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It seems every company is talking about 
their environmental efforts. IT can play a 
key role in these efforts – creating a great 
opportunity for you to drive change and 
become a thought leader in your company 
and industry. But where do you start? Here 
are 10 keys to being an effective leader for 
environmental and sustainability initiatives.
Familiarise yourself with the issues
The first step is to develop broad and 
deep familiarity expertise on environ-
mental sustainability and computing. 
As an IT professional, you should start 
with a good understanding of the ways 
to reduce the environmental impact of 
computing, such as power manage-
ment, hardware consolidation and en-
vironmental waste management. 

As an environmental leader, you also 
must envision how software and hard-
ware can help to reduce the impact of 
operations beyond the IT department. 
You may find yourself working close-
ly with HR managers, attorneys and 
business managers to define policies 
addressing the company’s overall en-
vironmental impact – perhaps every-
thing from business travel policies to 
global carbon footprint regulations. 

Individuals inside and outside of 
your company will expect you to have 
subject matter expertise on the envi-
ronment, the company and the indus-
tries in which your company operate. 
So, you’ll need to assess your under-

standing of environmental sustainabil-
ity and sustainable computing as well 
as the unique needs of your company 
in the short and long term.

If you are new to the company or as-
suming a new role, there will probably 
be pressure (real or perceived) to act 
quickly. This is especially true in com-
panies that have very little history of 
positioning themselves in an environ-
mentally conscious way (and are now 
anxious to do so). 

You should resist this temptation to 
move too quickly. That can risk your 
credibility as well as the company’s. In 
the short term, focus on urgent issues 
and postpone communicating strate-
gic initiatives until you are ready or 
your ramp-up period has expired.

Objectively assess your company
The next step is to critically assess the 
environmental impact and sustainabil-
ity of your company or line of business. 
To do this, you’ll need to engage key 
stakeholders and other influential peo-
ple inside and outside the company. 

You’ll need to develop a network  
of internal and external contacts – peo-
ple who can enable you to define the 
ecosystem of stakeholders. They can 
help you develop an understanding of 
where the company is on environmen-
tal sustainability. 

Depending on your responsibilities, 
you may need to find out where your 
company stands on compliance (cur-
rent and future) with environmental 
regulations, standards and laws. You 
might have to measure your compa-
ny’s position with respect to your 
competition and analyst expectations. 
You should also understand how cus-
tomers, partners, governmental or-
ganisations and influential customer 
advocates perceive your company and 
its environmental efforts. And you 
may need to determine current and fu-
ture technological, financial and en-
vironmental constraints concerning 
your initiative. 

Depending on your company’s size 
and budget, additional research may be 
worth considering. Constructive in-
sight can come from internal surveys, 
focus groups and third-party research. 
It can help you better understand em-
ployee satisfaction regarding past cor-
porate environmental action, where 
your company stands with respect 
to the competition, and where latent 
market opportunities exist. The great-
est potential value here, however, is 
the ability of the third-party research 
to either validate or refute the opin-
ions held by your key stakeholders.

Envision where you want  
to be and when
Now you can begin to comprehend 
where your company needs to be, both 
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in the short term and the long term. To 
start, you can approximate these as one 
year and five years, respectively, and 
then begin to adjust these time frames 
for your specific needs. The key take-
away is that the environment is defi-
nitely not a short-term issue, and those 
who position themselves only in the 
short term do their company, share-
holders, partners and customers a seri-
ous disservice. 

To determine where your company 
needs to be in both the one-year and 
the five-year periods, you should deter-
mine the current and future business 
landscape that you face. This includes 
the company culture, the company’s 
short- and long-term business ob-
jectives, current and future budget-
ary constraints, geographic expansion 
plans, and your industry’s changing le-
gal and regulatory environment.

For example, a data centre provides 
a context for the conflict between tac-
tical decision-making and strategic po-
sitioning. In the past, space was the 
primary consideration for data cen-

tre design. However, in the past few 
years, power increasingly challenged 
space as a limiting factor for growth 
and became a rising operational cost. 
Data centre operators, who realised 
the long-term implications of the in-
creased importance of power, took 
steps to mitigate energy inefficiencies, 
which included radical shifts in data 
centre management that contradicted 
the prevailing space-driven decision 
factor. In some cases, the investments 
made to mitigate power bore signifi-
cant short-term costs when compared 
to maintaining the existing paradigm. 

However, with the significant rise in 
energy prices, the data centre opera-
tors who proactively altered the course 
of data centre management a few years 
ago are now seen as visionaries, and 
their companies have more than com-
pensated for the initial investments.

Develop a vision and strategy
Now you have to develop a vision and 
strategy. Obviously, this should arise 
out of your understanding of where 
the business is and where it needs to 
be. When setting the vision and strat-
egy, you should not consider these as 
being perpetual in nature. While your 
company’s commitment to the envi-
ronment may be enduring, your vision 
and strategy likely won’t be. It will 
face major revisions due to internal 
and external variables, such as chang-
ing regulatory requirements, shifts 
in customer perception and evolving 
business needs. With the rise of the 
corporate environmental initiative, it 
is important to align the IT vision and 
strategy with any larger corporate vi-
sion and strategy.

When you set the vision, you are 
setting the direction of your business. 
You must carefully choose your words 
so that they are deliberate, concise and 
coherent, but not exhaustive. Vision is 
not meant to address everything your 
company will do regarding the envi-
ronment. It should address only those 
issues that need to be mentioned to 
correctly orient your employees and 
partners. A mission statement (or vi-
sion statement) is often used to convey 
the vision. It’s essential that you begin 
to communicate your vision within 
your first six months.

By setting the strategy, you are not 
just defining the direction, but also es-
tablishing the explicit business goals 
and objectives as well as outlining 
the investments that will be made to 
achieve these goals and objectives. 
There are existing models that can help 
you formulate a strategic plan. Two of 
the best models for environment and 
sustainability issues are the SWOT 

(Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportuni-
ties and Threats) and PESTLE (Politi-
cal, Economic, Social, Technological, 
Legal and Environmental) models. You 
can then define the strategy in a docu-
ment, such as a strategic plan. 

Note that leaders who widely solic-
it feedback on their vision and strate-
gy from perceived adopter and resistor 
stakeholders prior to release of a writ-
ten statement are more likely to be suc-
cessful. This is especially true of those 
who address feedback from the resis-
tors in their final plan. 

Evangelise the business imperative
Evangelism doesn’t have to wait for 
you to release a vision and strategy. 
Rather, evangelism must start the day 
you assume the role. After the release 
of your vision and strategy, however, 
you will need to take a more public 
role – both internally and external-
ly. Initially, you or a proxy will need 
to communicate your vision to influ-
ential groups, such as employees, ana-
lysts, media, partners, customers and 
customer advocates. You will need to 
inspire and motivate them to believe 
in your vision and strategy and make 
a persuasive argument that your strat-
egy is in the best interest of your com-
pany and your target audiences. 

In time, you will need to shift your 
focus to the individual elements of the 
strategy. Throughout, you must also pe-
riodically update these target audienc-
es, pointing out significant milestones 
that demonstrate success, communi-
cating changes in strategy and speak-
ing frankly about challenges that your 
company or industry at large has. 

Be ready for each audience to pres-
ent different interests and needs. While 
you will need to speak to the specific 
needs and interests of each audience, 
your underlying vision and strategy 
must remain consistent. This will help 
you more effectively gain buy-in from 
the various target audiences. 

Resist the urge to communicate con-
flicting “business needs” to appease 
different audiences. Leaders who do 

Evangelism must 
begin the day you 
assume your new 
leadership role

18   To get your FREE copy of TechNet Magazine subscribe at: www.microsoft.com/uk/technetmagazine   

Business of IT

17_20_Business_desFIN1.indd   18 14/8/08   15:53:22



so will not establish credibility on the 
issues. At a minimum, this can limit 
their effectiveness in leading change. 
At worst, it can jeopardise the credi-
bility of the entire company. Figure 1 
highlights seven keys to communicat-
ing your message effectively.

Manage your messaging
As you evangelise your vision and 
strategy, consider the professionalism 
and integrity of both your internal and 
external messaging. Environment and 
sustainability are linked to corporate 
social responsibility as much as they 
are linked to product development, ser-
vices, sales and marketing. Even if your 
organisation has assigned environ-
mental leadership to you functionally 
– without giving you direct ownership 
over environmental sustainability cit-
izenship efforts – you should operate 
under the assumption that you will be 
held to the same standards as a citizen-
ship leader. 

Do not underestimate your external 
audience’s passion for environmental 
issues and their familiarity with envi-
ronmental business practices. More 
importantly, you should not underesti-
mate their ability to deconstruct your 
communication if it lacks integrity or 
promises too much or too little. Other-
wise, your company may be labelled a 
“greenwasher.”

Therefore, you need a communica-
tions strategy that incorporates a re-
view process that includes internal 
pundits who can provide feedback 
before you take a public position. 
Your communications strategy should 
frame the key elements of your mes-
saging – for example, a corporate en-
vironmental fact sheet, a messaging 
framework, a list of approved spokes-
persons, and talking points. The com-
munication strategy, which is key to 
clear structure and consistency, should 
be completed soon after the develop-
ment of your vision and strategy. You 
can benefit from placing personal ac-
countabilities on the primary owners 
of the messaging.

Enable management through 
measurement
It’s important that you manage the ac-
countabilities that are within the scope 
of your vision and strategy. Wheth-
er operations, product development, 
or sales and marketing, you must de-
fine the factors that impact your abil-
ity to meet your goals and objectives. 
These factors should be organised into 
a concise list and mapped to the over-
all strategic plan. You will then need 
to qualitatively and/or quantitative-
ly baseline these factors and establish 
tracking metrics that enable future 
analysis. These metrics should be ac-
tively managed. 

Accountabilities for reporting on 
these tracking metrics should be clear-
ly defined, and you should hold regular 
meetings that include all the key stake-
holders. The stakeholders can then 
discuss the impact of the tracking met-
rics on the health of the strategic plan, 
which is made possible by the map-
ping of the metrics to the factors and 
the factors in turn to the individual el-
ements of the strategic plan.

Unfortunately, many environmen-
tal leaders will find that their organisa-

tions are not prepared to support such 
tracking metrics with the measure-
ment tools. But these tools are nec-
essary to provide the qualitative and 
quantitative data you need to proper-
ly analyse and report on environment 
and sustainability efforts. You must 
therefore develop specialised measure-
ment tools, whether through business 
process redesign, deployment of col-
laboration and measurement technol-
ogy, or through the development of 
customised internal tools. 

Without support from senior lead-
ership regarding the company’s invest-
ment in these measurement tools, you 
will probably face serious cost-benefit 
decisions about whether to make the 
right measurement tools a priority at 
the expense of additional headcount.

Analyse and report  
environmental impact
The collection of the quantitative and 
qualitative data enables in-depth anal-
ysis. This analysis is critical for leaders 
who want to understand how success-
ful their initiatives are and what the 
impact of their actions has been on 
the company or its line of business. 

Figure 1 Seven keys to communicating your message
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The changing regulatory, standardi-
sation, legal and voluntary corporate 
reporting landscape with respect to 
the environment has placed increas-
ing pressure on companies to release 
detailed information about their en-
vironmental footprints. Having the 
right tools and processes to support 
management, measurement and anal-
ysis makes it easier to collect the in-
formation demanded for mandated 
annual reports, required filings and 
voluntary corporate sustainability re-
ports. It is therefore important to 
understand your current and future 
reporting requirements so that you 
can invest in an integrated manage-
ment, measurement, analysis and re-
porting infrastructure that will grow 
with your business needs.

Technology for analysis and report-
ing is very important to companies 
seeking to emerge as thought leaders. 
Software plays a key role in this space 
– especially software used for environ-
mental management, process design, 
data collection, data manipulation, re-
mote sensing, collaboration, visualisa-
tion and presentation. 

Commercially available software 
will sometimes need to be custom-
ised for specific applications in the en-
vironmental space. Thus, significant 
investment in technology may be re-
quired to enable an integrated man-

agement, measurement, analysis and 
reporting infrastructure.

Be a thought leader
Thought leadership is something ev-
ery environmental leader should as-
pire to achieve. While there are various 
types of thought leaders (see Figure 2 
for some examples), they all have this 
in common: their expertise is derived 
not from a title but rather from their 
record of taking action and leading 
change with integrity and openness.

The global environmental sustain-
ability ecosystem relies on thought 
leaders to drive change. With an ex-
pansive network of contacts across 
governmental, non-governmental, in-
dustry and consumer advocacy organ-
isations, a thought leader can connect 
influential parties to address issues that 
require close collaboration. A thought 
leader is also familiar with many of the 
emerging environmental issues that 
are of concern to the global communi-
ty and can carry the flag of these issues 
to a global audience. 

Finally, a thought leader envisions 
solutions to important issues that have 
yet to fall into the focus of the indus-
try at large. Development of these so-
lutions may require influencing and 
collaborating with others – including 
competitors – and may push your own 
company into markets not yet serviced, 

but the result is that thought leaders 
can effect change that is global.

Remain current
This is an emerging discipline and 
there are regular changes to the body 
of knowledge. Ongoing credibility 
will require a scholarly understanding 
of the diverse scientific, policy, legal, 
economic, technology and business 
perspectives promoted by other envi-
ronmental leaders. It will also require 
not necessarily conforming with the 
predominate opinions of the day, but 
rather promoting unique perspectives 
based upon an expert understanding 
of environmental sustainability and 
computing. This integrity will be a ma-
jor differentiator given the increasing 
number of environmental leaders (or 
people claiming to be thought leaders) 
in the industry.

An established leader must also have 
security in delegating responsibilities 
to subordinates who possess specific 
knowledge on a topic of interest and 
deferring to more senior representa-
tives of environmental policy with-
in the company when an engagement 
calls for it. Reports and regular meet-
ings with your seniors will help you 
keep abreast of your company’s efforts 
to be environmentally sustainable, but 
the key is knowing when you need to 
speak on behalf of the company. This 
requires a clear understanding of your 
core commitments and is a trait that 
reflects the sincere responsibility you 
have to uphold the convictions on the 
environment that your internal and 
external audiences expect. ■

For more information, visit the  
Microsoft Environment website at 
www.microsoft.com/environment

Figure 2 Types of thought 
leaders
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