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The Egon Zehnder Sustainability Dinner, held semi-annually, 
brings together sustainability leaders, chief executives, investors, 
policy experts, and provocateurs. Spanning a wide range of 
lessons and ideas, the dialogues follow the Chatham House 
Rule. Therefore, published notes, such as those captured herein, 
summarize main discussion topics rather than attributable 
specifics.
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The persistently volatile economic 
milieu has propelled sustainability 
from the fringe by highlighting the 
competitive advantage to be gained 
in targeting mainstream business 
concerns.  Meanwhile, myriad forces 
have manifested to upend our 
understanding of business as usual.

Demarcation Lines.  The maturing 
vocabulary of sustainability is stratifying 
into the good (positive themes that are 
being broadly embraced, such as resource 
efficiency), the bad (foreboding themes that 
are daunting yet actionable, such as water 
scarcity), and the ugly (themes that have 
decayed to the status of “bad words,” such 
as climate change).  In defining the landscape 
ahead of us, these categories are determining 
the practical scope of sustainability in board 
rooms today.

Twin Levers.   At the same time, the dialogue is 
beginning to synthesize risk (legal, reputational, 
supply chain resilience) with reward (cost 
savings, value creation, and loyalty of talent) 
into an integrated perspective.  In the context 
of risks, the concept of universal ownership – 
identifying, quantifying, and pricing externalities 
– is rising in prominence.  Multinational investors 
and operators with exposure to market-
basket trends are recognizing that the idea of 
externalities itself is flawed because they operate 
at the systems level.  In the context of rewards, 
much of the dialogue around sustainability 
is focused on links to profitability, which has 
elevated resource efficiency to a premier 
position.  Subtopics range widely, from the 
complexities of hydro fracking without consistent 
local regulation and water efficiency constrained 
by aging infrastructure, to minimized packaging 
and recycling.

Sustainability
Transparency begets Efficiency

1
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Global Forces.  As sustainability evolves as a 
business imperative, three key ingredients drive 
the agenda forward:  

• Consumers:  There are signs that the   
consumer is becoming a more active agent 
in driving sustainability, albeit with what has 
historically been defined as a perspective 
rooted in family health and pocketbook.  
Interestingly, education and transparency, 
rather than economics, are proving to be 
primary variables in impacting substantive 
swaths of consumer behavior.   This gives 
rise to big data as a tool to distill systems 
complexity into actionable information at the 
point of purchase. 

• Institutional investors:  Keeping pace with 
consumers, pension funds—particularly 
those in northern Europe—have made 
sustainability a determining factor in their 
allocation processes and are beginning 
to have substantive impact on asset 
management.

• China:  The ever-present third actor, finally, 
is China, which is swiftly catching up on 
environmental standards.  This evolution is 
not driven by external demands of the most 
developed countries, but rather by China’s 

sober assessment of its own socio-
economic resilience.

The Energy Frontier.  The promising 
abundance of natural gas has dampened the 
fanfare for alternative energies.  Nuclear is all 
but dead, wind has drifted into a coma, and 
solar flickers unconvincingly.  While natural gas 
addresses national energy security and cost 
questions, it does not solve the CO2 problem 
and leaves open territory for alternatives that 
will.  As one guest quipped:  “The world is 
going to hell, and there is an opportunity 
there.”
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“A special night!  There is no better way to be inspired than having a dinner with 
inspiring people talking about what it takes to make the world sustainable.”     

- Peter Bakker
President, World Business Council for Sustainable Development

“These dialogues are making a significant difference in helping corporate leaders 
focus on the opportunities inherent in sustainability strategies.”  

 - Mark Tercek 
Chief Executive Officer, The Nature Conservancy

Past Guests: Reflections

“What an inspiring opportunity to openly share lessons on sustainability in a 
Chatham House Rule setting.”     

- Edgar Huber
President and Chief Executive Officer, Lands’ End

“You leave the dinner feeling challenged and better informed - a rare pleasure.”  
- The Right Honorable John Gummer, Lord Deben 
Former UK Secretary of State for the Environment 

”A fantastic dinner with great people and even better conversation on a very 
important topic.  No one was at all shy!” 

- David Kirchhoff
President and Chief Executive Officer, Weight Watchers International



Contact
The 2012 Spring Sustainability Dinner was hosted by
Christoph Lueneburger and Patrick O’Brien.

Christoph can be reached at + 1.212.519.6020
or christoph.lueneburger@ezi.net

Patrick can be reached at 1.212.519.6230
or patrick.obrien@ezi.net

For more information please visit
www.egonzehnder.com/sustainability


