SUSTAINABILITY:
Canadian Ecosystem Institute

A Guide for Companies
Operating in Canada
The perspectives of the Canadian Ecosystem Institute on the
trends, opportunities and steps to incorporate “Sustainability”
into the DNA of your company.
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A Short Introduction
to Sustainability

In 1987, “Our common future”, the report
of the Brundtland Commission issued by
the United Nations proposed some new
dimensions associated with sustainability.
In that report, sustainability and sustainable
development were defined as the development
which meets the needs of current generations
without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs. The 3 key
dimensions imparted to sustainability, social,
economic and environmental, are now widely

accepted by governments, non-governmental
organizations and the private sector.
In 2015, the 193 member states of the
United Nations adopted the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development Goals, establishing
17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
Countries, private companies and nongovernmental organizations alike have a
role to play in delivering on this set of global
sustainable goals designed to transform our
world. Translating this vision of shared action
into reality means that we all need to know how
our work relates to, and can achieve progress
towards these global sustainable goals.
This White Paper from the Canadian Ecosystem
Institute will provide some guidance towards
developing and implementing a sustainability
strategy for your enterprise.
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Entrepreneurial innovators have continually
attempted to address the growth and
longevity of their enterprises as a means to
maintain and expand their relevance within
the marketplace. Sustainable development
was synonymous with strategies designed to
grow a business at all cost.
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Drivers to
Sustainability

There are and will be some bumps along
your path towards sustainability as we
are currently experiencing a temporary
economic downturn due to the coronavirus
pandemic. However, our collective efforts
to address sustainability within this short
timeframe, uncertain and complex socioeconomic ecosystem, can rely on three key
drivers.

Customer Demand and Shifting Values
40% of consumers seek to sync their lifestyle with health and wellness benefits
in products and services and are willing to pay a premium or even change their
purchasing habits to help reduce their negative environmental impact. Products
and service providers must tailor their offering to the evolving “microneeds” of
consumers.

Government and International Community Support

Canadian Ecosystem Institute

Government of Canada has developed specific goals and targets intended to
contribute to sustainable development in Canada and abroad. China had long been
under pressure to curtail its impact on climate change. The EU-China Comprehensive
Agreement binds all parties into a value-based investment relationship grounded
on the principles of sustainable development principles. In the US, President Biden
should put forward his agenda for the clean energy transformation of the country
along with the ambitious vision to reach net-zero greenhouse gas emissions by
2050.

Technological Advances and Economic Efficiency
With the rising global demand for clean, cost-efficient, renewable, and reliable
energy, applications of smart technology continue to progress in impacts. Artificial
Intelligence (AI) technology will be able to bring consumers more green electricity
generation with a reduction in the cost of household energy consumption. Electric
vehicles offer a paradigm shift in terms of transportation, addressing the demand
for more environmental sustainability. The neutrality, reliability, and security of
blockchain create an open global network platform of trading products and services.
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Customer
Demand
and Shifting
Values

In the wake of the widespread use of mobile
technologies and the growing influence of
social media, consumers today are shopping
whenever, wherever, and in any way they like
depending on their mood. However, these
random and unpredictable “Micro-Movements”
are guided by higher principles. According
to a recent global consumer survey (18,900
respondents from 28 countries, including
Canada and China) conducted by the IBM
Institute for Business Value1, 40% of consumers
seek the synchronization of their lifestyle with
the health and wellness benefits in the products
and services they are willing to purchase. These
consumers, identified as “purpose-driven
consumers” are willing to pay a premium or even
change their purchasing habits to help reduce
their negative environmental impact. There was
little difference in the proportion of purposedriven consumers by retail sector: apparel/
footwear (35%), Food and beverage (44%),
personal care/beauty (40%) and Furniture/
Hone (38%). Products and service providers
must tailor their offering to the evolving “microneeds” of consumers.

%
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Government and
International
Community Support

EUROPEAN UNION

CHINA

In support of the Paris Agreement, the European

China had long been under pressure to curtail its impact on

Union has allocated various funds towards the

climate change. In September 2020, President Xi pledged to

financing of climate-friendly business activities.

reach “carbon neutrality”— a net carbon emissions of zero
- by 2060. This commitment will be converted into specific

The importance of sustainability in developing

climate and energy targets in the 14th Five-Year Plan to be

trading relationships was highlighted by the

released in the Spring of 2021 by the Central Committee

EU-China

agreed

of China. Outlining the economic and social priorities for

This agreement binds all

China, this new 5-year plan will emphasize the needs for

parties into a value-based investment relationship

self-reliance in the development of new technologies and

grounded

will further contribute to the transformation of the Chinese

Comprehensive

in December 2020.

CANADA

on

the

Agreement

principles

of

development principles.

sustainable

economy. These latest developments emphasize the needs

Through its Federal sustainable development strategy for Canada

to remain current with our knowledge of the Chinese

2019 to 2022, the Government of Canada has developed specific goals

market place. The 2019-2020 Business Impact Survey4

and targets intended to contribute to sustainable development in

by The Canada China Business Council revealed that the

Canada and abroad. A number of programs seek to engage all levels

3 major factors influencing the Canada-China business

of government as well as the Canadian private sector through funding

relationships were the Canada-China relations, the US-

to stimulate innovation, research and development partnerships. For

China trade war and the economic developments in China.
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instance, Mission Innovation had pledged to double by 2020 the federal
investments in the research, development and demonstration of clean
energy to $775 million. For the 2019-2020 Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) Funding Program, the Government of Canada provided, as

NGOs

of May 2020, approximately $4.3 million in funding to 47 organizations3.

In the mid 1990’s, corporations were debating the pros and cons of an internet strategy. The
answer to this question is now obvious! Sustainability has reached the same tipping point.

UNITED STATES

Addressing sustainability through the development and implementation of specific strategies and
plans is a necessity for all corporations. A number of Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs)
have been established to raise the level of sustainability awareness within the civil society and the

In the US, President Biden should put forward his agenda for the clean

private sector.

energy transformation of the country along with the ambitious vision
of potential climate tariffs on carbon-intensive goods could create

sustainability. For instance, considering that the livestock sector contributes to about 14% of the
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hand, a collaboration between Canada and the US would encourage the
development of green investments and create new opportunities for
Canadian clean technologies companies. While these frequent changes
in market environment and regulations must be carefully evaluated
to reduce the level of exposure incurred by your company, these value
shifting movements will at the same time likely drive business innovations
and efficient production resource management and will be beneficial in
the long run.
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total anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions, the FAIRR (Farm Animal Investment Risk & Return)
Initiative has developed a scoring system for the global animal protein producing companies. This
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greater pressure on Canada and Canadian exporters. On the other
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Some NGOs are also evaluating and monitoring the level of commitment of corporations to
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to reach net-zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050. The inclusion

NGO is providing investors to this sector some metrics to both safeguard the long-term value of
their investment against environmental, social and governance (ESG) risks as well drive changes
within this sector.
Partnerships and positive alliances with non-governmental organizations (NGOs) will enhance
your opportunity to maintain your social license to operate. In the long run, your commitment to
sustainability will create also new market opportunities for your company.
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Advent of AI in Energy Industry
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Technological
Advances and
Economic
Efficiency

8

With the rising global demand for clean, costefficient, renewable and reliable energy, many
applications of Artificial Intelligence (AI)
technology will be able to bring more green
electricity generation and create major shifts
in the global energy industries. Through the
analysis of massive amounts of data related
to energy generation, trading and usage in
the marketplace, AI will contribute to more
efficient allocation and transmission of energy
as well as the intelligent storage of energy.
In other words, AI will contribute to a more
sustainable energy sector currently accounting
for 25% of the total emissions of anthropogenic
greenhouse gases. Consumers will also benefit
from these applications of AI with a reduction in
the cost of household energy consumption.

Electrification of Transportation
and Improved Charging Efficiency

Application of Blockchain
Technology in Supply Chain

Electric vehicles offer a paradigm shift in
terms of transportation, addressing the
demand of consumers for more environmental
sustainability. However, investment in a wide
and reliable network of charging stations
is required to maximize the potential value
of electric vehicles. When combined with
the use of cleaner and renewable energy
alternatives to fuel to produce electricity,
driving electric vehicles will help further
reduce the harmful effect of GHG emissions,
improve the air quality and alleviate crises
due to climate change. The transportation
sector currently accounts for 14% of the
total human-generated greenhouse gases.
Through a series of innovations and cost
reduction in infrastructures and vehicles, the
green energy revolution will contribute to a
more sustainable transportation sector as
well as create more business opportunities.

Consumers demand more and more
transparency and sustainability in the
products and services they seek to purchase.
As a repository of the history of all exchanges
between stakeholders within a value chain and
the information visible to all parties involved,
the Blockchain Technology (BT) will create
an open global network platform allowing to
trade products and services. The neutrality,
reliability and security of BT are further
elements that will comfort purpose-driven
consumers in their purchasing habits.

Electricity Production
Food, Agriculture
&Land Use
Industry

25%

6%

24%
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The Importance
of Sustainability
for Your Business

With younger generations of
consumers pushing for greater
environmental sustainability
of products and services, many
companies, especially start-ups,
have realized the importance of
sustainability in their business
model.

Kabu Case Study

With technology embedded in our daily
lives, new business opportunities are
addressing solutions to problems in the
life of consumers, such as transportation
in an urban environment. Kabu, a ridehailing platform, was launched in June
2016 as a convenient, simple and costefficient alternative to well-established
competitions such as Uber or local taxis.

KABU

Canadian Ecosystem Institute

With
Generation
Z
accounting
for the bulk of their target market
demographics, Kabu has recently announced a series of partnerships with major Canadian firms to
help keep maintenance and operation costs of vehicles to a minimum. This initiative will not only
reduce the operating costs incurred by drivers during this difficult financial time but also contributes
to reducing the overall environmental footprint of their fleet of vehicles. Since Kabu operates
currently only in British Columbia, the company is also able to benefit from the growing demand of
consumers for local quality products and services. Investing in local communities is a sure way to
demonstrate the commitment of a company to its customers, especially during difficult times.
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Patagonia Case Study
Patagonia - an outdoor clothing
company – has integrated environmental
sustainability
into
their
mission
statement from the very beginning. In
addition to donating 1% of their sales
to environmental conservation, much
of the fabrics they use are either grown
organically or from recycled materials.
This company has been able to leverage
from their “green initiatives” to not only
improve tremendously their brand image
but also to increase sales.
From these two examples, it is evident that companies must emphasize their contribution to a more
sustainable environment in order to appeal to younger generations of consumers. By 2027, the
millennials (people born between 1981 and 1997) and Gen Z (born between 1998 and 2016) will
account for 52% of the global population5. New generations of consumers have acquired a social
conscience: - 57% of them are willing to change their purchasing habits to help reduce the negative
environmental impact of their buying behaviours; - 70% are willing to pay a premium for brands
and services that are sustainable and environmentally responsible. With the development and
implementation of more environmentally friendly practices, companies have the opportunity to not
only improve their brand image and appeal to consumers but also to increase their revenue. Failure
to develop environmentally friendly practices can also produce severe public backlashes.

57
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% of them are willing to change their purchasing
habits to help reduce the negative environmental impact of
their buying behaviours

70

% are willing to pay a premium for brands
and services that are sustainable and environmentally
responsible

52

% of the global population are the millennials
(people born between 1981 and 1997) and Gen Z (born
between 1998 and 2016)
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Recommendations
To Develop Your
Sustainability Strategy
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The priorities for companies, especially startups, are abundant
while resources are often limited. Placing sustainability at the same
level as meeting new product release targets, hiring and retaining
talent or raising capital does require commitment and discipline
from all stakeholders within a company. The Canadian Ecosystem
Institute recommends the following approach to help companies
to develop well-defined, effective, measurable and attainable
sustainability initiatives.

Stakeholder Alignment and Management
Identification of Material Issues
Initiatives to Address Material Issues
Communication and Annual Report
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Recommendation 1

Stakeholder
Alignment and
Management
Employees

Ideally, employees should be a part of the
design of company sustainability initiatives.
However, considering the typical high
employee turnover and hiring rate of startup
companies facing rapid growth, the challenge
is often to ensure that all team members are
fully aware of the sustainability goals of the
company. Employees should take part in
regular training sessions and updates related
to the sustainability initiatives and goals of
the company. Since the actions of employees
represent the image of the company, it is
important to seek their buy-in and alignment.

During the hiring process, HR professionals
should stress the importance of sustainability
in the company culture and make sure that the
prospective employees are aware and ponder how
they will contribute to achieving these goals.

Canadian Ecosystem Institute

Align employees through early awareness and
sustainability focused training programs to
achieve your company sustainability goals
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Stakeholder Alignment and Management | Recommendation 1

Customers
Understand customers’ perception on your company’s sustainability
initiatives to provide unique insights and increase customer loyalty

Canadian Ecosystem Institute

As we have seen previously, 57% of consumers
are willing to change their purchasing habits to
help reduce negative environmental impacts.
Such insights are crucial for companies to
establish the strategy and positioning for
their products & services. Within a given
industry sector, companies will need to gather
data or design some research to gain a better
understanding of the views of their customer
base as it relates to sustainability and buying
decision factors. The Canadian Ecosystem
Institute recommends to conduct regular
surveys of current and prospective customers
to understand their perceptions about
your company. These surveys should ask
questions like: “Is sustainability an important
factor in choosing our product/service vs.

14

a competitor?”, “How important was our
initiative in XYZ in making your purchase
decision?”, “Are you willing to pay $X more to
support our initiative in XYZ?”. These insights
will provide valuable support for gaining
further internal and external buy-in for
your sustainability initiatives. A number of
large customers will already have their own
sustainability initiatives and a company may
also align its initiatives accordingly. Since
these initiatives are designed to raise the
public image and visibility of the company, it is
also important to maximize every opportunity
to report on these sustainability initiatives.
This will be done through the creation of
social media content, through public relation
activities, press releases and newsletters to
existing customers to provide updates on key
sustainability accomplishments.

Recommendation 1 | Stakeholder Alignment and Management

>90% of natural capital impact (e.g.,
affecting air, soil, land) of consumer
sector is in supply chains.

Supply Chain and Business Partners
Explore collaboration with business partners to
improve your supply chain sustainability
Companies should seek opportunities to
collaborate with stakeholders within their
supply chain to develop sustainability
programs as the environmental burden of a
value chain is not evenly distributed. It may
be easier to identify relevant and impactful
initiatives
upstream
or
downstream.
According to a McKinsey study, within the
Consumer-Packaged Goods (CPG) sector,
more than 80% of greenhouse-gas emissions
and more than 90% of the impact on land use,
water scarcity, biodiversity and use of natural
resources result from the supply chain
(upstream)6. For this reason, The Campbell
Soup Company offers its suppliers some
guidelines and best practices to help them
optimize their use of fertilizers and improve
soil conservation. Identifying some mutually
beneficial sustainability initiatives within its
value chain will maximize the contribution
and impact generated by a company.

Seek partnerships with local and regional
government contacts to vastly increase your
sustainability impact
Many local, regional and provincial
governments have policies and initiatives
that support sustainability goals. Companies
wishing to make an impactful contribution
to their local communities should actively
review these policies and seek out some
opportunities to collaborate with the public
sector towards achieving some common
goals. A number of Canadian cities publish
annual progress reports on their sustainability
initiatives. These reports will contain a wealth
of information that can be used in a number of
ways. A company can encourage its employees
to be active in some specific initiatives or reach
out to local government representatives to
volunteer their unique business resources
and contribute further to these sustainability
goals.
Joining forces towards broader
sustainability goals will allow a company to
maximize the impact of its contribution.

Canadian Ecosystem Institute

>80% of greenhouse-gas (GHG)
emissions in most consumer-goods
categories are in supply chains.

Local, Regional and Provincial
Government
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Stakeholder Alignment and Management | Recommendation 1

Investors
Actively communicate and involve your investors
in this sustainability process to allow them to
better support your company

Non-Profit Organizations / NonGovernmental Organizations
Partner with a non-profit or NGO aligned with
your sustainability goals to share resources,
experiences and lessons to achieve those goals

As we have seen previously, Investors are
becoming more environmentally conscious
with the growing popularity of ESG investing.
It is therefore important to communicate
regularly with investors about your
sustainability initiatives and achievements,
using sound accountability methods and
recognized metrics. Once you are able
to align investors with your business and
sustainability strategy, they will be able to
pull additional resources to help you achieve
your sustainability goals and provide further
investments using TBL (Triple Bottom Line)
- an accounting framework using social,
environmental and financial factors - rather
than solely the traditional accounting
frameworks. Ultimately, you must convince
investors that your company is committed to
achieving both its financial and sustainability
goals.

Economic

Canadian Ecosystem Institute

A partnership with influential nonprofit organizations and NGOs can help
your company advance its sustainability
agenda. For example, prominent non-profit
organizations like Canada’s Climate Action
Network (CAN) and Environmental Defence
Canada can contribute their expertise to
improve your sustainability initiatives as well
as provide your company with a trusted local
partner.
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Social

Environmental

The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) defines
material issues as the topics that have “a
direct or indirect impact on the ability of your
organization to create, preserve or erode the
economic, environment and social value for
itself, its stakeholders and the society at large.”

Recommendation 2

Identification
of Material
Issues

After understanding what “Material Issues”
are, your company should map out your unique
value chain and identify key stakeholders,
activities and subject-matters involved in your
business. Your leadership team should ask two
fundamental questions when analyzing the key
activities and subject-matters:
»

What is the potential for each issue to
positively or negatively impact the growth of
the company, affecting cost and increasing
risks (Moderate, High, Very High)?

»

How important is each issue to the
stakeholders within the value chain
(Moderate, High, Very High)?

Priority Issues 2019

Community engagement
Corporate governance

Energy and
greenhouse gases
Transparency and
disclosure

Data privacy and security
Diversity and inclusion
Employee engagement

Facilities management
and construction
Water use

Oversight and
compliance
Employee health
and safety
Logistics and distribution
Manufacturing waste

Moderate

STAKEH OL DER C O NC ER N

High

Moderate

High

Very high

C OM PA NY IM PAC T

Once these subject-matters and key activities
have been properly discussed and analyzed,
you should develop the Materiality Matrix (see
Figure 1).
Since internal and external business conditions
evolve overtime, companies must conduct this
analysis on an annual basis, usually linked to the
review of achievements made over the previous
12 months.

Canadian Ecosystem Institute

Buy a Pair, Give a Pair
Customer experience
Innovation
Product safety
Responsible sourcing

Very high

Ethical conduct
Learning and
development
Economic performance

(Figure 1: Example Materiality Analysis by Warby Parker in 2019)7

17

Recommendation 3

Initiatives
to Address
Material
Issues

Canadian Ecosystem Institute

Based on this materiality matrix analysis, your company should
develop high level strategies and plans to tackle the areas
with high company impact and high stakeholder concerns.
You will need to set specific, measurable and realistic targets
for each key initiative and assign an employee as a Champion
for each initiative. The Canadian Ecosystem Institute does
not recommend setting aspirational goals as these “too hard
to reach targets” may contribute to the demotivation of your
employees and key stakeholders.
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Recommendation 4

Communication
and Annual Report

The annual report is likely the most important
document your company will issue as it relates
to your commitment to sustainability. Although
we do not suggest that you start right away by
reporting according to the Global Reporting

Initiative (GRI) standards, you should be
aware of this set of globally recognized set
of guidelines, designed to provide the best
accountability in reporting. These standards
are available in English, French, Chinese and
many other languages, free of charge at http://
globalreporting.org/standards. The guidelines
will assist you to understand, communicate and
compare the impacts of your company on the
material issues identified previously.
Along
with the set of fundamental guidelines, the
GRI standards also provide specific standards
related to economic, environmental and social
sustainability. If your sustainability initiatives
tackle biodiversity, procurement practices or
the rights of Indigenous Peoples, you should
consult these topic-specific standards as they
will provide you a wealth of information and
ideas on how to best measure and report your
achievements.
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Communication will be an essential part of the
success of your sustainability initiatives. This
is the opportunity to motivate your employees,
satisfy key stakeholders and build upon the
image of your company, products and services.
Achievements should be communicated
regularly as they occur and at least on an annual
basis. Social media, PR activities should be
used to promote your achievements and the
Canadian Ecosystem Institute can provide you
with some additional guidance in these areas.
In all communications, the quality of your
messaging will be measured by its accuracy,
clarity, reliability, balanced approach, and the
relevance of the comparisons made.
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Take Home Message

Canadian Ecosystem Institute

“Doing good” for the planet, its people and their socio-economic environment
is excellent and the Canadian Ecosystem Institute is delighted that you took an
interest in this important topic. You will no doubt realize that the road towards
sustainability is a continuous journey, requiring some investment and efforts.
However, “Doing good” is only half of the work completed as your achievements
must be communicated properly to maximize the visibility of your contributions
towards achieving our common global sustainable development goals. The
Canadian Ecosystem Institute is available to assist you along this promising
sustainability journey.
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About CEI
The Canadian Ecosystem Institute (CEI) is a
communications and marketing research firm
dedicated to enabling Canadian and Chinese
business opportunities.
The Canadian Ecosystem Institute supports companies
and individuals to develop and execute business
content strategy, industry ecosystem outreach plans,
and original research to support smart business
decision-making. CEI is the hub for companies to solve
business challenges through smart communication
and content, and to identify new opportunities in the
ecosystem. More information: www.ecoinst.ca

CEO & President

A supportive business
ecosystem can be a
powerful driver of
company growth, but
it takes informed effort
and careful planning to
foster that ecosystem.

We have the experience, talent and tools to help
build bridges in the Canadian ecosystem. We bring
together experience in Canada and China with
expertise in business, industry, research, and nonprofit enterprises. We give our clients personalized
service to help them develop long-term strategies for
building and improving relationships in the Canadian
business and media ecosystem, ensuring the clients’
key messages and stories are being heard in a way that
advances their goals. We offer counsel, planning, and
execution of programs and strategies that will create
meaningful, two-way dialogue between businesses
and other organizations in Canada, including outreach
to stakeholders, media, social media, as well as
research and trend reports.
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Chris Pereira

With innovation as its DNA, CEI
is a proud member of the Digital
Technology Supercluster.
23

Canadian Ecosystem Institute

Canadian Ecosystem Institute | Richmond BC
EMAIL: hello@ecoinst.ca
TEL: +1 (778)-681-1237
www.ecoinst.ca
©2021 Canadian Ecosystem Institute Inc. All rights reserved.

24

About this publication: This publication contains general information only, and none of the authors, Canadian Ecosystem Institute Inc, or its members are, by means of this publication,
rendering accounting, business, financial, investment, legal, tax, or other professional advice or services. This publication is not a substitute for such professional advice or services, nor
should it be used as a basis for any decision or action that may affect your finances or your business. Before making any decision or taking any action that may affect your finances or your
business, you should consult a qualified professional adviser.None of the authors, Canadian Ecosystem Institute Inc, or its members shall be responsible for any loss whatsoever sustained
by any person who relies on this publication.

