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On April 3rd, 2024, 29 Senior Sustainability Executives from 27 leading US companies participated in a Chatham 

House Rule convening to discuss the roles and effectiveness of Chief Sustainability Officers (CSOs), their 

sustainability teams, internal sustainability steering committees, and their organization’s overall sustainability 

program. The discussion revolved around the findings of a survey (herewith referred to as “the survey”) conducted 

by The Conference Board ESG Center on these matters 1 , which involved 104 US CSOs and other Senior 

Sustainability Executives. 

 

Below are the key takeaways from the convening, which will contribute to ‘Organizing for Success in Corporate 

Sustainability 2.0,’ a guide aimed at CSOs and their Organizations. The guide will be published by The Conference 

Board in the first half of 2024, and will update a report on the same topic that the ESG Center released in 2021. 

 

CSO roles, responsibilities and challenges 
 

1. Appointing a CSO is a relatively recent trend. 68% of companies that responded to the survey reported that 

they have had a CSO (or equivalent position) for five years or less.  

 

 
 

 
1 ‘Understanding Corporate Sustainability Practices: Survey to Inform a Guide for Chief Sustainability Officers and their Organizations (2024).’ 

Key Takeaways – ESG Center 

T      Source: The Conference Board, 2024, Results from the Survey ‘Understanding Corporate Sustainability Practices: 

Survey to Inform a Guide for Chief Sustainability Officers and their Organizations.’ 

https://www.conference-board.org/mappedURL/childSubsite.cfm?parent=us&child=environmental-social-governance
https://www.conference-board.org/topics/sustainable-business-integration/organizing-for-success-in-corporate-sustainability
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2. While the role of the CSO is evolving, it presents several benefits for companies. A key advantage of 

appointing a CSO is their potential to lead transformative change within the company and to make sustainability 

a competitive advantage. Appointing someone in charge of sustainability at the C-Suite level also demonstrates 

the company’s commitment to taking sustainability seriously and to integrating sustainability further into the 

business.  
 

3. To excel in their role, CSOs not only need to have the authority, credibility, business knowledge and 

fluency in sustainability and communications, but also the ability to navigate the organizational 

landscape effectively. Like playing an “old-style church organ,” which requires managing different components 

simultaneously with both hands and feet, CSOs need to skillfully coordinate diverse organizational elements 

and stakeholders in order to meet their sustainability goals. This requires deep knowledge of the organizational 

dynamics and how to “get things done” to be effective in the role.  
 

4. CSOs also need to be able to deal with “massive levels” of uncertainty. As companies encounter a variety 

of complex challenges, such as climate change, the impact of artificial intelligence (AI), ESG backlash and 

supply chain sustainability, CSOs need to be able to manage significant uncertainty “with grace and 

confidence”. This skillset requires a mindset of continuous learning and the ability to adapt to new 

circumstances. 
 

5. Furthermore, financial and technological acumen is essential for effectively integrating sustainability 

into broader business strategies and driving impactful change. For example, financial literacy is required 

to measure and verify the return on investment (ROI) of sustainability initiatives and articulate their value within 

existing corporate financial frameworks. Technological acumen is also important as organizations increasingly 

depend on technology to ensure compliance, streamline reporting, and address material sustainability issues 

(e.g. reducing carbon emissions, improving energy efficiency, managing waste). 
 

6. Emphasizing the CSO’s role in value creation is key. Although compliance is important, CSOs should focus 

on value creation and on fostering innovation and growth – all of which could capture the CEO's attention. As 

mentioned in this Harvard Business Review piece, today's CSOs must possess the skills to align sustainability 

initiatives with the company's main goals, ensuring that resources and actions are strategically deployed to 

generate long-lasting value. This long-term value can be achieved by various means, including cost reduction, 

reduced regulatory and legal interventions, improved employee productivity, and an enhanced ROI. Making 

value creation the forefront of the CSO's job description could further help communicate the essence of the role 

to other C-Suite members, ensuring they understand the strategic importance of sustainability. 
 

7. CSOs should view the increasing number of sustainability disclosure regulations and compliance 

requirements as an opportunity for transformative change. While meeting the increasing number of 

disclosure requirements can be seen as a regulatory hurdle, it can also serve as a catalyst for strategic 

discussions within the company on ways to prioritize sustainability efforts and identify related business 

opportunities. Companies should therefore shift their perspective from merely adhering to regulations to 

leveraging compliance discussions into opportunities for innovation and disruption.  
 

8. As CSOs expect responsibilities to increase in the next 3-5 years, companies should plan accordingly. 

87% of respondents to the survey think the responsibilities of the CSO will somewhat to significantly increase 

in the next 3-5 years. This expectation is driven by various factors, including:  

i) the need to respond to an increasing number of sustainability disclosure regulations;  

ii) pressure from stakeholders—including investors, customers, employees, and communities—who demand 

stronger sustainability commitments in response to global challenges such as biodiversity loss, climate 

change, water scarcity, and human rights; and  

iii) the drive to integrate sustainability deeper into the business.  

 

 

https://hbr.org/2023/07/the-evolving-role-of-chief-sustainability-officers
https://www.conference-board.org/topics/ESG-reporting/telling-your-sustainability-story
https://www.conference-board.org/topics/sustainable-business-integration/organizing-for-success-in-corporate-sustainability
https://www.conference-board.org/topics/sustainable-business-integration/organizing-for-success-in-corporate-sustainability
https://www.conference-board.org/topics/climate-change
https://www.conference-board.org/research/solutions-briefs/future-proofing-workforce-for-AI-era
https://www.conference-board.org/publications/ESG-backlash-adversity-to-advantage
https://www.conference-board.org/topics/supply-chain-sustainability
https://www.conference-board.org/memberevents/ESGRoundtables/ROI-Sustainability-One
https://www.ey.com/en_no/consulting/how-can-technology-augment-sustainability-reporting#:~:text=With%20tech%2Ddriven%20sustainability%20reporting,sources%20in%20a%20timely%20manner.
https://www.deloitte.com/global/en/our-thinking/insights/topics/leadership/cio-insider-business-insights/esg-sustainability-in-technology-strategy.html
https://hbr.org/2023/07/the-evolving-role-of-chief-sustainability-officers#:~:text=Today%20CSOs%20help%20identify%20and,to%20long%2Dterm%20value%20creation.
https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/McKinsey/Business%20Functions/Strategy%20and%20Corporate%20Finance/Our%20Insights/Five%20ways%20that%20ESG%20creates%20value/Five-ways-that-ESG-creates-value.ashx
https://www.conference-board.org/publications/esg-regulatory-agenda
https://www.conference-board.org/publications/esg-regulatory-agenda
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2023/The-Sustainable-Development-Goals-Report-2023.pdf
https://www.conference-board.org/topics/sustainable-business-integration/organizing-for-success-in-corporate-sustainability
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Instead of burdening CSOs, who already have significant responsibilities, organizations should proactively 

evaluate both the existing and future demands on the role. By incorporating these assessments into strategic 

planning, companies could keep the CSOs’ workload manageable and focused on critical elements of 

sustainability transformation. As such, securing support from internal "allies" from other departments or 

functions could reduce CSOs’ workload, allowing them to concentrate more effectively on strategy execution. 

 

 
 

 

9. Strong sponsorship from the CEO or the C-Suite is equally, if not more critical than having direct 

reporting lines to them. The survey results show that while 33% of CSOs report to the CEO, a larger number 

(46%) report to a C-Suite Executive, and a minority (about 10%) report to one, two or three levels below the C-

Suite. The Roundtable’s discussion highlighted that, while reporting lines to the CEO or other C-Suite executives 

are important, obtaining robust support from them is equally, if not more, essential. This support can: i) ensure 

that the CSO has the authority and engagement needed for aligning sustainability initiatives with the company's 

overall business strategy; and ii) help the CSO be the change agent in the company, “driving a set of chain 

reactions”, and facilitating collaborations with other units, such as specific Business Units who can implement 

the agenda.  

 

 
 

 

 

T      Source: The Conference Board, 2024, Results from the Survey ‘Understanding Corporate Sustainability Practices:  

Survey to Inform a Guide for Chief Sustainability Officers and their Organizations.’ 

T      Source: The Conference Board, 2024, Results from the Survey ‘Understanding Corporate Sustainability Practices: Survey to Inform  

a Guide for Chief Sustainability Officers and their Organizations.’ 

https://www.conference-board.org/topics/sustainable-business-integration/organizing-for-success-in-corporate-sustainability
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10. While a majority of CSOs think they have a good/excellent collaboration with most, if not all, 

constituencies in their company, collaboration with Communications is by far the strongest. 83% of 

executives surveyed responded that CSOs have an excellent/good level of collaboration with the 

Communications function. This is encouraging as effective communication is essential for companies to tell 

their sustainability story authentically, effectively and reliably. By partnering closely with Communications, 

CSOs can ensure that their sustainability efforts are communicated effectively to employees, customers, 

consumers, regulators, and other stakeholders, meeting the diverse needs of these groups. 

 

11. However, collaborations with Human Resources (HR) and Technology, while good, are not as robust. 

32% of our survey respondents indicated CSOs have a fair/poor level of collaboration with HR and 34% reported 

fair/poor level of collaboration with Technology. Collaborating with HR is important for the CSO as HR plays a 

key role in embedding sustainability into the corporate culture by facilitating training and educational programs 

and by aligning executive incentives with sustainability goals. Building stronger ties with Technology is also 

critical to drive growth and innovation. 

 

 
 

 

 

  

T      Source: The Conference Board, 2024, Results from the Survey ‘Understanding Corporate Sustainability Practices: Survey to Inform a Guide for Chief Sustainability 

Officers and their Organizations.’ 

https://www.conference-board.org/topics/ESG-reporting/telling-your-sustainability-story
https://www.conference-board.org/topics/ESG-reporting/telling-your-sustainability-story
https://www.conference-board.org/publications/ESG-performance-metrics-in-executive-compensation-plans
https://www.conference-board.org/memberevents/esg-summit
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Core Sustainability Team and Allies 

 
12. Most companies have small central sustainability teams and perceive those teams as effective or very 

effective. The survey results indicate that although the size of central sustainability teams generally correlates 

with the size of companies (in terms of annual revenue), most companies (45%) operate with small central 

sustainability teams (between 2-5 Full-Time Equivalent - FTE) employees, a finding that has not changed since 

our 2021 survey. A majority of companies (73%) also perceive these teams as effective/very effective.  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

T      Source: The Conference Board, 2024, Results from the Survey ‘Understanding Corporate Sustainability Practices:  

Survey to Inform a Guide for Chief Sustainability Officers and their Organizations.’ 

T      Source: The Conference Board, 2024, Results from the Survey ‘Understanding Corporate Sustainability Practices:  

Survey to Inform a Guide for Chief Sustainability Officers and their Organizations.’ 

https://www.conference-board.org/topics/sustainable-business-integration/organizing-for-success-in-corporate-sustainability
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13. As sustainability disclosure regulations become more prevalent and sustainability responsibilities 

expand, a majority of CSOs (64%) foresee an increase in the number of FTE employees working on 

sustainability across their organization in the next 3-5 years. For companies unable to expand their 

sustainability teams despite increasing responsibilities, it may be beneficial to delegate some reporting and 

data-related tasks to other departments or external partners, such as consultants. This strategy would allow 

them to concentrate on areas that would bring long-term value to the organization. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

14. As companies embed sustainability into their culture, they should consider upskilling, i.e. equipping 

their sustainability teams with new or advanced skills to improve their job performance. As mentioned 

in The Conference Board’s Brief Guide to Upskilling Your Workforce in Sustainability, AI and other digital tools 

can help improve an organization’s sustainability capabilities, especially when it comes to training and 

development. As a starting point, companies could perform a gap analysis to identify areas where efforts should 

be concentrated and capabilities within the team should be strengthened. They could also map relationships 

T      Source: The Conference Board, 2024, Results from the Survey ‘Understanding Corporate Sustainability Practices: Survey to Inform a 

Guide for Chief Sustainability Officers and their Organizations.’ 

T      Source: The Conference Board, 2024, Results from the Survey ‘Understanding Corporate Sustainability Practices: 

Survey to Inform a Guide for Chief Sustainability Officers and their Organizations.’ 

https://www.conference-board.org/topics/sustainable-business-integration/Building-a-Sustainability-Culture-Six-Challenges-Five-Principles
https://www.conference-board.org/publications/brief-guide-to-upskilling-your-workforce-in-sustainability
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across their organization, and be forward-thinking and proactively plan how these relationships will evolve to 

support sustainability goals. 

 

15. Companies should further consider the importance of sharing a common language on sustainability 

for building a cohesive culture. Given the challenges of workforce turnover and changes in leadership, 

companies should continually engage in educating and re-educating the sustainability team members and other 

colleagues, including the C-Suite, to ensure a shared vision and understanding of the company's goals and 

values.  

 

 

Sustainability Steering Committees 
 

16. Almost half of the companies that responded to the survey have both a lower-level sustainability 

steering committee and a C-Suite level committee. The C-Suite level committee is usually primarily 

responsible for setting high-level sustainability strategy and making decisions regarding resources. The 

committee(s) below the C-Suite is often tasked with setting goals, implementing the sustainability strategy and 

serving as a conduit for the rest of the organization. 

 

 
 

 

 

17. While the C-Suite steering committee primarily has a decision-making role, the committee below the C-

Suite has more of a recommendation role. As mentioned by a participant during the Roundtable, C-Suite 

sustainability steering committees are useful because complex sustainability decisions demand the attention of 

the senior leadership. Due to the numerous demands to the C-Suite, the steering committee below the C-Suite 

is also important to “give a sanity check” on sustainability recommendations before presenting them to 

leadership. This helps build confidence in the recommendations made and is a more effective use of the 

leadership’s limited time. 

 

T      Source: The Conference Board, 2024, Results from the Survey ‘Understanding Corporate Sustainability Practices:  

Survey to Inform a Guide for Chief Sustainability Officers and their Organizations.’ 

https://www.conference-board.org/topics/sustainable-business-integration/organizing-for-success-in-corporate-sustainability
https://www.conference-board.org/topics/sustainable-business-integration/organizing-for-success-in-corporate-sustainability
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18. Steering committees, which comprise a variety of functions, are critical to break down silos and foster 

a more integrated effort towards achieving the organization's sustainability goals. For example, a 

Roundtable participant noted that their company has set up a cross-functional committee to “keep everybody 

in the loop” since achieving sustainability goals often requires concerted efforts.  

 

 
 

 

 

19. Steering committees should primarily focus on areas where “cross-functional” support is needed. 

Roundtable participants noted that while companies have a variety of sustainability governance structures that 

can serve as steering committee (e.g. ESG Executive Committee, with subcommittees and working groups 

under this umbrella; ESG Councils), it is good practice to integrate them into existing executive structures, and 

to use them to discuss challenges that are “truly cross-functional”.  Overburdening a steering committee with 

issues that only concern a few members can lead to disengagement. 

 

 

 

T      Source: The Conference Board, 2024, Results from the Survey ‘Understanding Corporate Sustainability Practices:  

Survey to Inform a Guide for Chief Sustainability Officers and their Organizations.’ 

T      Source: The Conference Board, 2024, Results from the Survey ‘Understanding Corporate Sustainability Practices:  

Survey to Inform a Guide for Chief Sustainability Officers and their Organizations.’ 
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Overall Sustainability Program 
 

20. Companies are about evenly divided by seeing their sustainability programs as effective/very effective 

(48%) vs somewhat effective (47%). Only 4% of surveyed executives consider their sustainability efforts 

to be ineffective. 

 

 
 

 

 

21. A company’s organizational structure that supports sustainability is important to ensure the 

effectiveness and success of the sustainability program. For example, according to our survey results, the 

effectiveness of corporate sustainability programs correlates with the longer-term presence of a CSO and with 

the presence of steering committees. However, it is important to maintain adaptability and flexibility, allowing 

for necessary adjustments to these roles as sustainability becomes increasingly embedded in the company’s 

business operations. 

 

 
 

 

T      Source: The Conference Board, 2024, Results from the Survey ‘Understanding Corporate Sustainability  

Practices: Survey to Inform a Guide for Chief Sustainability Officers and their Organizations.’ 

T      Source: The Conference Board, 2024, Results from the Survey ‘Understanding Corporate  

Sustainability Practices: Survey to Inform a Guide for Chief Sustainability Officers and their Organizations.’ 
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22. Achieving sustainable transformation not only necessitates a supportive organizational structure, but 

also careful consideration of other components, including sponsorship, staffing (teams), the maturity 

of the program and budgetary and operational constraints. While shifting towards sustainability 

transformation will benefit from having a CSO, “sponsors” (CEO, C-Suite) and effective steering committees, 

its success also hinges on factors like the maturity of the sustainability program, the effectiveness of 

sustainability teams, and the realities of budgetary and operational constraints.  

T      Source: The Conference Board, 2024, Results from the Survey ‘Understanding Corporate Sustainability 

Practices: Survey to Inform a Guide for Chief Sustainability Officers and their Organizations.’ 


