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This report signals a shift in our perception of the role 
sustainability plays in Canadian business. Most of the 
topics addressed in this report, such as confronting 
climate change and moving toward green products, 
have appeared in past reports. Their exploration here, 
however, is quite different. 

This year, there was a palpable shift from these 
organizations seeing issues as discrete to seeing 
connections. Many council members struggled to 
draw boundaries between issues, and saw several 
issues as representative of the “sustainability 
challenge.” This approach put into greater focus 
the fact that sustainability is not just a set of issues, 
actions or ideas, but a movement that requires a 
new way to approach business. Whereas years ago, 
we provided 10 challenges, we now provide seven 
challenges. It’s not that the issues are fewer, but 
each one feels bigger and broader. This shift towards 
connections is truly contemporary and exciting. 

As part of this shift, NBS is also approaching its 
“Challenges Report” in a new way. Instead of 
reporting challenges, we, alongside our Leadership 
Council members, are seeing opportunities. What 
the Leadership Council members discussed were 
opportunities to develop new approaches for 
business and create new knowledge to assist in that 
evolution. 
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NBS is also approaching its research projects 
differently. In the past, we researched two of the 
challenges by systematically reviewing the business 
research in the field. If we are to realize these 
opportunities, then we need to not just review existing 
evidence, but inspire new practice. We will take new 
approaches to this important work, whether it is 
analyzing big data, interviewing business leaders, or 
dialoguing with community members. We want on-the-
ground research findings and tools to inform practice. 

The two topics motivating our work this year are 
collaborating with industry peers and communicating 
for sustainability. While these two topics will be the 
focus of research projects in the coming year, we 
believe that all the issues described in this report are 
opportunities for researchers to impact practice and 
for businesses to trigger a shift in practice.

We hope this report prompts the business community 
to shift its thinking from seeing sustainability as 
challenges, problems, and barriers to a new paradigm 
that inspires change and exposes new opportunities in 
the Canadian business context. 

Sincerely,

Tima Bansal, PhD
Executive Director, Network for Business Sustainability
Professor, Ivey Business School

letter from Tima Bansal



This report describes the top seven sustainability 
opportunities identified by Canadian businesses.
This list emerged from a two-day roundtable of 
NBS’s Leadership Council held outside of Toronto on 
September 29 and 30, 2014. In attendance were 17 
members representing leading Canadian business, 
government and civil society organizations:

•	 Eli Angen, Associate Regional Director for Ontario, 
The Pembina Institute

•	 Jeremiah Brenner, Manager, Corporate 
Responsibility, LoyaltyOne

•	 Paula Brand, Director, Integrated Decision Making 
Division, Environment Canada

•	 Richard Chartrand, Executive Director, Mining, 
Oil & Gas and Construction Markets and Priority 
Accounts, 3M

•	 Karen Clarke-Whistler, Chief Environment Officer, 
TD Bank Group

•	 John Coyne, Vice President, Legal & External 
Affairs and General Counsel, Unilever Canada Inc. 

•	 Tim Faveri, Director, Sustainability and 
Responsibility, Tim Hortons Inc. 

•	 Brenda Goehring, Manager, Regulatory & 
Relationship Management - Corporate Safety, 
Health & Environment, BC Hydro

•	 Ersoy Gulecoglu, Manager, Sustainability – 
Innovation, Metrolinx

•	 Peter MacConnachie, Senior Sustainability Issues 
Management Specialist, Suncor Energy

•	 Chris McDonell, Manager, Aboriginal and 
Environmental Relations, Tembec

•	 Ruksana Mirza, Vice President, Sustainable 
Development, Holcim (Canada) Ltd. 

•	 Carles Navarro, President, BASF Canada
•	 Amanda Pitre-Hayes, Director of Sustainability, City 

of Vancouver
•	 Kim Rapagna, Manager, CSR & Sustainability, 

Target
•	 Barbara Turley-McIntyre, Senior Director, 

Sustainability & Citizenship, The Cooperators 
Group Ltd.

•	 Carmen Turner, Leader, Sustainability, Teck

Leadership Council members not in attendance: 
•	 Grete Bridgewater, Director Environmental 

Programs, Canadian Pacific
•	 Karen Hamberg, Vice-President, Sustainable 

Energy Futures, Westport Innovations
•	 Scott Vaughan, President and CEO, IISD

about this report

Leadership Council members in attendance at the 
September 2014 meeting
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Canadian businesses are well positioned to be agents 
of change. A study conducted by the Hoggan group 
in 2009 found that of the 5,300 Canadians surveyed, 
93 percent believed that sustainability should be 
a national goal.1 From coast to coast, Canadian 
communities depend on natural resources for their 
livelihoods, making the underpinnings of environment, 
social and economic values important for sustained 
socioeconomic development. And even though 
Canadian consumers score low on sustainability 
behaviours, consumers believe that individual actions 
can have a cumulative impact on sustainability 
issues.2 The opportunities identified in this report are 
actionable for Canadian businesses because of this 
unique national context. 

This report is a critical read for both Canadian 
businesses and academics. 

It provides businesses:
•	 Signposts	for	action. The opportunities identified 

by leading businesses indicate key areas in which 
firms are moving from receiving stakeholder 
expectations to being active agents driving 
positive impact.  

•	 A	benchmark for your own material sustainability 
issues. Use this report to assess your own 
portfolio and compare them against the one 
identified in this report.

•	 A	way	to	engage. Contact NBS if you are 
interested in learning or co-creating knowledge 
around these opportunities. 

It provides academics:

•	 Valuable research questions that matter to 
business. By focusing research on these 
opportunities academics can have a real impact on 
business practice.

•	 A useful set of conversation starters in the 
classroom to explore with your students the 
evolving terrain of business sustainability in 
Canada.
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2 http://www.globescan.com/news-and-analysis/press-releases/press-releases-2012/84-press-releases-2012/241-canadian-
consumers-among-the-least-green-and-least-guilty-about-their-environmental-impact.html



executive summary

Canadian businesses play a critical role in 
building resilient economies and communities. 
This report highlights opportunities for 
business to take decisive action towards 
positive change.

The task of improving sustainability nation-
wide is daunting; businesses cannot act alone.  
They must marshal resources, talent and 
commitment both within their organizations 
and beyond to foster collaboration, trust and 
a shared strategic vision that deliver results, 
restore good will and empower consumers and 
the public alike. 

Complex issues such as climate change 
endure, necessitating stronger public 
dialogue involving business, civil society 
and government. Relations with Canada’s 
Aboriginal communities remain a top 
consideration.

At the same, sustainability-related 
opportunities continue to surface. Big data, 
alternative forms of collaboration, enhanced 
communications approaches and the 
empowerment of Canada’s consumers and 
public surface as key and actionable areas. 

The transition from a focus on challenges 
to a focus on opportunities will help unlock 
new ideas and energy across the private and 
public sectors. This report offers an insightful 
glimpse into the complex and solution-oriented 
approaches Canadian firms will take with them 
on the journey. 

We invite you to act on this report by using it 
as a conversation starter in your organizations. 
Solving sustainability issues requires many 
players, conversations and actions. We hope 
that this report will help you generate the kind 
of dialogue and processes that lead to action.

Sustainability in Canada 2015: From Challenges to Opportunites     5



1

The 7 Sustainability Opportunities 
for Canadian Business

Collaborating	for	sustainability

Addressing	climate	change

Building	stakeholder	trust

Designing	effective	sustainability	communications

Turning	sustainability	into	strategic	priority

Transitioning	to	green	products	and	services

Respecting	free,	prior	and	informed	consent

2

3

4

5

6

7

Sustainability in Canada 2015: From Challenges to Opportunites     6



Collaborating for sustainability

1 OPPORTUNITIES

Sustainability issues are bigger than 
one organization. Generating solutions 
requires collaboration. But moving toward 
collaboration is not without its challenges. 
First, there are players in the cooperative 
space that consider each other 
competitors. Collaboration requires parties 
to share information and collectively own 
outcomes. Under this model, businesses 
eschew traditional ideas of competition 
to find newer ways of relating that are 
closer to collaboration on industry specific 
sustainability issues. 

Second, there are also players in the 
collaborative space who have very little 
in common with each other, except the 
greater goal of addressing a sustainability 
issue. Effective collaborative processes 

can bridge these points of difference for 
innovative solutions. 

Determining the right scale, composition, 
and process for collaboration may require 
experimentation. There are questions such 
as: should collaboration happen virtually or 
face-to-face? Should leadership be shared 
or held by one firm or stakeholder? Who 
should contribute which and how many 
resources? Answers to these questions 
can yield new models of collaboration like 
common product certification systems. In 
these new models lies the opportunity to 
resolve complex sustainability issues.

Action

NBS will convene top academic experts in the area of collaboration to co-create with 
business leaders the solutions to these questions. In 2013, NBS conducted a systematic 
review on “Sustainability through Partnerships.” The project in 2015 will build on this 
extensive review by focusing on same-sector collaboration detailing how businesses can 
navigate the tension between competition and collaboration for sustainability. At the end 
of the project, businesses will have a better understanding of how to collaborate with 
industry peers, along with tools and guides to facilitate effective collaborations.

“Setting aside traditional notions 
of competition will empower 
firms to collaborate in dealing 
with critical common issues that 
are too big to tackle alone. We 
have to give up some of our 
traditional, 19th century ways of 
thinking about business.”

JOHN COYNE
Vice President, Legal & External Affairs 
and General Counsel
UNILEVER CANADA INC.
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Addressing climate change
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2 OPPORTUNITIES

While climate change is the most 
significant sustainability issue facing 
Canadian businesses, it is paradoxically 
the challenge that Canadian business 
leaders feel least equipped to address at 
the macro-level. Firms undoubtedly play a 
key role in mitigation of and adaptation to 
climate change, and they have adopted 
myriad measures to that end. Canadian 
businesses recognize, however, the 
limits of their efforts. Simply put, climate 
change is a systemic problem requiring 
systemic change. Without policy in place 
to impact consumer, government and 
industry action, firms feel their efforts are 
circumscribed and ineffectual. 

In their attempts to address climate 
change, Canadian businesses need help 
from both consumers and policy makers. 
However, policy change tends to follow 
public action. The relationship between 
public action and climate change policy 
is the opportunity space for businesses in 
2015.

Canadian businesses leaders can play 
a constructive role by taking advantage 
of the broad public support for climate 
change policy by creating a narrative that 
inspires stakeholders and consumers to 
undertake collective action. In doing so, 
businesses will encourage the creation of 
regulatory conditions that will enable their 
other climate change programs to be 
more effective. 

The goal of addressing climate change 
in Canada intersects with other key 
sustainability priorities, specifically 
effective communication and engagement 
which counters the current inertia on the 
topic. By harnessing these opportunities, 
firms can create a more favorable 
environment for climate change action to 
take shape at a systems level.

“How do you achieve behaviour 
change in the area of climate 
change? It’s a big issue; at the 
end of the day, it’s probably the 
most pressing problem. The 
question is, are we knocking on 
the right doors for our voice to 
be heard?”

CARLES NAVARRO
President
BASF CANADA



Building stakeholder trust

3 OPPORTUNITIES

Stakeholder trust in business has fallen 
in Canada. There is an increasing gap 
between stakeholder expectations and 
the regulations that shape business 
performance on sustainability. As 
businesses communicate their 
sustainability-related activities to a broad 
base of constituents, their efforts are 
often met with claims of “green-washing.” 
Stakeholders participating in consultation 
processes increasingly question the 
credibility of the process outcomes.

Restoring trust is critical to the future 
resiliency of the business/community 
relationship. Leading examples in which 
a company or industry has re-gained 
the trust of its stakeholders can offer 
indispensable value to the broader 
Canadian business community. Further, 
businesses can explore ways that they 
can help create policy and/or regulatory 
change that will create a minimum 
threshold for businesses to meet the 
sustainability requirements that match 
societal expectations.

“The level at which broader 
society trusts business has 
decreased; those who don’t 
trust business are users of its 
products. Business must have a 
collective dialogue with society 
to rebuild trust.”

CARMEN TURNER
Leader, Sustainability
TECK
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Designing effective sustainability communication

4 OPPORTUNITIES

Each year, Canadian businesses spend 
significant resources communicating 
their sustainability initiatives. With the 
proliferation of sustainability rankings and 
reporting standards, each often requiring 
its own set of metrics and format, it has 
become harder to assess the business 
value of these endeavours. A renewed 
vision of the structure, medium, audience 
and goals of sustainability reporting and 
communications is needed to reduce the 
inefficiencies in the process. There is also 
a relationship between the effectiveness 
of this effort and its impact upon the 
stakeholder trust noted in Opportunity #3. 

Most businesses presently produce 
an online and/or published report 
or document on a regular basis. 
This standard approach misses the 
opportunity to capture continually shifting 
events, trends, and developments in the 
field of sustainability. Businesses want to 
find innovative ways of communicating 
the right information at the right time 
to the right stakeholders. “Telling your 
story” in real time through social media is 

one of the evolving ways to communicate 
around sustainability, but there are inherent 
constraints to this approach as well. While 
social media is an effective outlet for 
sharing achievements quickly and widely, 
it is not a panacea for the challenge of 
effective communications. The larger 
questions still remain: what are the most 
effective media channels (e.g. social media, 
traditional media, annual reports), formats 
(e.g. stories, blogs, tweets, press releases) 
and when is it best to communicate? 
Firms also wrestle with how to best target 
their communication activities; who are 
the right audiences for different kinds of 
communication? One obvious audience 
seems to be investors but for most 
companies, only select investors read and 
act on the report. Firms are also seeking 
industry-specific sustainability metrics to 
allow for benchmarking and continuous 
improvement.  

“Sustainability reporting involves 
a diverse range of stakeholders 
and tremendous complexity. If 
the communication is going to hit 
its mark, one size can’t fit all.”

KAREN CLARKE-WHISTLER
Chief Environment Officer
TD BANK GROUP
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As corporations deepen their understanding of how to be effective in their 
sustainability communications, they can move from simply ticking boxes to being 
empowered to define an improved sustainability dialogue with stakeholders.

Action

In 2015, NBS will convene top academic experts in the area of sustainability 
communications who will work with Canadian business leaders to synthesize current 
knowledge and conduct on-the-ground research to create new knowledge on 
this topic. The team will determine how business can increase the consistency of 
reporting metrics across firms and the effectiveness of communicating sustainability 
practices, policies and performance to appropriate audiences. The outcomes will be 
tools, case studies and decision guides that can move Canadian businesses toward 
more empowering and effective sustainability communication.
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Turning sustainability into a strategic priority

5 OPPORTUNITIES

Aligning sustainability actions with 
business strategy and operations is an 
opportunity for businesses to not only 
ensure that sustainability has staying 
power within an organization but to also 
take a firm’s integrated business strategy 
to the next level. In making sustainability 
a strategic priority, business may face a 
number of challenges. Shifting business 
dynamics can render what is relevant to 
strategy today less relevant tomorrow. 
Also, competing priorities and lack of 
communication about the value of such 
efforts from the top makes such alignment 
challenging. A solution lies in prioritizing 
sustainability activities in a way that they 
align with the strategy while informing 
operational plans. 

Businesses have adopted varied 
approaches to prioritizing sustainability 
issues and related activities (e.g. 
stakeholder panels, accounting 
calculations and qualitative assessment). 
Once prioritized, aligning activities with 
day-to-day operations is equally critical. 
Some businesses may take a structured 
approach where sustainability goals are 
embedded in new product development 
process. Others could find the right 
organizational level that is accountable for 
sustainability so that sustainability goals 
trickle down to everyday operations. 
By knowing which approach produces 
the most effective set of sustainability 
priorities, business can align sustainability 
with mainstream strategy.

“Organizations need an 
integrated system that enables 
sustainability alignment right 
through the company leadership 
to the frontlines. Too often we 
have pockets of sustainability 
activities here and there, 
but we lack the necessary 
alignment to fully capitalize 
on the opportunities and 
realize the benefits from these 
investments. We need to start 
a new dialogue so that we learn 
from these experiences and  can 
successfully enable alignment.”

BRENDA GOEHRING
Manager, Regulatory & Relationship 
Management - Corporate Safety, Health & 
Environment
BC HYDRO



Transitioning to green products

6 OPPORTUNITIES

By providing products (i.e. goods and 
services) that are part of everyday lives, 
business can play a role in the shift to a 
more sustainable society. Yet for multiple 
reasons the transition to green products 
has proven challenging. Business 
leaders believe that the application of 
green labels is too narrow. Currently 
green labels are chiefly assigned to 
packaged goods. Services, however, 
are an increasingly important part of the 
Canadian economy and have significant 
environmental impact. In addition, while 
sustainability issues involve more than 
just environmental impact, green labels 
tend not to incorporate other social and 
economic issues. An opportunity to 
advance the transition to green products 
lies in expanding labels to services and 
targeting a broader range of social and 
economic issues. 

Another challenge is a lack of clarity 
for both consumers and businesses. 
The sale of green products lags behind 
consumers’ indicated willingness to pay 
more for sustainable products than for 
traditional products. On the business 
side, there is a lack of clarity about the 
motivations and purchasing habits of 
consumers; on the consumer side, there 
is a lack of clarity about the reasons 
green products can be priced higher than 
traditional products, i.e. lifecycle costing. 

“Big data” can be used to show trends 
and patterns in a range of contexts. The 
emergence of big data and associated 
analytic tools can increase knowledge of 
consumer motivations and transactions, 
enhancing the accuracy of predictions 
about purchasing behaviour. This 
understanding can guide innovation 
amongst firms to meet these unstated 
needs. Another potential application is 
to understand patterns and trends in the 
multitude of business transactions that 
occur along supply chains.

“We play in many markets, and 
we need to understand what 
the customer needs in each 
one. Will people pay more for 
sustainable products? Which 
ones, and how much will they 
pay?”

RICHARD CHARTRAND
Executive Director, Mining, Oil & Gas and 
Construction Markets and Priority Accounts
3M
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Respecting free, prior and informed consent

7 OPPORTUNITIES

Free, prior and informed consent (FPIC) 
means that Aboriginal communities (1) 
can freely participate in negotiations 
with those seeking to conduct projects 
on their lands; (2) are given adequate 
time to review project information; 
(3) have all the information needed 
to fully consider the pros and cons 
of a proposed project; and (4) have 
the option to say “no” to a proposed 
action, or in the case of “yes,” have the 
opportunity to state the details of the 
conditions under which they give their 
consent. Under FPIC, businesses must 
meet a higher bar than the previous 
project review process, which required 
“consultation and accommodation.” 

The change in the legal landscape 
can influence the existing processes 
for regulatory permitting. This in turn 
can create business uncertainty and 
risk. Areas of concern for Canadian 
businesses include understanding 
the new responsibilities and roles 
of businesses, municipalities and 
environmental organizations, as well 
as the new sources of risk. Yet, these 
uncertainties and sources of risk are 
also creating opportunities for shaping 
the landscape. Canadian businesses 
leaders want to engage with Aboriginal 
communities to create trust, build 
capacity, and co-create solutions 
to problems. By collaborating with 
Aboriginal communities, businesses can 
clarify roles, reduce risk and make the 
new permitting process beneficial both 
to business and Aboriginal communities. 
Sustainability provides a strong platform 
to address mutual environmental, 
economic and social values in an 
integrated fashion.

“FPIC is a theme with increasing 
importance for Canadian 
business and in 2014 it is 
more salient than ever. What 
is the space for collaboration 
among Aboriginal communities, 
business and  municipalities?  
What are the roles for the federal 
government, environmental 
groups and international 
organizations in supporting best 
practices?”

CHRIS MCDONELL
Manager, Aboriginal and 
Environmental Relations
TEMBEC
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A non-profit, the Network for Business Sustainability 
produces authoritative resources on important 
sustainability issues with the goal of changing 
management practice. We unite thousands of 
researchers and business leaders worldwide who 
believe passionately in research-based practice and 
practice-based research.

NBS Canada is funded by the Social Sciences and 
Humanities Research Council of Canada, the Richard Ivey 
School of Business (at Western University), the Université 
du Québec à Montréal, our Canadian Leadership Council, 
Industry Association Council and SME (small and medium 
enterprise) Council.

About NBS’s Canadian Leadership Council
NBS Canada’s Leadership Council is a group of Canadian sustainability leaders representing diverse sectors. 
At an annual meeting, these leaders identify their top priorities in business sustainability – the issues on which 
their organizations need authoritative answers and reliable insights. Their sustainability priorities inform NBS 
research projects.

This report was funded in part by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada. 

about the network for business sustainability
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