZHG WKDW ORQJWHUP

actively engage in external marketing,

returns of sustainable mutual funds outpaced that of

across the value chain, roping in all their

traditional funds. And a report by the Carbon Disclosure
Project evidences that companies leading the way in climate
change management, by and large, deliver superior results
in terms of profitability and stability. The S&P 500 Climate

Countries and companies are gradually
realising that one does not have to
overexploit nature to make profits.

HFRQRP\ ZLOO UHTXLUH MRLQW SULYDWH DQG

THE SUSTAINABILITY FRAMEWORK

business partners and stakeholders.
Enlightened companies do both.
So how do you market sustainability
to your stakeholders?

&KDQJH  UHSRUW DOVR FLWHV VWDWLVWLFDOO\ VLJQLÀFDQW HYLGHQFH
that climate change is linked to business performance. The

the legal right to own and operate a vehicle in Singapore

truth is, businesses can make enough money and still contribute

for a period of 10 years), electronic road pricing, and other

The sustainability
edge roadmap

to improving the environment and community development.

incentives and disincentives.

We propose a sustainability roadmap for

New technologies, especially information/digital

business leaders, which focuses on nine

WHFKQRORJLHVDQGLQIRUPDWLRQV\VWHPVDUHKHOSLQJWRVLJQLÀFDQWO\

key stakeholder groups classified

Sustainability is, in fact, a cost reduction strategy. In the

bring down operating costs. China is taking the lead when it

according to how they impact the

United States, energy consumption is high because cars and

FRPHV WR DOWHUQDWH VRODU DQG ZLQG  HQHUJ\ VRXUFHV 7KH XVH RI

EXVLQHVV )LJXUH  

gas are cheap. In contrast, Singapore follows strict laws

technology has become so cheap today that cost reductions give

 &RQVXPHUVFXVWRPHUVDQGHPSOR\HHV

regarding the number of vehicles on the road, regulating this

D FRPSHWLWLYH DGYDQWDJH WKDW LV GLIÀFXOW IRU RWKHUV WR UHSOLFDWH

constitute the first group of stakeholders

WKURXJK &HUWLÀFDWHV RI (QWLWOHPHQW TXRWD OLFHQVHV WKDW JUDQW

The adoption of smart factories and smart power plants,

who have a ‘direct impact’ and are

not to mention the possibilities opening up with the Internet

already present in almost every business

RI7KLQJVLVKHOSLQJWRFUHDWHDORQJWHUPFRPSHWLWLYHDGYDQWDJH

model. Their dynamic, fickle nature

for companies.

has forced companies to seek new

Countries and companies are gradually realising that one
GRHV QRW KDYH WR RYHUH[SORLW QDWXUH WR PDNH SURÀWV

Advocating and delivering triplebottom-line outcomes—that of
profit, people and the planet—to
the company’s many stakeholders
will ensure long-term competitive
advantage of the business.

Equally effective, and quite the contrast, traditional methods
can also help us to nurture nature. For example, farmers in

Suppliers

Enabler
Impact

 6XSSOLHUVLQYHVWRUVDQGFRPPXQLWLHV
make up the second group that has

replenishes the soil nutrients naturally, reducing the need

an ‘enabler impact’. Businesses that

IRU KHDY\ FKHPLFDOEDVHG IHUWLOLVHUV

leverage these groups effectively can

Direct
Impact

Communities

Employees
Indirect
Impact

NGOs

Media
Governments

these groups.

where crops are cultivated and replanted in a way that

Customers

Investors

ways to motivate and engage with

0DOD\VLD KDYH DGRSWHG FOLPDWHIULHQGO\ DJULFXOWXUDO SUDFWLFHV

Consumers

FIGURE 1

Source: The Sustainability Edge, Apte and Sheth, 2016
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In the United States, federal
government

agencies

like

worked with the U.S. government to

According to Megan Cunningham,

the

bring in the requisite legislative change

&(2 RI 0DJQHW 0HGLD &RPSDQ\

(QYLURQPHQWDO3URWHFWLRQ$JHQF\ (3$ 

and set up quality standards. In 1987,

“In today’s environment where social

the Food and Drug Administration

the Malcolm Baldrige National Quality

channels are available to everyone, every

and the Department of Transportation

Award was introduced to raise awareness

brand is a media company.” She further

provide incentives to companies to

about quality management. These

explains that consumer attention is

make more sustainable choices. The

changes benefited not only the

shifting from billboards, the press and

EPA, for instance, incentivises the use

consumers, but also the industry as

linear

of combined heat and power technology

it helped weed out poor quality and

multichannel

WKURXJK ÀQDQFLDO JUDQWV WD[ LQFHQWLYHV

XQHWKLFDO ÀUPV IURP WKH PDUNHW

consumption, where everyone has all

television
and

experiences

to

omnichannel

forms of media in their pockets.

ORZLQWHUHVW ORDQV UHEDWH SURJUDPPHV

Additionally, brands have operational

DQGIHHGLQWDULIIV:KLOHWKHVHLQFHQWLYHV

SRZHU PDUNHWLQJ NQRZKRZ DQG ÀQDQFLDO

are gradually leading to a behavioural

resources to bring together stakeholders,

of a successful green campaign is

shift, the onus is on businesses to

partners and even competitors to address

3DWDJRQLD·V IXOOSDJH DGYHUWLVHPHQW LQ

leverage these initiatives for their

key sustainability issues. In an effort to

the New York Times in 2011. The ad

competitive advantage.

2QH

EHVWLQFODVV

H [ D P S O H

provide every American consumer with

was placed in advance of the traditional

6WDWHRZQHG HQWHUSULVHV LQ 6ZHGHQ

access to recycling infrastructure where

Black Friday shopping spree and

Spain, India and China are moving

and when needed, companies like

featured a photograph of one of their

towards a reporting system where

&RFD&ROD 3HSVL 8QLOHYHU 3URFWHU 

jackets with the sign, “Don’t buy this

companies have to report sustainability

*DPEOH DQG -RKQVRQ  -RKQVRQ WHDPHG

jacket”. The ad discouraged sales on

performance

financial

XS ZLWK :DOPDUW DQG *ROGPDQ 6DFKV

the biggest shopping day of the year,

performance. Changi Airport in Singapore

investment group to start a Closed

DQ XQFRQYHQWLRQDO PRYH IRU D SURILW

is well known for its environmental

Loop Fund. Launched in 2014, the

making organisation like Patagonia.

policy and sustainability efforts, be it the

Fund aims to commit US$100 million

Because the ad was consistent with

900 plus skylights that allow natural

in recycling infrastructure between 2014

Patagonia’s mission and values, and

in a simple and compelling way to

A great example of this is the

FROODERUDWLYH³*UHHQSHDFH HYHQ RIIHUHG

light to flow into the buildings, over

DQG  E\ RIIHULQJ ]HURLQWHUHVW ORDQV

radically different from all the noise

consumers. The agency not only delivered

FRRSHUDWLRQ EHWZHHQ .LPEHUO\&ODUN

the support of its resources, including its

3,200 artistic recycling bins depicting

to cities to invest in progressive waste

in advertising, it actually helped to

on HP’s mandate by simplifying the

&RUSRUDWLRQ DQG *UHHQSHDFH LQ 

website and volunteers, to help publicise

enlarged bottles, cans and newspapers

management companies. This demonstrates

increase the company’s brand appeal and

SURFHVVLQWRDVL[VWHSGLDJUDPZLWKHDV\

ZKHQ .LPEHUO\&ODUN WRRN WKH LQLWLDWLYH

Clorox’s new sustainability efforts. That

across all three terminals, or the

how companies that compete for the

customer loyalty.

WRXQGHUVWDQG LPDJHV EXW WKH VWURQJ

towards safer manufacturing practices

kind of marketing could never have

870 hectares of reclaimed land. To

same consumers can work together and

Savvy businesses can leverage the

partnership has also helped to grow

RI LWV EOHDFKEDVHG SURGXFWV &ORUR[

been bought with advertising dollars!

reduce construction waste, recycled

with the broader stakeholder community

media to communicate sustainability

the sustainability practices of both

being a prime example. The aim

7KH VWUHQJWK RI 1*2V OLHV LQ

materials are used to rehabilitate the

to address societal needs through the

strategies and stories, much like IBM’s

companies over the past decade or so.

was to replace chlorine gas with a fully

their deep reach to a broad segment of

airport’s taxiway pavements, while

wide reach of the government.

Smarter Planet website showcases,

sustainable electrolytic process that

society that is normally excluded but

alongside

*HQHUDO (OHFWULF·V (FRPDJLQDWLRQ

Partnering with NGOs

converts the brine in seawater into

probably would get impacted the most

roadways, pavements, drains and kerbs.

Leveraging media

Challenge to crowdsource clean

The debate has gone on for decades

bleach. While the process was in

with environmental damage and doesn’t

Equally significant are Changi’s efforts

The media and the press have huge

energy ideas, and Starbucks’ BetaCup

LQ WKH EXVLQHVV ZRUOG³DUH 1*2V IULHQGV

PRWLRQ .LPEHUO\&ODUN UHFHLYHG D

always benefit from development. Two

towards water and noise management.

influential power today. Yet most

&KDOOHQJH WR ÀQG VXVWDLQDEOH DOWHUQDWLYHV

or foes? Scott Paul, Forest Campaign

OHWWHU IURP *UHHQSHDFH GHPDQGLQJ WR

broad areas where cooperation between

recycled concrete is used to construct

Smart businesses need to collaborate

companies don’t think of using them

IRU WKH HFRIULHQGO\ GLVSRVDO RI WKH

'LUHFWRU DW *UHHQSHDFH RQFH SRLQWHG

know what the company was doing

EXVLQHVVHV DQG 1*2V LV RIWHQ PRUH

with and lobby governments to bring

in a positive way, and are often either

58 billion paper cups it uses each year.

out, “We have no permanent friends and

to prevent chlorine from sullying the

fruitful are nature conservation and

forth legislation and incentives that

reactive to news or use the media only

&RPSDQLHV FDQ DOVR GHYHORS YDOXHV

no permanent enemies. It’s not about

oceans. As the eco project could not

community development. In the U.S.

promote sustainable consumption in

in the event of a crisis. Today, both

aligned partnerships with the media to

what you have done but what you do

be made public for another 10 months,

IRU H[DPSOH D IXOOÁHGJHG DQWLVPRNLQJ

a way that helps, rather than hinders

traditional and social media tools

FUHDWH D FRPSHWLWLYH DGYDQWDJH +HZOHWW

next that’s important…Any valuable

.LPEHUO\&ODUN WRRN *UHHQSHDFH

FDPSDLJQ ZDV GHYHORSHG E\ 1*2V

their ability to thrive. In the 1980s,

can be used to galvanise communities

3DFNDUG·V +3  FORVHGORRS UHF\FOLQJ

relationship requires transparency,

LQWR FRQILGHQFH ZLWK D QRQGLVFORVXUH

as part of the school curriculum, through

U.S. companies facing an onslaught

WKURXJK D ZHOOFUDIWHG DQG VXSSRUWLYH

RI LQN FDUWULGJHV ZDV WKH ÀUVW RI LWV NLQG

cooperation and willingness to listen

agreement announcing its intention to

which teens put pressure on parents

of competition from Japanese brands

movement towards sustainability, which

LQ WKH LQGXVWU\ +3 VHOHFWHG 2OLYHU

to other perspectives.” In a nutshell,

alter its manufacturing process, without

not to smoke.

spearheaded the movement towards

in turn gives progressive companies

5XVVHOO WR FRPPXQLFDWH LWV VWHS

confrontation should be replaced

giving details. Thus, a potentially

quality products. Businesses proactively

a competitive edge.

FRPSOH[ FORVHGORRS UHF\FOLQJ SURFHVV

by cooperation.

confrontational

situation

became

In 2014, India enacted a law that
requires private limited companies to
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spend at least two percent of their

and television channels today have

profits every year on CSR. The bill

resident doctors, we also need to

applies to companies with an average net

embed sustainability experts into these

SURÀW RI ,15  PLOOLRQ DSSUR[LPDWHO\

institutions, thereby creating a ‘peace

US$780,000) or above over a period

corps’ of sustainability.

of three years. Businesses can use this
amount towards addressing community

Forging pathways

challenges in education, poverty, gender

Change is happening more quickly in

inequality and hunger. This has provided

the real world than in business school

a fillip to the existing CSR activities

classrooms and most boardrooms.

among Indian businesses. Infosys, the

The only path remaining in today’s

global IT solutions company, provides

HQYLURQPHQW WR DFKLHYH ORQJUXQ

H[SHUWLVH IXQGUDLVLQJ DQG ILQDQFLDO

VXFFHVVLVWRIXOO\HPEUDFHVXVWDLQDELOLW\³

VXSSRUW WR WKH ,QGLDQ 1*2 $NVKD\D

practices that put a business in harmony

Patra for its midday meal programme

with its ecosystem, its people and its

in schools. Companies like HCL

HQYLURQPHQW³ZLWK DOO LWV VWDNHKROGHUV

7HFKQRORJLHV DQG WKH -LQGDO *URXS KDYH

in a 360 degree circle of reciprocal

set up universities, and the Aditya Birla

engagements and shared successes.

*URXS LV ZRUNLQJ FORVHO\ ZLWK +DELWDW

The

mantras

of

Just like the Silicon
Valley provides
expertise to the federal
government on cyber
security and television
channels today have
resident doctors, we
also need to embed
sustainability experts
into these institutions,
thereby creating
a ‘peace corps’
of sustainability.

EXECUTIVE
DEVELOPMENT

‘maximising

IRU +XPDQLW\ D JOREDO 1*2 HQJDJHG

profit by satisfying customers’ and

in providing affordable housing for

‘maximising shareholder value’ are highly

bottom of the pyramid families.

OLPLWHG FRPSDUHG WR ZKDW ZH SURSRVH

When it comes to developing

the sustainability paradigm shift of

sustainable business practices, companies

¶PD[LPLVLQJ EHQHÀWV IRU DOO VWDNHKROGHUV

should never feel that their hands

as a source of competitive advantage’.

are tied. In fact, if they are willing,

According to Sisodia, Wolfe and

there is a whole gamut of options

Sheth, business success is about,

through which corporates can nurture

“gaining share of heart, and not just

ZLQZLQ UHODWLRQVKLSV ZLWK WKH PHGLD

share of wallet; it is about aligning

JRYHUQPHQWV DQG 1*2V

stakeholder interests, and not just

Businesses do a great job of

juggling them.” 1 What tomorrow’s

training professionals with leadership

business leaders need is a complete

skills, technical skills and people

transformational change in business

management skills who are then able to

mindset, practices, strategies and

effectively plan, manage and organise

WDFWLFV³D FKDQJH WKDW LV SRVVLEOH RQO\

resources, and get the required results.

when businesses engage and energise

Experts and professionals from the

all their stakeholders towards the

corporate sector, who are passionate

same goals.

about sustainability, can work with

Business leaders have the choice

WKH PHGLD JRYHUQPHQWV DQG 1*2V

to work and thrive at this ‘edge’ of

RQ D IXOOWLPH EDVLV 7KH\ DUH LQÁXHQWLDO

sustainable engagement, forging a

and can contribute a lot by providing

new path forward, or they can ignore

expertise on sustainability. Just like

the data, the market, and their own

Silicon Valley provides expertise to

inner wisdom and fall off the edge

the federal government on cybersecurity,

as the ground shifts beneath them.
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FOCUSED ON ASIA–TRANSFORMING PERFORMANCE

The material in this article is derived from the
authors’ book, “The Sustainability Edge: How
to Drive Top-line Growth with Triple-BottomLine Thinking” published in 2016.

Integrating the best of Asian and Western practices and theories, our Public Programmes and company-speciﬁc
Custom Programmes deliver outstanding returns on investment for individuals and organisations, leveraging
meticulously-designed curricula which address business challenges in the context of Asia.
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