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It’s an environmental jungle 
out there as everyone has 
something to say about “going 
green.” In all the confusion 
and varying opinions, you may 
wonder if your organization 
should get involved—and if  
so, how?
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WHO’S AT RISk?
Large or small, companies can be in the crosshairs of 
consumer demand for green practices that can manifest 
themselves in the pocketbook. As numerous surveys 
are supporting, going green has gone beyond “doing 
good” to being a competitive advantage for companies. 
In a recent Harris Interactive survey, 82% of American 
adults claimed to be “well informed about companies 
and brands with a strong track record for sustainability.” 
What’s more, 80% of those consumers use that knowl-
edge to guide their purchasing decisions.1 

On top of these statistics, results from a survey con-
ducted by staffing giant Adecco USA were quite telling: 

“One-third of workers would be more inclined to work for 
a green company and more than half wish their employers 
would be more environmentally friendly.” This is espe-
cially true for Millennial recruits who have been recycling 
since birth. 

Furthermore, in a 2010 Society for Human Resource 
Management (SHRM) survey on sustainability initiatives, 
HR executives cited numerous positive outcomes directly 
associated with “going green,” including 1) improved em-
ployee morale, 2) more efficient business processes, 3) 
stronger public image, 4) increased employee loyalty, and 
5) increased brand recognition.2

As this data suggests, if your company is not focusing 
on green initiatives, you could start to feel the impact in 
the candidates who are interested in your company and in 
retaining your best employees. Time to jump in and take 
the lead for yourself as well as your company’s future!

SMALL CHAngES, BIg IMPACT
According to Anthony Guerrero, sustainability expert 
and director of facilities and administration at the Natu-
ral Resources Defense Council (NRDC), “sustainability 
is a journey, not a destination.” Start out small, knocking 
off the low-hanging fruit within your control, then focus 
on larger issues that span departments, involve major 
funding, or impact your products or services. Turn the 
page for a plan that will help get you started.

by valerie grubb

InsIghts & strategIes 5



PHASE I: LOW-HAngIng FRUIT
 ▶ Make recycling robust: Place recycling bins everywhere. 

Chances are, people won’t go out of their way—so make recycling 
convenient. And remember that recycling goes beyond paper these 
days. Include recycling for plastic, glass, cell phones, batteries, ink 
cartridges and toners, and electronic equipment.

 ▶ Be an informed buyer: When buying paper, make sure it’s 
chlorine-free with 80% to 100% recycled content. Many large 
office-supply companies and other retailers now dedicate sections 
of their websites to green products. Purchase nontoxic cleaning 
products and ditch the plastic utensils; substitute reusable kitch-
enware such as coffee cups. Green products may be slightly more 
expensive, so buy in bulk to offset the cost.

 ▶ Green your office—literally: The Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) estimates that indoor air pollution is one of the top 
five environmental public health risks today. By bringing plants 
into your office, you can naturally purify the air, reduce employee 
stress, and create an inviting space. DIY is not required: there 
are plant delivery and maintenance providers for every size and 
budget.

 ▶ Put it in writing: Ensure the environment is a workplace priority 
by making eco-friendly policies such as paper reduction official. 
Communicate your new policies the green way: e-mail or post 
them on your intranet. Mail statements to clients? Consider incen-
tivizing those who opt for e-mail delivery.

 ▶ Behold better bathrooms: Company bathrooms account for up 
to 75% of water consumption in most workplaces. Upgrades can be 
as simple as fixing leaks and retrofitting low-flow fixtures in your 
existing bathrooms. Even simpler? Post signs to remind employees 
to turn off the faucet.

PHASE II: LOngER LEAD ITEMS
 ▶ Utilize technology to reduce travel: Reducing travel will result 

in both environmental benefits and cost savings. It also has the 
potential to increase staff productivity by regaining time normally 
spent on the road. Consider upgrading your organization’s video 
conference call capabilities to allow business to continue, just 
without the travel.

 ▶ Energy issues: Purchase office equipment that is energy efficient 
and encourage employees to use the energy-saver feature. Invest in 

“smart” power strips that turn off equipment automatically when 
not in use. To reduce lighting needs, install motion-sensor lights, 
do away with dark paint, and reposition office seating to take full 
advantage of natural light. As ballasts need to be replaced, retrofit 
your office with energy-efficient fixtures and use energy-efficient 
light bulbs.

 ▶ Donate green: Consider donating a portion of your profits to 
support local community efforts or green organizations. Or you 
can offer to match employee green donations. 

 ▶ Green human resource: Extend your eco-commitment to your 
employee benefits packages by offering socially responsible 401K 
funds or green transportation subsidies. Arrange a company-wide 
volunteer effort on Earth Day. Current employees and future 
hires will appreciate your dedication to the environment (and 
the benefits!). Perhaps now is the time to implement a “work from 
home” policy.

 ▶ Rethink, relocate, renovate: Green options abound when 
you’re considering a new space or renovating the one you have. 
Encourage eco-friendly commuting by installing bike racks, 
showers and choosing a site close to public transportation. When 
shopping for leases, require LEED certification for locations under 
consideration.
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PHASE III: gREEnIng YOUR PRODUCTS AnD SERVICES
 ▶ Evaluate your product or service life cycle: Consider the 

entire life cycle of your products or services, from extraction and 
distribution to consumption and waste. The goal is to be green 
through and through, not just during one phase of development. 
Your goal should be to pioneer good products or services, rather 
than less bad ones.

 ▶ Improve your processes: When assessing your carbon footprint, 
look beyond your four walls to the complete cycle of your product 
or services, including third-party vendors, suppliers, and custom-
ers. If you produce a product that a customer purchases only to 
use and release CO2 emissions, is it a green product, even if it was 
sustainably manufactured? Unfortunately, no.

 ▶ Offset what’s left: You will still need paper, and you’ll need to 
travel sometimes. Consider purchasing carbon-offset credits for 
those unavoidable business practices that are less than environ-
mentally friendly.

As you’ve probably figured out, going green is not as easy as merely 
putting out a few recycling containers. It goes far beyond into review-
ing how and with whom you do business. To build excitement and 
momentum for your efforts, follow these five steps to help create your 
company’s sustainability strategy:

STEP 1: DEVELOP A TASk FORCE
•	 Identify a task force “champion” at the executive level (it will be 

difficult to succeed without support from senior leaders).
•	 Create a team of like-minded people (you shouldn’t do this all on 

your own).

STEP 2: IDEnTIFY gREEn OPPORTUnITIES
•	 Identify easy, quick wins that don’t require a significant amount 

of money or time to implement (i.e., low-hanging fruit).
•	 Then tackle longer lead items that will more than likely span other 

departments and require funding or additional manpower. This 
analysis will include evaluating your product life cycle—from 

“cradle to grave,” so to speak, to ensure all your processes and 
those of your suppliers are within your sustainability standards.

STEP 3: COMPLETE A COST AnALYSIS
•	 Focus on cost-effective outcomes with an emphasis on how they 

will contribute to your company’s bottom line.
•	 Determine the return on investment, including the contribution 

of goodwill to your company’s reputation as well as any societal or 
environmental benefits.

•	 Align with your organization’s strategic goals.

STEP 4: gET MAnAgEMEnT BUY-In
•	 Present the business case on why going green is important in dol-

lars and cents.
•	 Present industry-specific successes, including what your competi-

tors are doing, along with your recommendations.
•	 Demonstrate how this fits into your company’s overall strategy, 

and revise your mission and value statements to reflect your green 
focus.

STEP 5: COMMUnICATE YOUR MESSAgE
•	 Develop your message and how you’ll promote and communicate 

it to employees, vendors, suppliers, and customers.
•	 Ensure management buy-in for this plan to ensure their contin-

ued support and enthusiasm for the program.

Whatever greening strategies that your organization decides to 
implement, ensure that they are challenging, specific, and measur-
able. Guerrero cautions, “Establishing consistent baseline measure-
ments is a central element of the plan. Only by fully measuring and 
analyzing all of [your] consumption patterns at a more detailed level 
than [you] do today, can [you] effectively manage [your] progress 
towards more sustainable operations.”

Small green changes can make a big environmental impact! So 
while going green can be good for business, always keep in mind the 
bigger picture. As Closed Loop Advisors, a sustainability consulting 
company, states, “Sustainability is not a PR opportunity.” Instead, it 
is an ongoing process that requires us to continually improve how we 
impact the earth.

Although we will never reach a destination on our sustainability 
journey, both the planet and your organization will reap significant 
benefits along the way. 

Valerie Grubb of Val Grubb & Associates Ltd. (www.valgrubbandassociates.
com) is an innovative and visionary operations leader with an exceptional ability 
to zero in on the systems, processes, and personnel issues that can hamper a 
company’s growth. Grubb regularly consults for mid-range companies wishing to 
expand and larger companies seeking efficiencies in back-office operations. Her 
expertise and vibrant style are also in constant demand for corporate training 
classes and seminars. She can be reached at vgrubb@valgrubbandassociates.com.

—
1.  http://business.time.com/2012/06/15/

want-more-customers-become-a-green-company/#ixzz22gWZEgCj
2.  http://www.shrm.org/Research/SurveyFindings/Articles/ 

Documents/11-0066_AdvSustainHR_FNL_FULL.pdf
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