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The WHY is clear:
Sustainability 
transformation is the most 
important business 
imperative of our time

Doing good is good for business. 
The great majority of studies 
confirms a positive correlation 
between ESG and financial 
performance.1

Decarbonization carried out by 
the middle of this century could 
add €730 billion to Europe’s 
economy by 2070.2

1 NYU Stern, “Center for Sustainable Business”
2 Deloitte, The turning point, May 2022
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The WHAT
is industry specific:
The focus of your sustaina-
bility transformation is 
highly complex and depends 
on the industry you operate 
in, because different issues 
prevail in each sector in 
terms of business and 
operating model impact.3

High-impact business
models at risk of losing their 

license to operate

High-impact business models 
that play a critical role in the 
transformation of their entire 

business ecosystem

High-impact business models that 
have an opportunity to differentiate 

themselves

Transform to survive 
Energy, Cement, Steel, 

Chemicals

Transform to win
Logistics, Life Sciences, 

Services, Consumer 
Products

Transform to transform
Machinery, 

Engineering, Financial 
Services

3 MSCI, “ESG Industry Materiality Map”
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But HOW to manage this transformation?
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We have …

We have identified 30 Sustainability Leaders to learn from!

surveyed >250 executives 
and sustainability 

leaders…

…and conducted 12 
in-depth interviews with 

senior executives

…across Europe… …in diverse industries…
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Stop talking about 
sustainability 
transformation –
it’s a sustainable 
business transformation

57% of sustainability leaders have already achieved deep integration 
of sustainability into their purpose and business strategy, while only 
24% of the laggards have.

Leaders Laggards

43%
Somewhat agree

57%
Fully agree

24%
Fully agree

64%
Somewhat agree

4%
Strongly disagree

8%
Somewhat 
disagree
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Stick to the lessons of the 
past: Prioritize growth
over cost and build always-
on transformation 
capabilities

Create new
growth opportunities

Increase profitability through
price premiums and customer loyalty

Improve financing access
and cost of capital

Benefit from higher
valuation

Reduce operational
costs

1 2

2 3

3 4

4 5

5 1
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Excelling in sustainability 
transformation requires 
the same capabilities as 
excelling in any other 
transformation

Easier said than done!

People and 
development

Improvement mindset, 
performance mgmt.

Culture and 
eco-system

Culture, ecosystem
co-creation

Technology 
and data 

Data, Business
analytics

Exploration
Sensing and 

seizing

Strategy and
execution

Strategy cascading, 
strategic financing

Leadership
and talent

Leadership team,
talent attraction
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How to ace it: 
anticipate, co-create, 
engage

Leaders outperform the laggards by more than 25% in all crucial capabilities. 

Strategy cascading 
Ability to break down strategy into actionable 
sustainability initiatives across the organization

Sensing
Ability to identify unmet customer needs to generate 
new growth opportunities

Ecosystem Co-creation
Ability to co-create/partner with customers, suppliers, 
and cross-industry players on sustainability topics

Low Medium High

Strategy cascading

Sensing

Ecosystem Co-creation

28%

27%

27%
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Remember the rise and fall 
of the CDO? Sustainability 
will follow the same path

We distinguish between 4 different archetypes for organizing and managing a 
sustainability transformation. Most try to activate the entire organization at 
once to push for a holistic execution.

… but is this really the best way?

12%

20%

23%

45%

Just starting
No systematic approach 

defined and no significant 
initiatives started

Decentralized energized
Different parts of the 

organization have taken up 
the topic and launched 

initiatives independently that 
they finance themselves

The sustainability heroes
There is one dedicated

sustainability team that is 
creating and driving 

initiatives by itself, endowed 
with its own budget

All efforts unite!
A central sustainability team 

is coordinating and 
integrating the efforts, but 

the initiatives are executed in 
all parts of the organization 

and jointly financed
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Leaders recognize the best 
execution mode might 
depend on your maturity –
if you haven’t integrated 
sustainability into the core 
of your strategy (yet), 
a strong team of 
sustainability heroes 
proves most effective!

12% 20% 23% 45%

Just starting Decentralized 
energized

The sustainability
heroes

All efforts
unite!

Partial Integration

The sustainability heros

All efforts unite

Decentralized energized

Full Integration

All efforts unite

The sustainability heros

Decentralized energized
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How many of the keys are you following?

Stop talking about 
sustainability transformation –

it’s a sustainable business 
transformation. 

Stick to the lessons of the past: 
Prioritize growth over cost and 
build always-on transformation 

capabilities.

How to ace it: 
anticipate, co-create, engage.

Remember the rise and fall of 
the CDO? Sustainability will 

follow the same path.

1. 2. 3. 4.



13Demystifying Sustainability Transformation 13

What‘s next? 
Start by honestly assessing your current 
strategic and transformation maturity. Then 
carefully choose the execution mode that is the 
best fit and focus investment on those 
transformation capabilities that move the 
needle.
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Interested? 
Get in contact with us

Fabian Marckstadt
fmarckstadt@deloitte.de

Birte von Zittwitz
bvonzittwitz@deloitte.de

Marc Dimke
mdimke@deloitte.de

Dr. Sebastian Heil
sheil@deloitte.de

Philipp Geiger
pgeiger@deloitte.de
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