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Gender shift 

In our 2010 report, we noted that men comprised 
60 percent of sustainability executives in large 
companies and 54 percent in smaller firms (those 
with annual revenues less than $1 billion). That 
has shifted significantly: today, 58 percent of sus-
tainability executives in large companies are wom-
en as are 54 percent in smaller firms. Participation 
rates aren’t the only change as pay gaps between 
genders have narrowed over the past 10 years. 

Higher education 

Ten years ago, we noted how highly educated sus-
tainability professionals were, with 65 percent of 
vice presidents, 57 percent of directors and 58 
percent of managers holding a master’s degree. 
Not much has changed at the director level but 75 
percent of VPs and managers now report having 
a master’s degree. The higher degree, however, 
doesn’t necessarily translate to higher pay, espe-
cially for directors and managers. It is more likely 
the price of entry into the profession. 

GreenBiz Group’s sixth State of the Profession report once again takes a look at the evo-
lution of the role of the sustainability leader in today’s business world. As in years past, we 
conducted an in-depth survey to find out how much they earned, where they worked and 
what they did in the course of their job.

Our first report was published in 2010 and as we embark on a new decade it can be instruc-
tive to reassess how far we’ve come.

01/ EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Professionalization of the profession 

There are several indicators that the corporate 
sustainability professional is here to stay. In 2010, 
it was likely that a current employee would be 
tapped (or more likely would volunteer) to lead a 
nascent sustainability department. Today, com-
panies are seeking out professionals. In 2012, 
only 45 percent of sustainability hires came from 
outside a large company whereas that number 
has now risen to 67 percent. Another indicator of 
sustainability being viewed as a true profession is 
the development of succession plans in advance 
of the exit (don’t call it retirement) of what could 
arguably be called the first wave of sustainability 
professionals (see page 26). 

Decade of expansion 

The Great Recession officially ended in Septem-
ber 2010 but unemployment stood at 9.6 per-
cent. Our first report identified hiring freezes, with 
only 28 percent of organizations planning to add 
headcount. Fast forward to 2020 and 58 percent 
of large organizations have increased headcount 
in the past two years and average team size has 
continued to grow throughout the decade. 
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As we enter the ‘20s, there will be new challenges 
for sustainability executives. In the past, it wasn’t 
uncommon for a sustainability executive to opine 
that their goal was to work themselves out of a 
job. As many of the initiatives we report on in 
GreenBiz show, our contention is that sustainabil-
ity executives will continue to work themselves 
into new jobs, or at least address new issues while 
ostensibly keeping the same title. Here are a few 
of the many initiatives we’ll be tracking over the 
next decade. 

ESG reporting

Ten years ago, the majority of sustainability pro-
fessionals didn’t get invited to meet with the inves-
tor relations team and probably couldn’t tell you 
where the Bloomberg terminal sat. Whether it’s 
the last couple of annual CEO letters from Black-
Rock’s Larry Fink or an increasing awareness of 
climate risk, the environmental and social data 
sustainability teams have been publishing is start-
ing to get read by individuals of influence. 

Climate crisis

United Nations recently released a new Emissions 
Gap Report that found that even if all current cli-
mate plans are implemented, temperatures are 
still expected to rise by 3.2°C, bringing even wid-
er-ranging and more destructive impacts. Busi-
ness has an important role to play in stemming 
the worst of these impacts and creating sustain-
able jobs and opportunities going forward. 

CEO (and employee) activism

Sustainability leaders are in a unique position, 
with their experience in navigating across their 
organization’s functions, to help align CEOs and 
their employees toward common environmental 
and social causes. 

Sustainable development goals 

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
launched in 2015, represent an evolution from the 
UN’s Millennial Development Goals in that they 
established a stronger role for business in attain-
ing ambitious global priorities. One of the features 
of the SDGs is that in each country, governments 
must translate the goals into national legislation, 
develop a plan of action, establish budgets and at 
the same time be open to and actively search for 
partners. Governments, business and civil society 
will need to work in concert to attain these goals. 

Today, companies are seeking out  
professionals. In 2012, only 45 percent  
of sustainability hires came from  
outside a large company whereas that 
number has now risen to 67 percent. 

https://www.greenbiz.com/
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02/ INTRODUCTION 
This year we partnered with Weinreb Group Sustainability and ESG Recruit-
ing and the Global Reporting Initiative to expand our reach of those surveyed. 
We have also partnered with LinkedIn to gain insights into the job postings 
and, more specifically, the skills required for those in the sustainability pro-
fession. 

Before we get into the presentation of our results and analysis, there are a 
couple of points to make about the data presented in this report. Most of the 
charts, statistics and conclusions refer to companies with revenues greater 
than $1 billion, unless otherwise noted. One of the primary reasons for this 
is that many of the firms with revenues of less than $1 billion are either 
professional services firms, NGOs or educational institutions (25, 15 and 10 
percent, respectively). An in-depth profile of survey respondents is presented 
in Appendix A. All monetary data has been converted to U.S. dollars. 

https://weinrebgroup.com/
https://weinrebgroup.com/
https://www.globalreporting.org/Pages/default.aspx
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FREE VIRTUAL EVENT MAY 19, 2020

Taking place in advance of the Circularity 20 conference (August 25-27 in 

Atlanta), Circularity 20 Digital is a half-day virtual event that will o�er a 

visionary keynote interview, informative panels and valuable networking 

opportunities — all at no cost to participants.

Circularity 20 Digital will inform and empower you to adopt circular economy 

principles that increase resilience, address supply-chain risk, respond to 

shifting consumer demand and unlock new business opportunities.

L E A R N  M O R E

https://www.greenbiz.com/events/circularity/digital/2020?utm_medium=gb-report&utm_source=sotp-2020&utm_campaign=c20-digital&utm_content=--
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This is clearly a time for business to make an 
impact. Pre-competitive initiatives such as the  
RE 100 and REBA demonstrate companies are 
willing to show leadership by purchasing renew-
able electricity. Much of this effort has been led by 
sustainability executives who worked relentlessly 
to make the business case for large scale adop-
tion of renewables. 

CEO (and employee) activism 

One of the more positive trends over the past cou-
ple years is a significant growth in CEO activism. 
In 2016, we started asking survey respondents to 
rate how involved their CEO is in the organization’s 
sustainability program on a scale from one (openly 
dismissive) to seven (owns it, very engaged). It is 
certainly encouraging that none of this year’s re-
spondents view their CEO as openly dismissive. 
The real change in 2020 is that 43 percent rate their 
CEO’s engagement at either a six or a seven. That’s 
an eight-percentage point increase from 2018. 

03/ THE MORE THINGS STAY THE 
SAME, THE MORE THINGS CHANGE 
We know the aphorism above is reversed, but 20 years into a new century makes one ques-
tion whether the scale of change sought by those in corporate sustainability roles can ever 
be realized. As we enter a new decade, it’s useful to take stock of where we’ve been and the 
goalposts ahead. 

Climate crisis 

The Paris Agreement’s long-term temperature 
goal is to keep the increase in global average tem-
perature to well below 2° C above pre-industrial 
levels and to pursue efforts to limit the increase 
to 1.5° C, recognizing that this would substantially 
reduce the risks and impacts of climate change. 
This will be challenging. 

The straight-line growth rate of CO2 emissions 
measured at Mauna Loa, Hawaii, between 2000 
and 2020 is 11.9 percent. Between 1980 and 2000 
it was 9.2 percent and between 1960 and 1980 it 
was 7 percent. This against a backdrop of the Rio 
Earth Summit, the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris 
Agreement, which calls for annual emissions re-
ductions of XX percent globally. 

More recently, the United Nations recently released 
a new Emissions Gap Report that finds that even if 
all current climate plans are implemented, tempera-
tures are expected to rise by 3.2° C, bringing even 
wider-ranging and more destructive climate im-
pacts. Collective ambition must increase more than 
fivefold over current levels to deliver the cuts needed 
over the next decade for the 1.5° C goal. The Unit-
ed States planned withdrawal from the agreement 
doesn’t make the task look any more achievable. 

This is clearly a time for business to make 
an impact.

http://there100.org/
https://rebuyers.org/
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/30797/EGR2019.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
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3/ Gap between 
words and actions

21/ Openly
dismissive

4 5/ Interested, not 
a high priority

6 7/ Owns it, 
very engaged

2% 1% 0%

6%
4%

5%

12%
14% 13%

10%
11%

9%

35%35%

30%

23%
24%

29%

12% 11%

14%

■ 2016
■ 2018
■ 2020

On a scale from 1 to 7, how involved is your CEO in the sustainability program?

In what may be a significant indicator is the Au-
gust 2019 announcement by the Business Round-
table, an association of CEOs from America’s 
leading companies. Since 1997, the organization 
has endorsed principles of shareholder prima-
cy – that corporations exist principally to serve 
shareholders. That was overhauled in 2019 when 
181 CEO members committed to lead their com-
panies for the benefit of all stakeholders – cus-
tomers, employees, suppliers, communities and 
shareholders. That’s a big ask, and billion-dollar 
corporations don’t turn on a dime, but it does pro-
vide at least a modicum of backing for sustainabil-
ity teams to push their leadership to take stands 
that align with their company’s values.. 

There are other CEO-centric groups in the mix as 
well. The 200-member Chief Executives for Corpo-
rate Purpose “believes a company’s business strat-
egy for sustainable value creation — how well it ful-
fills its purpose in society — determines company 
success.” The CEO Action for Diversity & Inclusion 
is a CEO-driven business commitment to advance 
diversity and inclusion within the workplace. 

CEOs may need the help of these groups and 
more when faced with a potential increase in 
employee activism. As GreenBiz associate editor 
Deonna Anderson recently wrote, “Employee ac-
tivism is not new — trade unions have long advo-
cated for workers’ rights — but the current rise in 
activist employees mirrors a trend that has been 
growing for years, and which seems to be hitting a 
peak as millennials increase their presence in the 
workplace. With growing distrust of governmental 
institutions, these younger employees are using 
their voices to advocate for change and demand 
that their employers do so, too.” 

As more Millennials and Gen Z job applicants seek 
to work for companies that share their values, sus-
tainability leaders are in a unique position to help 
align CEOs and their employees toward common 
environmental and social causes. 

https://www.greenbiz.com/article/trend-employee-activism-sustainability-marches


ESG reporting 

Corporate reporting on sustainability — including 
environmental, social and governance (ESG) perfor-
mance and achievements — has grown more than 
fivefold in the past 10 years. Roughly 20 percent 
of S&P 500 companies (the 500 largest publically 
traded U.S. firms) published a sustainability report 
in 2011. In 2018, that number rose to 86 percent. 

During that same span of time, the majority of 
sustainability professionals didn’t get invited to 
meet with the investor relations team and prob-
ably couldn’t tell you where in their building the 
Bloomberg terminal sat. Whether it’s the last cou-
ple letters from BlackRock’s Larry Fink (see “Larry 
Writes a Letter,” page XX) or an increasing aware-
ness of climate risk, the environmental and social 
data that sustainability teams have been publish-
ing is starting to get read. 

There are now more than 600 ESG ratings agencies 
globally, according to the Global Initiative for Sus-
tainability Ratings, as ESG data becomes a greater 

factor in companies’ valuation and access to cap-
ital. The challenge is that current corporate ESG 
disclosures lack consistency and standardization. 

As we wrote in the 2020 State of Green Business 
report, there has been increased interest in un-
derstanding the differences among the various 
ratings and rankings organizations. This has be-
come more pronounced since Institutional Share-
holder Services, and its main competitor, Glass 
Lewis, started focusing more on E&S and not just 
G. These two prominent proxy advisory services 
provide institutional investors with assistance in 
voting their shares at corporate annual meetings, 
and their combined influence is enough to get the 
attention of any CEO. 

As our GreenFin Summits have borne out, an in-
creased focus by asset managers on ESG issues 
is accelerating pressure on corporations to not 
only to disclose more, but to do more. 

https://www.greenbiz.com/events/greenfin/phoenix/2020
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Sustainable Development Goals 

The SDGs focus on time-bound commitments by 
2030, much like the Paris Agreement’s 2050 tar-
get. The 17 goals, launched in 2015, represent an 
evolution from the UN’s Millennial Development 
Goals in that they established a stronger role for 
business in attaining national and global goals. 

One of the features of the SDGs is that each coun-
try must translate the goals into national legisla-
tion, develop a plan of action, establish budgets 
and at the same time be open to and actively 
search for partners. That leads to another attribute 
the SDGs share with the Paris Agreement: the lack 
of a strong commitment from the United States.

We asked the survey participants if their company 
is embedding the SDGs in its strategic and oper-
ational goals. Overall, 58 percent of respondents 
from large organizations have evaluated how their 
organization’s goals can be matched to the SDGs. 
Fifty-nine percent of U.S. respondents and 52 
percent of European respondents have a publicly 
stated commitment to specific SDGs. 

That is where the similarities between the United 
States and other parts of the world end. When we 

asked if organizations have updated sustainabili-
ty strategy based upon a commitment to specific 
SDGs, only 10 percent of U.S. respondents have 
done this, more than three times more respon-
dents in Europe and elsewhere in the world (34 
percent and 36 percent, respectively). Members of 
the GreenBiz Executive Network have shared their 
perspective that companies that operate globally 
are likely to incorporate the SDGs into corporate 
strategy. 

From an industry sector perspective, the biggest 
gap between matching goals to SDGs versus up-
dating sustainability strategy to align with spe-
cific SDGs is in the retail industry, where 68 per-
cent have matched goals but only 9 percent have 
updated their strategy to align with those goals. 
This is not surprising considering that close to 80 
percent of our respondents are U.S.-based. Those 
classified in the industrial goods sectors (mostly 
B2B and manufacturing firms) are more aligned 
with the SDGs: 57 percent have matched their 
goals to the SDGs and 43 percent have updated 
their strategy based upon specific commitments. 

Is your company embedding the Sustainable Development Goals in its strategic and/or  
operational goals (select all that apply)?

1/ We have evaluated 
how our goals can be 
matched to the SDGs

2/ We have publicly 
stated our commitment 

to specific SDGs

4/ We have not evaluated 
the impact of the SDGs 

on our strategy

5/ We have not evaluated 
the impact of the SDGs 

on our strategy

3/ We have updated our 
sustainability strategy 

based upon our commit-
ment to specific SDGs

56%
59%

10%
14%

22%
17%

28%

56%

63%

52%

34%

9% 8%
13%

22%

11%

4%

52%

36%

76%

■ USA [259]
■ Canada [18]
■ Europe [64]
■ ROW [25]



LARRY WRITES A LETTER
Laurence D. Fink is the Founder, Chairman and Chief Executive Officer of BlackRock, 
Inc., the world’s largest asset manager, with $7.4 trillion in assets under management 
as of the end of 2019. In 2012, Fink started writing an annual letter to CEOs. His first 
letter was short and to the point, an effort to acquaint the addressed CEOs with Black-
Rock’s approach to corporate governance and responsible investing. In the years fol-
lowing, the letters implored CEOs and boards of directors to avoid short-termism and, 
as in his 2017 letter, “lay out for shareholders each year a strategic framework for 
long-term value creation.”

The role of business in society continued to be highlighted in Fink’s annual letter to 
CEOs, as in 2018 when he wrote that, “Society is demanding that companies, both pub-
lic and private, serve a social purpose. To prosper over time, every company must not 
only deliver financial performance, but also show how it makes a positive contribution 
to society” (emphasis added).

Fink’s 2019 letter laid the groundwork for an increased focus on ESG, as he wrote, “In 
the years to come, the sentiments of these generations will drive not only their deci-
sions as employees but also as investors, with the world undergoing the largest trans-
fer of wealth in history: $24 trillion from baby boomers to millennials. As wealth shifts 
and investing preferences change, environmental, social, and governance issues will 
be increasingly material to corporate valuations.”

As the CEO of the world’s largest asset manager, Fink’s letters are usually newsworthy. 
The 2020 letter may be the most impactful. He wrote in the second paragraph of the 
letter that, “Climate change has become a defining factor in companies’ long-term 
prospects. Last September, when millions of people took to the streets to demand ac-
tion on climate change, many of them emphasized the significant and lasting impact 
that it will have on economic growth and prosperity – a risk that markets to date have 
been slower to reflect. But awareness is rapidly changing, and I believe we are on 
the edge of a fundamental reshaping of finance” (emphasis in original).

BlackRock is already benefitting from this most recent letter, as Finland’s largest pen-
sion insurance company invested $600 million into a new ESG fund. As BlackRock 
sees more investors reallocate their holdings to ESG-indexed funds, that impact can 
significantly influence corporate strategy.

https://www.blackrock.com/corporate/investor-relations/2012-larry-fink-ceo-letter
https://www.blackrock.com/corporate/investor-relations/2012-larry-fink-ceo-letter
https://www.blackrock.com/corporate/investor-relations/2017-larry-fink-ceo-letter
https://www.blackrock.com/corporate/investor-relations/2018-larry-fink-ceo-letter
https://www.blackrock.com/corporate/investor-relations/2019-larry-fink-ceo-letter
https://www.blackrock.com/corporate/investor-relations/larry-fink-ceo-letter


August 25-27, 2020
Atlanta,  GA

Circularity 20 is the largest circular economy 
conference in the United States. Building on the 
success of a sold-out launch event, Circularity 20 will 
bring together more than 1,000 thought leaders and 
practitioners across industries and functions and 
empower participants to turn circular economy 
concepts into pro�table opportunities. 

L E A R N  M O R E

Save 10% with code C20SOTP

https://www.greenbiz.com/events/circularity/atlanta/2020?utm_medium=gb-report&utm_source=sotp-2020&utm_campaign=c20&utm_content=--
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SUSTAINABILITY PROFESSIONAL  
OPPORTUNITIES GREW IN 2019: 
HERE’S HOW AND WHERE.

These insights indicate greater demand for roles dedicated to sustainability within an organization, 
but do not quite paint the full picture. We know the responsibilities of sustainability spread across 
multiple functions in a company, rather than falling solely on the dedicated sustainability role. Hence, 
in coming years, we may see a rising demand for sustainability-related skills embedded in the job 
descriptions of a wider array of roles.

Supply and Demand for sustainability professionals showed positive 
trends in recent years. 
As consumers and investors become increasingly aware of the impact of climate change, more 
and more businesses are evaluating their environmental impact and driving sustainable solutions 
to reduce their carbon footprint. Given this trend, LinkedIn decided to take a look at job postings 
activity and members with sustainability in their job titles to see if there’s a correlation between the 
heightened awareness on climate change and careers in sustainability.

+10%
Increase in sustainability job 
postings in past year

In 2019, there was 10% growth in job postings on 
LinkedIn for roles with titles related to Sustainability, 
above and beyond the overall growth in all jobs post-
ed. This uptick was largely driven by the non-profit 
industry. Now, COVID-19 has disrupted the global 
workforce, and business and institutions are in a 
position to reimagine their sustainability efforts and 
environmental stewardship, which will remain impera-
tive as we forge a path to reclaiming global health and 
economic stability.

+7.5%
Increase in sustainability 
professionals in 2019

In addition to job postings, we saw a 7.5% increase 
in LinkedIn members with a Sustainability job title in 
the past year, above and beyond the overall growth in 
total members. Top job titles that enjoyed the great-
est growth were Sustainability Analyst, Sustainability 
Specialist, and Sustainability Advisor, each of which 
rose more than 20% over the past two years
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Where are the strongest opportunities for jobseekers hoping to enter the 
sustainability profession?
To understand the evolution of the sustainability profession and to pinpoint key opportunity areas 
for sustainability jobseekers, we identified the fastest growing skills, industries and geographies for 
dedicated sustainability roles.

We looked first at the core skills that are shared amongst sustainability professionals globally. These 
are a mixture of competencies related to sustainability (e.g. circular economy), business (e.g., stake-
holder engagement, program development) and other topics related to technology and analysis.  
Of all of these skills, the fastest rising amongst sustainability professionals is Data Analysis, with 
statistically significant year-over-year growth of 18%.

Examining these skills in the wider population on our platform shows Circular Economy as the 
fastest rising. As employers evaluate a transition from linear to circular business models, they 
will require talent with circularity skills to navigate opportunities and challenges. Other sustain-
ability-specific skills that have shown strong growth include Corporate Sustainability, EHS, and 
Environmental Monitoring.

Which industries are hot spots for sustainability job opportunities? Looking broadly, the top five in-
dustries currently employing professionals with core sustainability skills (not just professionals with 
sustainability titles) are: Civil Engineering, Architecture & Planning, Fundraising, International Af-
fairs, Renewables & Environment. 

The Civic and Social organization industry had the highest year-on-year job posting growth for roles 
specifically dedicated to sustainability. 

Top 10 fastest rising skills amongst 
all LinkedIn users

01] Circular Economy

02] Presentation Skills

03] Creative Problem Solving

04] Corporate Sustainability

05] R

06] EHS (Environment, Health & Safety)

07] Data Analysis

08] Report Writing

09] Environmental Monitoring

10] Revit

Top 10 industries for sustainability 
jobs

01] Civil Engineering 

02] Architecture & Planning 

03] Fundraising

04] International Affairs

05] Renewables & Environment 

06] Nanotechnology

07] Market Research

08] Environmental Services

09] Mechanical or Industrial Engineering

10] Legislative Office
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ABOUT LINKEDIN’S ECONOMIC GRAPH: LinkedIn is developing the world’s first Economic Graph – a dig-
ital mapping of the global economy – to create economic opportunity for every member of the global work-
force. The Graph is based on more than 650 million LinkedIn members, 30 million companies, 20 million 
open jobs, and more than 80 thousand schools. By mapping the members, companies, jobs and schools, we 
are able to spot trends in talent migration, hiring rates, and in-demand skills by region. You can learn more 
about our regularly published reports at economicgraph.linkedin.com. 

METHODOLOGY: Sustainability professionals are defined as having one of the following job titles: Sustain-
ability Advisor, Sustainability Consultant, Corporate Responsibility Manager, Sustainability Intern, Director 
of Sustainability, Corporate Social Responsibility Manager, Sustainable Development Manager, Sustainabil-
ity Coordinator, Sustainability Analyst, Sustainability Manager, or Sustainability Specialist. Core skills are 
identified as those skills shared by sustainability professional at a greater rate than in the general popu-
lation, with a 99% confidence level. In addition, the core skills are shared by at least 1% of sustainability 
professionals. Where growth rates are reported they are indexed against the overall growth in the LinkedIn 
platform. Top cities and countries are ranked based on the percentage of LinkedIn members that have one 
of the sustainability titles listed above. Analyses were performed in December 2019.

Top 10 cities with highest proportion of population working as sustainability professionals

Vancouver

Sydney

Helsinki
London

Amsterdam
Stockholm

Auckland

Milan
Washington DC

Melbourne

Amongst major cities with significant penetration of LinkedIn members, top cities with the highest 
proportion of professionals with sustainability titles spanned Europe, Canada, United States and 
Australia. Economies with the highest concentration of sustainability professionals are Sweden, 
Hong Kong SAR, Finland, New Zealand and Australia. 

In summary, climate change is a defining issue of our time, and businesses globally are building 
sustainability roles into their organizations to implement solutions for their impacts on the environ-
ment. These roles include dedicated sustainability titles as well as integrated roles across various 
functions in an organization, as shown by the increase of and demand for Circular Economy skills. 
For those looking to forge a career in sustainability, Data Analysis is a particularly useful in-demand 
skill to learn. 



O C T O B E R  2 7 - 2 9 ,  2 0 2 0
S A N  J O S E  C O N V E N T I O N  C E N T E R

The VERGE 20 conference and expo is  the largest  plat form for  
accelerat ing the clean economy.  Join more than 4 ,000 leaders 
advancing systemic solut ions to  address the cl imate cr is is  
through the five influent ial  and dynamic markets :  c lean 
energy,  e lectr ified transportat ion,  the c ircular  economy,  
carbon removal  and sustainable food systems.

L E A R N  M O R E

https://www.greenbiz.com/events/verge-conference/san-jose/2020?utm_medium=gb-report&utm_source=sotp-2020&utm_campaign=v20&utm_content=--
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04/ THE ORGANIZATION AND ITS 
LEADERS 

Perhaps the more important questions concern 
how high up in the organization the sustainability 
leader sits and how close are they are to the CEO 
and the board of directors. Since we launched our 
first survey in 2010, we’ve asked respondents to 
identify the highest-ranking executive whose job 
is 100 percent focused on the company’s sustain-
ability efforts. Over those 10 years, we’ve seen a 
10-percentage-point decrease of large companies 
having no executives working full-time on sustain-
ability and a 10-point increase in the number of 
vice presidents or senior vice presidents in the role. 

No executives working 
100% on sustainability

19%

14%

36% 37%

30%

47%

9% 9%

■ 2010
■ 2012
■ 2014
■ 2016
■ 2018
■ 2020

Manager or 
Senior Manager

Director or 
Senior Director

Vice President or 
Senior Vice President

The question we’re asked most often from an organizational point of view is where the 
sustainability function reports. Year over year, the results are the same: There is no con-
sistent home within large or small organizations. While our survey lists 15 different func-
tions to choose from, the leading choice – “other” – is selected by 33 percent of large or-
ganizations and 50 percent of smaller ones. Next on the list is corporate affairs, selected 
by 17 percent of large and 20 percent of small organizations. No other function ranks in 
double digits for any size organization. 

What is the title of the highest-ranking executive whose job is 100% focused on the company’s 
sustainability efforts?

While only nine percent of large organizations lack 
a fulltime sustainability role, 27 percent of smaller 
firms report no one dedicated fulltime and only 24 
percent of small firms have a vice president fo-
cused on sustainability. But when it comes to or-
ganizational hierarchy, 51 percent of sustainability 
leaders in small firms report directly to the CEO. 

In large companies, there has been a significant 
increase in terms of the sustainability leader re-
porting to the CEO, from 19 percent in 2018 to 26 
percent today. When we look at how this plays out 
in various industry sectors for which we have a 
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Retail

Industrial Goods

Consumer Goods

Professional Services

Financial Services

Technology

■ Reports to CEO

■ Reports to executive who reports to CEO

■ Two between him/her and CEO

■ Several layers to CEO

41%

38%

32%

17%

15%

3%

37%

42%

59%

57%

56%

51%

11%

8%

8%

13%

17%

36%

11%

12%

13%

12%

10%

In your organization’s reporting structure, 
how many people stand between the  
highest-ranking sustainability executive  
and the CEO?

statistically large enough sample, 41 percent of 
retail sustainability leaders report to the CEO and 
another 37 percent report to an executive who re-
ports to the CEO. 

It’s a different story in the technology sector, 
where only 3 percent of technology executives 
report directly to the CEO although 51 percent re-
port to an executive who reports to the CEO. The 
consumer goods sector splits the difference but 
leads in terms of 91 percent of the highest-rank-
ing sustainability executives either report to the 
CEO or an executive who reports to the CEO (32 
and 59 percent respectively). 

Another indicator of the rising influence of sustain-
ability within large organizations is the increase of 
the number of vice presidents with responsibility 
for sustainability reporting to either the C-suite or 
the board of directors. This has almost doubled, 
from 33 percent in 2012 to 60 percent in 2020. 
There has also been a significant increase in the 
head of sustainability regularly reporting to the 
board of directors on their progress, from 64 per-
cent in 2018 when we first asked this question to 
77 percent this year. 

Percentage of sustainability leaders who  
regularly report to the board of directors on 
their progress

2018

 64%

2020

77%
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Budgets and Headcount 

The good news for most organizations both large 
and small is that in the past two years’ budgets 
and headcount have increased significantly. Let’s 
start with budgets. We asked whether the sustain-
ability budget in large organizations has increased 
or decreased in the past two years. Fifty percent of 
respondents replied that budgets had increased, 
a 15-point increase from 2018. For 88 percent of 
those respondents, budgets either increased or 
stayed the same. Only 12 percent decreased. 

In terms of industry sectors, the majority of large 
retail companies made the biggest leap in invest-
ing in sustainability. In 2018, only 33 percent had 
noted a budget increase, whereas this year 57 per-
cent of retailers said they had increased their sus-
tainability budgets in the past two years. That’s an 
impressive 24-point jump. Two other sectors, pro-
fessional services and financial services, had more 
firms with bigger budgets, with increases from 21 
to 32 percent and 35 to 48 percent, respectively. 

A similar result holds true for smaller firms, al-
though not quite as dramatic. Forty-five percent 
of those firms say their budgets increased, up 
from 37 percent in 2018. Only 10 percent replied 
that their budgets had decreased. 

The size of the budget for large organizations 
varies greatly. Twenty-two percent of large orga-
nizations have no specific sustainability budget, 
although a majority of those (61 percent) also 
have no one dedicated fulltime to sustainability 
efforts. Forty-five percent of programs have bud-
gets of under $1 million, 22 percent have budgets 
between $1 million and $10 million and 11 percent 
have budgets in excess of $10 million per year. 

At smaller firms, 35 percent have no specific bud-
get item and 53 percent have budgets under $1 
million. Not surprisingly, only 2 percent of those 
firms have budgets greater than $10 million. 

Has your budget increased or decreased  
in the past two years?

■ 2016
■ 2018
■ 2020

12%

20%
18%

Decreased

38%

46%

42%

Stayed the same

50%

35%

40%

Increased
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As to what sectors have the largest budgets, 42 per-
cent of technology and retail companies have bud-
gets in excess of $1 million. At the other end of the 
spectrum, only a quarter of financial services and 
industrial goods firms have budgets greater than 
$1 million. Thirty-two percent of consumer goods 
companies have budgets greater than $1 million. 

Given that budgets are increasing, we wanted to 
find out where these large companies were invest-
ing. Half of large-company sustainability depart-
ments plan to increase their communications bud-
gets and 46 percent will be increasing their supply 
chain and employee engagement line items. 

The investment priorities shuffle a bit for different 
industry sectors. Sixty-one percent of technolo-
gy firms cite increased budgets for sustainabil-
ity product and services innovation. In the CPG 
sector, the highest priority is sustainable supply 
chains (58 percent), whereas in retail and profes-
sional services employee engagement on sus-
tainability is cited the most as receiving increased 
funding (55 percent and 52 percent respectively). 

Increases in headcount have followed a similar 
trajectory as the growth in budgets. We asked 
whether the headcount number had increased or 
decreased for sustainability departments in large 
companies in the past two years and 58 percent 
of respondents noted an increase, a 17 percent-
age-point increase from 2018. There were two 
sectors where the greatest number of firms in-
creased headcount: financial services and retail 
(82 percent and 68 percent, respectively). 

A slightly lesser but still significant increase oc-
curred at smaller firms, where 52 percent indicat-
ed that headcount had increased in the past two 
years, an 11-point increase from 2018. 

■ 2014
■ 2016
■ 2018
■ 2020 46%

58%

41% 41%
46%

41% 38%

31%

13% 13%

21%

11%

Decreased Stayed the same Increased

Has the headcount number increased or  
decreased in the past two years?

Given that budgets are increasing, we 
wanted to find out where these large 
companies were investing. 

Sustainability Communications | 50%

Sustainable Supply Chain* | 46%

Employee Engagement on Sustainability | 46%

Sustainability Product/Service Innovation | 44%

Social Responsibility Programs | 40%

Sustainability Reporting | 38%

Investor Relations† | 37%

Sustainability Consulting | 35%

Sustainability Product Marketing | 32%

Sustainability Assurance | 27%

Sustainability Management Software | 29%

* including social and environmental 
† including responding to surveys and investor calls

In your firm’s next financial year, which  
initiatives will have increased budgets?
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The size of teams continues to grow: 22 percent of large companies now have more than 20 
people dedicated full-time to sustainability initiatives. Forty-one percent of large companies 
have between one and five dedicated resources while 20 percent have between six and 10. 
The two sectors with the largest teams are retail and technology. Forty-five percent of retail 
teams consist of more than 20 dedicated resources and another 23 percent have between 11 
and 20. In the technology sector, 33 percent have teams with more than 20 employees dedi-
cated to sustainability and 15 percent have between 11 and 20. 

Team size is one indicator of the growing importance of corporate sustainability. Another is 
whether sustainability resources are embedded in other departments. The departments in 
which sustainability resources have been dedicated in large organizations are supply chain, 
facilities and philanthropy (49 percent, 30 percent and 25 percent, respectively). The depart-
ment with the greatest increase is supply chain, with an 18-percent-point gain in the past 
two years.

Does your organization currently have one or more dedicated sustainability resources 
embedded in any of the following departments (either fulltime or part-time)?

Philanthropy Community Relations Facilities Supply Chain

■ 2014
■ 2016
■ 2018
■ 2020

16% 17%

7%
10%

26%

31%

49%

17%
20% 20%

23% 22%

30%

18%

25%



INVESTOR PRESSURE IS ON:  
A RECRUITER’S PERSPECTIVE
There is no bigger wake-up call for big companies than the call from investors. The 
data here underlines what I have seen in my business: A demand from investors for 
business to make ESG and sustainability a top priority. Today, company sustainability 
leaders report that investor pressure is the biggest driver of their organization’s sus-
tainability program. The rise has been slow but steady, jumping 3 percentage points to 
24 percent, compared to 21 percent in 2016, and now on par with customer pressure.

In my work as a recruiter, the investor demand for companies to embrace ESG has 
translated into the growth of three job categories:

corporate side: Companies, often through their investor relations (IR) depart-
ment, field questions from investors or ratings/rankings agencies about their compa-
ny’s ESG risk and performance, and leading companies are responding to this demand 
by hiring internal ESG experts to liaise closely with their sustainability and IR functions. 
The corporate ESG leader is charged with setting up the systems to track, analyze and 



■ 2016 
■ 2018
■ 2020

40%

31%

11%
10%

14%

19%

13%

10%

21%

24%24%

Customer pressure Investor pressureCEO stated commitment at 
major event such as World 
Economic Forum at Davos

Major budget and resource 
boost for sustainability 

department

credibly communicate ESG metrics, including through a variety of reporting frame-
works and by participating in investor calls and other inquiries. 

investor side: ESG is also making inroads in private equity, where their investors 
(often institutional investors or a variety of other mechanisms) are pushing for more 
ESG disclosures. As a result, I have had private-equity clients seek to recruit ESG lead-
ers who can develop internal policies, field external questions about ESG performance 
and work with clients and other investors to elevate ESG within companies in their 
portfolios. An ESG leader with a private-equity firm will likely chair the ESG committee, 
support ESG integration with regulatory standards across regional offices and work 
with industry peers on the best ways to factor ESG into the investment lifecycle. These 
ESG specialists are also creating risk appraisal tools, performance evaluation criteria 
and monitoring and reporting frameworks.

portfolio company: As the importance of ESG has grown in private equity and 
venture capital, these firms are placing new demands on their portfolio companies to 
have an internal sustainability expert. I have had investor clients facilitate an introduc-
tion to leaders at companies in which they have an equity stake because they want to 
raise the ESG performance of their portfolio companies.

I’m pleased to see this trend resulting in new jobs for leaders who are dedicated to 
making sustainability progress in new and exciting ways. It’s clear that in 2020, inves-
tor pressure is on.

Ellen Weinreb 
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GreenBiz 21 is  the premier annual  event  for  sustainable 
business leaders.  Join a  powerful  community of  more than 1,500 
professionals — from business,  NGOs,  government and 
academia — for  three days of  inspir ing sessions,  engaging 
special  programs and unparal leled networking opportunit ies.

L E A R N  M O R E

https://www.greenbiz.com/events/greenbiz-forum/scottsdale/2021?utm_medium=gb-report&utm_source=sotp-2020&utm_campaign=gb21&utm_content=--
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 05/ THE RIGHT PROFILE:  
JOBS IN SUSTAINABILITY 
There are a number of indicators that point to the growing professionalization of the cor-
porate sustainability job. We say “ job” instead of “role” because there is nary a Fortune 500 
company that does not have someone whose full-time job is to focus on sustainability. 

Percentage of respondents with MBA by title

Manager MBA

MBA 32%

NO 68%

Director MBA

MBA 40%

NO 60%

Vice President MBA

MBA 37%

NO 63%

Getting the Job 

University programs are graduating students with 
degrees in sustainability – be it business, environ-
mental or other sustainability-focused majors – at 
an ever-increasing rate. Those students have more 
options than ever before to join a consultancy or 
NGO, or to begin their climb up the corporate ladder. 

Educational background is varied when it comes to 
a leadership role in sustainability. Degrees in busi-
ness/management and social sciences rank highly 
for all titles and the nascent nature of sustainabil-
ity degrees is apparent: only 8 percent of manag-
ers have a degree in sustainability and even fewer 
when it comes to directors and vice presidents. 

We also looked at whether getting a leadership job 
in sustainability required an advanced degree, and 
more specifically an MBA. Thirty-seven percent of 
vice presidents have MBAs as do 40 percent of 

directors and 32 percent of managers. Of those 
who went on to get an MBA, the majority did not 
pursue a sustainability-specific degree. Thirteen 
percent of vice presidents matriculated with an 
MBA with a sustainability focus as did 25 percent 
of directors and 35 percent of managers. 

Experience Required 

We asked survey respondents what department 
they were employed by immediately before getting 
their first sustainability position. We asked this of 
various management levels but also to staff who 
we refer to in this report as individual contributors. 
Thirty-four percent of those who self-identified as 
individual contributors said their first job was in 
sustainability. When managers were asked the 
same question, 23 percent said their first job was 
in sustainability. In a bit of a statistical anomaly 
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(we checked and double-checked), those exact 
percentages hold true for businesses with reve-
nues greater than $1 billion and those with reve-
nues below. A fewer number of directors reported 
their first job being in sustainability (16 percent for 
those in large firms and 21 percent for those in 
smaller ones). 

That may be encouraging to recent grads, but 
when we asked how many overall years of work ex-
perience those in sustainability had who reached 
a manager’s level, only 1 percent had three years 
or fewer of overall experience and 11 percent had 
between four to six years’ work experience. That 
may tamp down their management expectations a 
bit. Of individual contributors, 12 percent had three 
years or fewer of overall experience while 26 per-
cent had four to six years’ experience and 25 per-
cent had between seven and 10 years’ experience. 

Coming in From the Outside 

When it comes to getting a job in sustainability 
in a large organization, one trend we continue to 
see is the increase in hiring from outside the or-
ganization. This trend is seen in large companies, 
where 67 percent of respondents were hired from 
outside their current organization, and the same 
holds true for 71 percent of smaller firms. In terms 
of management level, 69 percent of managers 
were hired from the outside as were 65 percent of 
directors and 77 percent of vice presidents. This 
is a consistent finding across all industry sectors. 

Given that the majority of new hires now come 
from outside an organization, we asked survey re-
spondents how they heard about their job. Word 
of mouth certainly plays a big role for landing al-
most any position, but it is most significant for in-
dividual contributors. A large number of individual 
contributors and managers found out about their 
position through an online job board (37 percent 
and 38 percent, respectively). Directors and vice 

Ways in which respondents heard about  
their job

■ Someone from the company contacted me
■ External headhunter
■ Online job board
■ Saw the position posted on the organization’s website
■ Word of mouth

Director
44% 10% 15% 2% 29%

Individual Contributor
39%8%37%1%14%

Manager
26%24% 3% 38% 9%

Vice President
55% 12% 12% 0% 21%
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smaller organizations report having participated 
in GRI training programs. This is more than double 
of any other program we inquired about. 

GRI training is popular for all industries but is es-
pecially popular in retail and industrial goods com-
panies, where 69 percent of respondents in those 
industries have taken the training and 66 percent 
of those in the technology sector have participat-
ed. It is also the No. 1 training and certification 
program across all management levels surveyed. 

Who pays for continuing ed? Seventy-three percent 
of survey respondents report that their employer 
provides reimbursement for certification and train-
ing programs, but only 17 percent compensate 
those who complete this type of training. In fact, 
only 39 percent of organizations seek prospective 
employees with specific training or certification. 

presidents were more likely to be contacted by 
someone from the hiring organization (44 percent 
and 55 percent, respectively). 

Continuing Education 

One of the key attributes we have seen in success-
ful sustainability professionals is that they are 
constant learners. The world is changing faster 
than ever before, as are society’s social and en-
vironmental expectations of companies, and the 
requirements of future sustainability profession-
als are only partly known. As these requirements 
evolve, we sought to determine what training or 
certification programs were popular with sustain-
ability professionals.

Far and away, the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) 
is the one certified standard for which sustain-
ability professionals around the globe are receiv-
ing training. Fifty-three percent of survey respon-
dents from large companies and 50 percent from 

Percentage of survey respondents having 
received training or certification

■ Global Reporting Initiative (GRI)
■ LEED AP
■ LEED Green Associate
■ University-based Certification Program
■ Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB)
■ International Society of Sustainability Professionals  (ISSP)
■ Other (please specify)

23%

22%

18%

17%

8%

26%

53%
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Getting the Green 

Over the years, the State of the Profession report 
has become a significant benchmark for compen-
sation trends. It’s not a perfect science — titles and 
salary structures can vary across geographies 
and even within industries. But after 10 years of 
collecting data, our findings are consistent. 

Little has changed in terms of overall compensa-
tion as analyzed by title. Modest raises were given 
to 80 percent of managers last year as well as 84 
percent of directors and 75 percent of vice pres-
idents. This is reflected in our latest salary data: 
there’s been a 2.8 percent increase in average 
salaries for managers and a 3 percent increase 
for directors. It is more difficult to draw a similar 
analysis for vice presidents as the sample size is 
smaller and overall compensation (inclusive of 
salary, bonus, stock options exercised, etc.) can 
be significantly larger. 

For several years, we have tried to get a sense of 
total compensation beyond just salary and this 

was the first year we specifically asked about that 
number. The responses range from surprising 
lows and, perhaps, not-so-surprising highs. The 
overall compensation for managers ranged from 
$50,000 to $280,000, with a general spread across 
that spectrum. For directors, the range was wider, 
with the low end at $72,000 and a high reported of 
$1 million. Vice presidents reported overall com-
pensation as high as $1.2 million, with 10 percent 
of respondents pulling down more than $900,000 
per year. 

Another way of looking at compensation is by re-
gion, which had less of a significant difference for 
vice presidents. For directors, the median salary 
remained constant but the average salary in Cali-
fornia was significantly higher. The one title where 
geography is a definite factor is for managers in 
California and the rest of the West, where the av-
erage and median salaries are much higher than 
the rest of the United States. 

U.S. Regional Salary for Managers Average salary for sustainability leaders  
by title

Individual 
Contributor

(70)

$89,236

$113,593

Manager or 
Senior Manager

(151)

$168,607

Director or 
Senior Director

(98)

$237,638

Vice President 
or Senior Vice 

President
(47)

$160,000

$140,000

$120,000

$100,000

$80,000

$60,000

$40,000

$20,000

$0
Northeast

(22)
South
(32)

Midwest
(23)

West
(13)

California
(25)

■ Average Salary ■ Median Salary

$114,159 $120,250 $117,370

$147,923 $142,420
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There are certainly other factors that can affect 
salary. The technology industry tends to be at the 
higher end of the pay scale. Having a master’s de-
gree seems to have little effect on salary at any 
level but, as we noted previously, it may have an 
effect on just getting the job. One anomaly we 
have noted is that companies seem to be com-
pensating experienced talent, with directors hired 
within the last three years making significantly 
more than those that have been with a company 
between four and 10 years. 

Salary tends to increase with age group, which 
shouldn’t be surprising. The demographics as-
sociated with each title shouldn’t be, either. Six-
ty percent of managers are under 40 whereas 60 
percent of directors are over 40 and almost half 
(48 percent) of vice presidents are over 50. 

One area that has definitely changed over the past 
10 years is gender diversity in the profession. The 
number of women in sustainability leadership 
roles has increased by close to 20 percentage 
points in every category since our first survey in 
2010. While women are paid slightly less than men 
in the profession, the disparity is no more than a 
few thousand dollars. 

Percentage of women with sustainability leadership title

■ 2010
■ 2012
■ 2014
■ 2016
■ 2018
■ 2020

Manager Director Vice President

39%

50%

44%
49%

57%
63%

37%

49% 48%
51% 51%52%

55%

31%
37%

51% 48% 48%

Sustainability is sorely lacking when it comes to 
racial or ethnic diversity — the profession is very 
white. Unfortunately, not much has changed over 
the years. In 2014, 87 percent of managers identi-
fied as white or Caucasian and that number only 
dropped to 77 percent in our most recent survey. 
For directors and vice presidents the results are 
depressingly similar. 

At each of our GreenBiz conferences we have in-
stituted the Emerging Leaders program (helped by 
the generous sponsorship of companies such as 
United Airlines and PwC). This program sponsors 
students and early-career professionals to attend 
our conferences to find mentorship, insight and ca-
reer opportunities. The scholarship program offers 
all-expenses paid trips and conference passes to 
young sustainability leaders whose voices wouldn’t 
necessarily be represented in the room. This is only 
one small aspect of what needs to be done to in-
crease the diversity of leadership in sustainability. 

The number of women in sustainability 
leadership roles has increased by  
close to 20 percentage points in every  
category since our first survey in 2010. 



PREPARING THE  
NEXT GENERATION
One of the hallmarks of the current state of the profession is that a time is approach-
ing for a number of companies when the baton is being passed from those who built 
programs 10 or more years ago to a new generation of leaders. We spoke with four of 
those who recently handed over the role to get their perspective on succession plan-
ning and landing a job in sustainability.

planning for succession

Jerry Lynch, former CSO at General Mills, has been on both ends of succession plan-
ning. Before taking the CSO job he spent a full year working with his predecessor. 
According to Lynch, “We were able to spend almost a full year working together before 
he retired, which gave me a good opportunity to see what he saw, meet many of the 
people that he knew, both in the organic sector and in the sustainability world, thinkers 
and leaders and the key people at customers and suppliers.” A similar process was 
followed by Lynch as he worked closely with his successor four months prior to his 
departure. “That gave her a chance to get up to speed on everything that was going 
on and the existing strategies and then to start to put her own stamp on the future 
direction of the organization.”

Dow’s former CSO and vice president of Environment, Health and Safety, Neil Hawkins, 
noted that his role was considered a corporate-critical role and therefore followed a 
succession process similar to that employed for other C-suite executives. “We followed 
a process of looking at ready-now candidates, candidates ready in one to two years 
and candidates ready three to five years out. I was then responsible for creating devel-
opment opportunities for potential successors at each of those levels. But at the end 
of this process is a corporate decision made by the CEO as to who would fill the role.”

Cecily Joseph, former CSO at Symantec, worked with the company’s human resourc-
es department to develop a succession plan. “I identified key people on my team along 
with the traits and qualifications which I felt made them suitable for the role. I then 
worked with them over the course of the next year to prepare them for stepping up 
when I was to leave. In addition to identifying some key individuals I also made sure 
that we built an infrastructure and processes that would continue business as usual. 
This would provide for a more seamless transition and give the individual(s) the time 
they needed to not only adjust to the new leadership role but to start and develop their 
own relationships and relevant strategies.”



Dave Stangis, former CSO of both Intel and Campbell Soup, echoes Joseph’s ap-
proach. Stangis built both positions from scratch and his approach was straight for-
ward. “Step one, build the competencies of the team so they are complementary and 
fill out a whole bench. Then, when you go, there are people that can take on the role. 
It may not be the exact person you thought it was going to be, but there was clearly a 
team capable of leading it.”

career advice for sustainability professionals

Each of our former CSOs had different advice for those who want to work in sustain-
ability. According to Hawkins, “People early in their careers don’t always want to get 
close to the business early enough. But if you’re an engineer, a marketer, in supply 
chain, get into it and learn how the company works and bring sustainability to your job.” 

It may reflect how they arrived at sustainability in their careers, but Lynch agrees. “The 
best place to start in an organization is as close to the core of the business as you 
possibly can because you get to know the organization and how things get done in the 
organization. And it’s important not to only understand conceptually how a company 
operates and how it makes money but culturally is typically much more important 
than conceptually. The closer you can be to line of business decision-making, the bet-
ter off you are.”

Times have changed since they took on their roles though. Stangis notes that when he 
started in this work there wasn’t a path into sustainability and today there is. He sees 
that you can follow a path of interest (such as reporting and metrics, stakeholder en-
gagement, ESG, etc.) or you can pursue a role in a company that aligns with your values.

all of our former csos shared some final thoughts:

Approach sustainability from the outside in. To know where to take your organization, 
you have to be a good listener and understand your organization. The answers to 
sustainability are not always found inside your company.

Build out your public speaking muscles. Communications is an essential part of the 
role of a CSO, requiring you to be a spokesperson both internally and externally. Don’t 
hide in the shadows.

Continue to move sustainability into the everyday business conversation. It needs to 
be as much a part of the conversation as quality, safety, profitability and productivity.

Think about the strengths and differentiation you bring to your job instead of just 
coming to be a member of the team.

> 
 

> 
 

> 

>



06/ CONCLUSION 
A number of factors have contributed to the growth of sustainability as a profession. 
As the existential threat of the climate crisis increases and business is being asked 
to do more on social and environmental issues, the need increases for accomplished 
leadership to take on sustainability strategy and execution. These needs are being met 
by a new generation of sustainability leaders supported by their most senior execu-
tives and boards of directors. 

The next 10 years are important, not only for reducing the impacts of climate change 
but also increasing the quality of life for all who share this planet. This is the time for sus-
tainability leaders to work even harder to make the gains of the next decade exponen-
tially more impactful. The professionalization of sustainability is making that possible. 
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Weekly Newsletters

WEEKLY

Keep up with the latest news, analysis and event discounts by subscribing to 

GreenBiz’s weekly newsletters. Each of our six newsletters is dedicated to an 

integral topic: the business of sustainability, the clean economy, clean energy, 

the circular economy, sustainable food systems and transportation and mobility.

L E A R N  M O R E

https://www.greenbiz.com/subscribe-greenbiz-newsletters?utm_medium=gb-report&utm_source=sotp-2020&utm_campaign=newsletters&utm_content=--
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■ Consultant
■ Individual Contributor/Staff
■ Manager or Senior Manager
■ Director or Senior Director
■ Vice President or 
 Senior Vice President

12%

20%

38%

25% 3%

38%
16%

22%

24%

07/ APPENDIX A: PROFILE OF  
SURVEY RESPONDENTS 

Methodology 

Data for the State of the Profession survey was 
collected from October 15, 2019 to the end of the 
year. The survey was conducted online and an 
email link was sent to the panel’s members as well 
as other participants that were reached via part-
nership organizations. All responses were com-
pletely anonymous and GreenBiz does not share 
or sell the collected information.

Demographics 

The final tally included 1,148 usable responses. Of 
those, 48 percent were employed by large organiza-
tions (those with revenues greater than $1 billion). 
Seventy-eight percent of respondents in large orga-
nizations live and work in the United States. 

Responses came from 42 of the 50 U.S. states, 
with the most coming from California (18.6 percent 
of U.S. responses) and New York (8.1 percent). The 
European Union accounted for 11 percent of total 
responses. 

Responses from the survey have been analyzed 
based upon both company size and industry sec-
tors. As mentioned, companies with revenues 
greater than $1 billion represent 48 percent of the 
sample, the balance from companies with revenues 
below $1 billion. Large companies are more even-
ly represented across all major industry sectors. A 
description of the types of companies included in 
each sector and the percentage of respondents in 
each sector is provided in Appendix B. 

In terms of individual respondents, the greatest 
number of responses came from those at a man-
ager or senior manager level as well as director or 
senior director. The chart below presents an over-
view of those responding to the survey. For the 
purposes of our salary analysis, we primarily fo-
cused on managers, directors and vice presidents. 

The 2020 GreenBiz State of the Profession report was based on a survey of the Green-
Biz Intelligence Panel, with additional respondents reached through partnerships with this 
year’s sponsor, the Weinreb Group Sustainability Recruiting, and with the Global Reporting 
Initiative (GRI). 

Rest of the 
world 22%

USA 78%
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APPENDIX B: INDUSTRY SECTORS 
The following is the list of industries and their descriptions presented to survey respondents 
for classification. The percentages in brackets below each sector identifies the percentages 
of respondents from large companies (revenue over $1 billion) and smaller companies (rev-
enue under $1 billion) [large percent/small percent]. 

[16%/10%]
Consumer Goods

INCLUDING APPLIANCES, 
AUTO PARTS, FOOD & BEVER-
AGES, HOUSEWARES, OFFICE 

SUPPLIES, PAPER PROD-
UCTS, APPAREL & TEXTILES

[14%/3%]
Technology

INCLUDING HARDWARE, 
SOFTWARE, TELECOM

[9%/5%]
Financial  
Services

[7%/25%]
Professional  

Services
INCLUDING ACCOUNTANTS, 
ARCHITECTS, ATTORNEYS, 
BUSINESS CONSULTANTS

[6%/5%]
Construction/

Building/ 
Real Estate

[6%/1%]
Industrial Goods

INCLUDING AEROSPACE,  
CEMENT, MACHINERY, 

INDUSTRIAL EQUIPMENT, 
MACHINE TOOLS,  

WASTE MANAGEMENT

[6%/1%]
Retail

[5%/1%]
Basic Materials
INCLUDING CHEMICALS, 

METALS, OIL & GAS,  
SPECIALTY CHEMICALS

[5%/2%]
Healthcare/ 

Biotech/ 
Pharma

[4%/7%]
Energy/ 

Renewables/ 
Efficiency

[4%/2%]
Hotel/ 

Hospitality/ 
Tourism

[4%/1%]
Transportation

[3%/1%]
Agriculture

[3%/10%]
Education/ 

Training

[3%/6%]
Government 

(non-military)

[3%/2%]
Media/ 

Communications

[1%/15%]
Nonprofit/NGO

[1%/1%]
Utilities
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Weinreb Group Sustainability Recruiting is a boutique executive search firm that specializes in 
placing full-time sustainability, CSR, and ESG leaders at global companies. Weinreb Group identi-
fies talent with leadership and change-management skills, functional expertise, and sustainabili-
ty fluency to fill the growing number of sustainability roles across all business functions.

The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) is the independent international organization that helps busi-
nesses and other organizations understand and communicate their sustainability impacts. The 
GRI Standards are freely provided as a public good for use by companies around the world. 

LinkedIn connects the world’s professionals to make them more productive and successful and 
transforms the way companies hire, learn, market, and sell.  Our vision is to create economic 
opportunity for every member of the global workforce through the ongoing development of the 
world’s first Economic Graph.  LinkedIn has more than 675 million members and has offices around 
the globe.

GreenBiz Group is a media and events company that advances the opportunities at the intersection 
of business, technology and sustainability. Through its websites, events, peer-to-peer network and 
research, GreenBiz promotes the potential to drive transformation and accelerate progress — with-
in companies, cites, industries and in the very nature of business. 


