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foreword

having spent many years researching, teaching, and writing about 
the challenges facing contemporary business leaders, I’ve become  
convinced that sustainability is one of the most crucial. To remain 
viable, organizations must find ways to foster social and environ­
mental prosperity while creating economic prosperity. To paraphrase 
economist Jeffrey Sachs, they must transform themselves from wealth-
creating organizations into commonwealth-creating organizations—a 
new requirement we might refer to as the sustainable effectiveness 
imperative.

Many factors have led to this imperative. Among the most important 
is the fact that both our natural environment and our social fabric are 
under enormous stress around the world. In the American Southwest, 
water scarcity is threatening the livelihood of the farmers who produce 
one-quarter of the food eaten in North America. In sub-Saharan Africa, 
poverty, famine, and HIV/AIDS are continuing to run rampant. In the 
fast-growing countries of Asia and South America, economic develop­
ment is exerting enormous pressures on air and water quality.

For better or worse, for-profit companies and other organizations find 
themselves in the spotlight because of sustainability challenges. Some 
have helped create these problems as by-products of their business activi­
ties; most find themselves in a position to help address environmental 
and social problems. Many organizations are trying to understand the 
business risks and opportunities inherent in supporting sustainability. 
In any case, the perception is growing that businesses must play a role 
in solving the planet’s environmental and social problems.

This is why the Center for Effective Organizations has made sustain­
ability research one of our top priorities. It is also why I focused on the 
concept of sustainable effectiveness in my most recent book, Manage-
ment Reset, coauthored with Christopher G. Worley (Jossey-Bass, 2011). 
As Worley and I explain, sustainable effectiveness means creating the 

xiii
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values, processes, capabilities, mind-set, and culture that are needed for 
organizations to succeed in the long term. We show how to create value, 
organize work, treat people, and guide behavior in ways that will enable 
growth, prosperity, and sustainability.

The transition to what I call a sustainable management organization 
(SMO) is crucial for any company that hopes to achieve lasting success. 
SMOs incorporate sustainability into everything they do, from setting 
strategy, goals, and objectives, to measuring and reporting, to the way 
they think about and work with their stakeholders. Ultimately, sustain­
able management is about changing an organization’s identity, mind- 
set, and culture in ways that have a profound effect on the daily  
actions, thoughts, and beliefs of an organization’s leadership and its 
employees.

I’m delighted to see that Andy Savitz, a well-known consultant and 
expert in the field of sustainability, has tackled one of the key pieces of 
the sustainability puzzle: the vital role of human resources in helping 
organizations make the transition to sustainable management. With 
coauthor Karl Weber, Andy wrote The Triple Bottom Line: How Today’s 
Best-Run Companies Are Achieving Economic, Social and Environmental 
Success, and How You Can Too (Jossey-Bass, 2006), based largely on his 
work as a leader of the global sustainability practice at the accounting 
and consulting firm PricewaterhouseCoopers.

Working with organizations, Andy has seen the very limited role 
human resource (HR) departments often play in helping their organiza­
tions move forward on sustainable management. In order to change 
this, he worked for two years with the Society for Human Resource 
Management to define, explain, and find ways to greatly enhance the 
HR role in sustainability. He also began to consult directly with a 
number of for-profit companies and nonprofits to test his ideas and 
approaches and conferred with HR and sustainability professionals 
about the potential links.

The result of this work is the book you hold in your hand. In this new 
work, Andy asks: How can employees be involved in increasing a cor­
poration’s Triple Bottom Line? How can HR facilitate their involvement, 
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both through its traditional roles and through new roles that Andy dubs 
“sustainable HR”?

These are some of the same questions we’ve been working to answer 
here at the Center for Effective Organizations and that we will continue 
to focus on in the future. I hope this book will help put these important 
issues high on the agenda of HR and sustainability professionals in 
organizations of every kind.

In the years to come, HR professionals should play a prominent role 
in creating the SMOs of the future. The insights and ideas provided in 
Talent, Transformation, and the Triple Bottom Line offer a powerful 
starting point for them. This book is also a valuable resource for manag­
ers and company leaders focused on sustainability. It contains many 
useful ideas about how to work closely with their colleagues in HR to 
guide the cultural, managerial, organizational, and strategic changes 
their organizations need to make.

My work and that of much of the Center for Effective Organizations 
has shown that sustainability is of growing concern to business leaders 
and top talent everywhere. For that reason alone, mastering the chal­
lenges of sustainability needs to be a high priority for every HR profes­
sional. Talent, Transformation, and the Triple Bottom Line provides a 
valuable tool kit for beginning the process.

Edward E. Lawler III
Distinguished Professor of Business, University of  

Southern California Marshall School of Business
Founder and director of the university’s Center for  

Effective Organizations





preface

our first book, The Triple Bottom Line: How Today’s Best-Run Com-
panies Are Achieving Economic, Social, and Environmental Success—and 
How You Can Too (Jossey-Bass, 2006), introduced thousands of readers 
from the business world and elsewhere to the concept of sustainability. 
In its opening pages, we suggested the following simple definition: a 
sustainable corporation is one that creates profit for its shareholders 
while protecting the environment and improving the lives of those with 
whom it interacts.

We illustrated this idea with the image of the Sweet Spot—overlap-
ping circles whose intersection shows where an organization’s business 
interests and the needs of society meet. We argued that in order to thrive 
in the twenty-first century, companies need to find their own Sweet 
Spots and migrate toward them.

We also explained the Triple Bottom Line, which is a way for well-
managed and successful companies to measure not just the profits they 
generate but also their environmental and social performance. And we 
showed why sustainability requires companies to identify a wide range 
of stakeholders to whom they may be accountable, develop open rela-
tionships with them, and find ways to work with them for mutual 
benefit. In the long run, this transparent, systematic, and cooperative 
approach to management will create more profit for the company and 
more social, economic, and environmental prosperity for society.

Sustainability is not about altruism or philanthropy. It’s about how 
companies can find ways to turn environmental and social challenges—
either their own or those of their customers or other key stakeholders—
into business opportunities. Turning responsibility into opportunity is 
the core idea behind the Sweet Spot, and it’s one that today’s smartest 
companies are increasingly embracing.

In the years since The Triple Bottom Line was published, much has 
happened. Environmental, social, and economic pressures on businesses 
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have intensified. A global recession, a financial market meltdown, revo-
lutionary uprisings and upheavals in the Middle East, continuing eco-
nomic crisis in Europe, and political gridlock in the United States have 
revealed the fragility of the economic platform on which world prosper-
ity is built. The unmet challenges of climate change, ongoing weather-
related shocks ranging from droughts and hurricanes to tsunamis, loss 
of biodiversity, the gradual disappearance of rain forests and coral reefs, 
and dwindling supplies of vital natural resources underscore the urgency 
of the environmental problems that threaten the planet. Persistent mal-
nutrition and poverty, rising levels of obesity and other chronic diseases, 
the threat of novel pandemics, child labor, and the lack of human rights 
for many are but a sample of the growing risks to the safety of human 
societies and the well-being of millions of individual men, women, and 
children around the world.

In combination, these trends make it clear that governments, inter-
national agencies, and nonprofit organizations cannot secure the world’s 
future unaided. Businesses have an enormous role to play in ensuring 
that free, humane, and equitable societies and a livable planet will be 
available for generations to come, and they are increasingly being asked, 
indeed expected, to play this role. This means that the message of sus-
tainability is now more important than ever before. In short, we are 
living today in the age of sustainability, with risks and opportunities that 
no business or organization can afford to ignore.

Businesses themselves are facing a growing array of challenges as 
well. The Occupy Wall Street movement, which originated in 2011 as a 
protest against the concentration of wealth and power in the hands of 
major banks and other large financial institutions, reflects a broader 
critique of the perceived arrogance and selfishness of big business 
leaders, who appear unwilling or unable to address festering problems 
like worsening long-term unemployment, income stagnation, and 
deepening inequality. The megacompensation of many CEOs, some-
times unrelated to performance, helps fuel the fire.

In the 2011 update of the respected Edelman trust survey, the number 
of informed Americans who said they generally trust business “to do 
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what is right” fell by 8 percent to just 46 percent—eight points below 
the number of Americans who express such trust in government and 
just 5 percent more than the number who profess trust in notoriously 
corrupt business in oligarchic Russia.1

Between 2010 and 2012, the slow recovery from the worldwide  
recession of 2008–2009 hampered business growth, depressed overall 
demand, and made it harder for most companies to pursue ambitious 
plans for innovation, expansion, and improvement. Meanwhile, health 
care costs in the United States and the rest of the world continued to 
rise, adding to employment costs and discouraging companies from 
hiring. Stagnant job growth has kept wage increases under control and 
in some cases has temporarily relieved the pressure many companies 
were feeling from the intensifying war for talent in today’s demanding, 
technology-driven world. But the corollary is growing dissatisfaction on 
the part of millions of workers, many of whom are clinging to jobs they 
dislike, solely because of the uncertainties of the job market and the 
inadequacy of the social safety net. A January 2010 survey by the Con-
ference Board, I Can’t Get No . . . Job Satisfaction, That Is, found that 
Americans’ job satisfaction had reached its lowest level in twenty-two 
years—just 45 percent as compared to 61.1 percent as recently as 1987.2 
(In 2011, the figure inched back up to 47.1 percent.3)

So even as businesses join government and other institutions in 
facing a mounting array of environmental and social problems, they are 
also being forced to struggle against some of the most difficult economic 
challenges in memory. At times like these, the additional challenge of 
sustainability can appear to be a dangerous distraction to organizations 
that are struggling to survive.

We’ve found that despite these difficult short-term impediments, 
many business leaders recognize that sustainability, though deeply 
challenging, is also an essential requirement for long-term success. In 
the years since we wrote The Triple Bottom Line, the need for sustain-
able growth, already the subject of widespread discussion and debate 
at that time, has become if anything even more widely accepted and 
practiced by companies in almost all industries. Many of the world’s 
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leading corporations have publicly embraced sustainability as a guiding 
principle and have begun to develop new strategies and to reorganize 
their operations around it. They are creating sustainability departments, 
redefining jobs, and hiring growing numbers of sustainability-minded 
and sustainability-trained professionals. Sustainable business practices 
are being established and applied in most business functions ranging 
from operations, logistics, and supply chain management to finance, 
reporting, marketing, and sales. And a host of sophisticated measure-
ment systems and educational programs designed to disseminate, 
promote, and enhance sustainable performance are achieving wide-
spread popularity.

Yet despite the adoption of more sustainable practices within com-
panies, one important group of business leaders has remained largely 
uninvolved in the transformation: human resource (HR) professionals. 
This is surprising, even paradoxical, because the HR function represents 
one of the crucial links between businesses and the society they serve. 
HR professionals are largely responsible for recruiting talent, analyzing 
workforce trends, shaping employment policies and procedures, and 
helping manage many external impacts of their organizations, from 
outsourcing to downsizing. In many companies, HR leaders are also 
deeply involved in corporate philanthropy, employee volunteerism, 
legal and ethical compliance, and community relations.

These and other traditional HR roles are central to the challenges that 
companies face when it comes to embracing and embedding sustain-
ability—which means that when issues included under the umbrella of 
sustainability are being considered, HR should have a seat at the table 
and a role to play—in some cases, a leading role. But all too often, HR 
professionals are on the sidelines. And all too often, newly created sus-
tainability departments and professionals are struggling with aspects of 
their assignment that require HR knowledge, involvement, and leader-
ship to succeed.

Many companies are tackling sustainability in an ad hoc fashion, 
relying on internal volunteers or adding responsibility for environmen-
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tal and social issues to the portfolios of one or a few managers who 
happen to have some relevant knowledge or interest. Other organiza-
tions, particularly larger ones, are taking more formal steps, creating 
departments dedicated to sustainability issues and job titles like “vice 
president of sustainability” or “chief sustainability officer.”

Unfortunately, we’ve observed that many of the new sustainability 
specialists have a limited understanding of the importance of HR and 
the unique insights, experiences, and skills that HR experts can bring 
to the effort. Careers in sustainability most commonly begin with train-
ing and experience in environmental sciences, biology, ecology, or the 
technologies that address environmental issues. Sometimes they emerge 
from the corporate communications, public relations, marketing, com-
pliance, or legal functions. Yet the profound transformation that will 
increasingly be required of companies—reshaping business cultures, 
values, systems, policies, and processes to meet the demands of the age 
of sustainability—requires skills that few, if any, of this new cadre of 
sustainability professionals possess. Leading cultural and organizational 
change, for example—moving minds, hearts, and hands—requires 
social, psychological, behavioral, and human relationships skills that 
these more technical areas do not usually address.

By contrast, HR leaders, daily immersed in the tasks of building a 
loyal, diverse workforce with the skills, knowledge, aptitudes, and atti-
tudes required for business success in an increasingly competitive world, 
have the expertise that sustainability specialists generally lack. They 
know how to embed organizational goals and objectives into perfor-
mance measurement, how to develop employee and organizational 
capabilities like innovation and collaboration, how to facilitate cultural 
and organizational change, and how to measure and broaden the impact 
of initiatives on employee engagement, morale, and productivity.

Business leaders who are charged with the responsibility for making 
the transformation from traditional to sustainable ways of doing busi-
ness can learn much of what is necessary to make that transformation 
from their colleagues in HR. They would be well advised to leverage the 
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knowledge, experience, and skills of HR to advance sustainability within 
their organizations. And both sustainability and HR leaders, as well as 
the organizations they work for, stand to benefit enormously from an 
alliance between them.

We’ve written this book in large measure to bridge the gap between 
sustainability and HR. In its pages, we show how HR professionals can 
take a leading role in helping their organizations successfully develop 
the culture, values, motivation, capacities, and talent needed to achieve 
and maintain success as measured by today’s Triple Bottom Line. We 
describe and illustrate the impact of sustainability on the practice of 
HR, explaining the new challenges it creates for HR professionals as well 
as the surprising ways the sustainability movement can facilitate, 
empower, enhance, and expand many of the traditional functions of 
HR. And we offer case histories from a variety of companies that illus-
trate how sustainability experts and HR leaders can join forces to 
promote positive change and unleash the productive, creative energies 
of the many employees who are ready and eager to incorporate sustain-
ability into their jobs.

We hope this book will provide HR professionals, sustainability spe-
cialists, and business leaders of all stripes with a clearer understanding 
of one another’s roles; an increased willingness and ability to work 
together to benefit their organizations and the world in which we live; 
and new ideas, strategies, tactics, and tools that they can begin to use 
immediately.

The book is organized to make it easy for you to use it as a reference, 
to read specific parts, or to read through the entire book to follow our 
developing argument about sustainability and the special strengths that 
HR professionals bring to the table (see Figure P.1).

Part One of the book establishes the foundation for the rest, starting 
with this preface. We then recount the story of how one iconic global 
corporation, GE, has been transforming itself into a sustainable enter-
prise for the twenty-first century, with important implications and  
valuable lessons for leaders, including HR professionals, in other orga-
nizations, large and small. We follow the GE story with a chapter that 
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Figure P.1  Overview of the Book

Sustainable Business Growth
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defines sustainability, explains why it is crucially important for today’s 
businesses, and highlights the role of HR in the transformation that is 
already under way in many leading companies.

The rest of the book examines the specific ways in which the tradi-
tional (one might say “core”) roles of HR can be linked to sustainability. 
Part Two looks at HR processes around the employee and workforce 
life cycle, from prehiring to retirement; and what we call HR “products,” 
which are outcomes called for by HR-related policies and that HR pro-
fessionals are expected to deliver to the organizations for which they 
work. Throughout Part Two, we focus on how HR processes and prod-
ucts can be modified or enhanced to support, accelerate, or lead the 
organization’s movement toward sustainability. We show how some of 
today’s best-run companies are thereby turning traditional HR into 
sustainable HR.

Part Three expands the traditional playing field for many HR profes-
sionals by considering a role for which they are uniquely well suited: 
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that of change agent. Organizations facing the new demands of sustain-
ability are under increasing pressure to change along several dimen-
sions. These might include making organizational changes, rethinking 
corporate strategy, developing new and enhanced capacities, and chang-
ing their corporate cultures. Because HR leaders have special knowledge 
and expertise in regard to human talent as well as organizational effec-
tiveness, behavior, and development, they have the potential to play a 
leading or supporting role in all these forms of change. In Part Three, 
we offer specific advice as to how HR professionals can help spearhead 
the changes required to move toward sustainability.

Finally, in Part Four, we explore yet another frontier for HR leaders 
who commit themselves to helping their organizations become more 
sustainable: achieving higher levels of employee engagement through 
sustainability, as well as the improved productivity, customer satisfac-
tion, and profitability that generally result. We’ll recount the stories of 
organizations that have used sustainability initiatives as powerful tools 
to engage their employees, and offer a number of specific recommenda-
tions as to how HR leaders can help jump-start such programs within 
their companies. In the process, the traditional HR function can be 
transformed into a new, sustainable form of HR, offering new benefits 
to organizations.

The age of sustainability is here. Some companies, industries, and indi-
vidual businesspeople have done more than others to adapt to it and 
benefit from it. Now is the time for HR professionals to join the ongoing 
revolution—and, we hope, to help lead their organizations to increasing 
success in the remarkably challenging, dynamic, and exciting new world 
emerging around us.
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