
Sustainability is a Marketing Problem

Please tell me about the timing of your new book
Public policy is already beginning to mandate sustainability as a requirement. The cost of non-compliance 
can be very costly. The big question is how do you do it.

This book is written from a stakeholder perspective, not shareholder perspective alone. It’s not enough to 
do sustainability internally; you need to engage with eight or nine stakeholders outside your organization 
as well. Which means sustainability is more of a marketing problem. 

We asked ourselves this question: ‘How does a company which believes in sustainability market it to all its 
stakeholders.’ The notion is sustainability is not a journey just for yourself. 

Companies typically relate to sustainability as a cost problem, not a marketing problem…
Sustainability is clearly a marketing problem. You have to motivate, persuade and infl uence your 
stakeholders just like the way marketing does for brands. The question is how you do it in a positive way 
involving communities, families, shareholders, customers, government and others. 

We came out with 9 stakeholder framework. Key three stakeholders are customers, employees and 
shareholders; then community, suppliers, media (which is a powerful infl uencing mechanism) then 
government. The one involving investors was a tricky one. In the book we have shown that companies who 
have invested in sustainability have outperformed the market. Essentially, doing well is doing good. 

Suhas Apte, co-author and former sustainability head of Kimberly Clark, got in touch with chief 
sustainability offi cers of several organizations. We were surprised at how much has been done. The ‘how 
to’ manual in the book is Suhas’ contribution. 

Web-based Database 
Along with being a roadmap and a guide, the book offers a self-audit system for individual fi rms and helps 
in monitoring their progress. 

In a fi rst of its kind, Suhas is putting together a portal which offers companies to voluntarily upload their 
data about their sustainability outcomes. He will start recruiting companies to volunteer soon. The portal 
will lead to constant dialogue between organizations.  The idea is very powerful. It helps create a social 
group among sustainability practitioners who will know, in real time, where they are in the journey. Peer 
pressure will add an element of competition which is good for everyone.

Prof. Jagdish N. Sheth’s books are popular because they 
are less theoretical and more action driven. His latest one, 
co-authored with Suhas Apte, ‘The Sustainability Edge 
- How to Drive Top-Line Growth with Triple-Bottom-Line 
Thinking,’ published by the University of Toronto Press, 
tries to solve business leaders’ biggest problem today by 
providing a manual/guide about HOW To translate their 
intention to transform their enterprises into sustainable entities. Excerpts of his 
interview with Benedict Paramanand, Editor of SustainabilityNext
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Incentives, Not Punishment 
Will Work in India

Isn’t the problem in India translating sustainability from mission to strategy?
There are three problems that face Indian fi rms. First, the installed capital in the manufacturing sector is 
large and the cost of capital is very high. Therefore, bringing about a change is diffi cult. Even access to 
capital is diffi cult. So we have to expect incremental changes. We have an ageing stock. In India it will be a 
gradual shift. One way to improve is to make older technologies smart by installing chips or sensors.

The second problem is the mindset. Indian fi rms are largely owner-managed businesses. They have a 
different culture unlike public shareholding ones where shareholders can apply pressure. 

The third - India has the size but not the scale. Every industry is fragmented. The largest organization in 
India is no match to global organizations. The owner managed businesses have different agendas. 

What positives have you noticed during your recent visits to India?
One nice thing about India is that in the mandatory CSR rule environmental sustainability is beginning to 
be part of it. 

The biggest opportunity in India, along with services, is the big role the public sector enterprises can play. 
It is easier for them. The mandatory CSR norm came because PSUs were already doing it and the private 
sector was getting an advantage. PSUs also have scale.

What India needs is incentives. Governments should support shifting of old technologies. Incentives work, 
punishments don’t work as they can be bypassed. 

In India sustainability will happen sooner in the services and the banking sectors. Even the agriculture 
sector is likely to pick it up faster because of the recognition of the hazardous effects of chemicals.  As I 
said, the manufacturing sector will transform slowly. 

Isn’t environmental sustainability in Indians’ DNA?
Yes. In India respect for Nature is same as respect for God. Therefore, I don’t see any popular public 
opposition to eco-friendly policies. 

Prof. Sheth’s book ‘Sustainability Edge’ could be more 
relevant to Indian enterprises than anyone else. The 
tremendous success of the Total Quality Movement 
in the decade of 2000 shows that Indian fi rms adopt 
game-changing models if they see perceived benefi ts 
to the bottom line and when the tools are unambiguous. 
He said: “TQM changed the manufacturing sector 
and later the services sector. The next frontier 
is sustainability.”
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We need to rediscover our DNA and celebrate that rather than push down the DNA with modernization. 

We need to realize that our DNA has a contemporary value rather than only historical value.  

What is the India content in the book?
We went to the Tatas and realized that if an Indian company is doing it in India, it can be done by others 
as well. We also interviewed Wipro’s CSO – we got a lot of insights. We again realized that adoption of 
cutting-edge sustainability practices can do done in India. There cannot be excuses. 

How can your book help Indian companies transition?
If the student is ready, the teacher shows up. If companies begin to think consciously the book will be 
useful to them. Companies that are no longer in a denial will embrace it relatively fast. In fact, sustainability 
is no longer a luxury. 

You are upbeat about millennial pushing for change…
The demography of India is an advantage for sustainability. Millennials are asking questions about 

what companies are doing for environment. If you really want to attract the best talent this is a 
competitive advantage. Smarter people will want to work for a company that collectively 
believes in working with the community.

Anurag Behar, chief sustainability offi cer at Wipro (a 
large and profi table IT services and consulting fi rm 
based in India), reinforced this point in an interview for 
this book. He stated, “When Newsweek International 
recognized WIPRO as the second most sustainable 
company in the world, instead of being thrilled and 
happy, I was in a sense horrifi ed.” He continued, 
“While I knew that we at WIPRO were doing a fair bit 
on Sustainability, and that we were leaders in many 
ways, I equally knew how much more needed to be 
done. And, if this was the state of WIPRO, the global 
leader on Sustainability, then one can only imagine 

what complete transformation businesses across the world need to go through to adequately deal with the 
multi-dimensional challenges of Sustainability.” (Excerpt from Sustainability Edge)

Subscribe to SustainabilityNext
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