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What is a sustainable approach to growing customers?  
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Foreword 

The climate emergency requires the best brains to work on solutions. 

Marketing professionals play a crucial role in this, building a low carbon future one  
customer at a time.  

This research looked at how businesses who support other companies to be more  
sustainable are integrating their principles into their customer growth strategies. 

What emerged is a profession on the frontline of a significant shift in public awareness. 

Consumer anger at single-use plastics is just one aspect of growing demand for sustainable, 
environmentally friendly brands. On the one hand, this is leading to rapid innovation.

But on the other, there is rising concern about ‘greenwashing’ – using sustainability as  
a public relations charade. 

All this makes it harder for companies where sustainability is genuinely at the heart of  
what they do to get their message heard.  

The Sustainable Results Lab research addresses critical challenges for sustainable  
marketing professionals: 

• How do you ensure that your customer communications reflect your values and ethics? 

•  How do you balance clients’ financial demands with concern for people and planet? 

•  What are the best tools for building a sustainable approach to digital marketing?

The findings give us inspiring and thought-provoking tips on how to improve what we do.  
If you’d like to discuss the findings or would like some support to make your marketing  
more sustainable, don’t hesitate to get in touch.  

Together we can build a low carbon future one customer at a time.   

 

 
 
Ruth   
Founder and director, Sustainable Results Lab 

https://sustainableresultslab.com/contact/
https://sustainableresultslab.com/2019/08/20/how-can-you-protect-your-brand-against-greenwashing-fears/
https://sustainableresultslab.com/contact/


Contact the Sustainable Results Lab for your free, research-backed  
engagement audit to see how you could improve lead generation.

Could your content  
be more sustainable? 

The impact of the climate emergency  
on marketing professionals 

 

The businesses we interviewed are at the forefront of tackling the climate emergency and 
building a low carbon economy. Many are seeing a change in the decision-makers that they 
engage with as sustainability becomes more important to businesses. 

In the past 18 months we’ve seen a  
noticeable change in decision-makers’  
interest in sustainability 

“About three years ago, no-one was paying attention to how much brands recycle, and our 
team struggled to get the right people on the phone. All the attention after Blue Planet II and 
the cost of recycling increasing, suddenly our message started to make sense to ordinary 
brands,” another marketing manager added.  

Public pressure is forcing companies to be more sustainable 

Consumers are demanding change. This is leading more brands to seek support from  
businesses that support them to improve their environmental impact.  

These brands are moving beyond a tick-box exercise to meeting legal requirements.  
Reducing the use of single-use packaging, improving waste, energy and water management  
- all are becoming vital to brands’ long-term growth plans. 

For sustainability support businesses, this means grappling with client communication  
in a fast-changing world. Key dilemmas include: 

• How do you talk about climate change responsibly?  

• How do you communicate the complexity of what you do without dumbing down? 

• How do you engage diverse customer segments with different motivations and needs?  

• How do you balance financial and sustainability messaging? 

https://sustainableresultslab.com/contact/
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What do we mean by  
sustainable marketing?

There was significant interest in how to integrate sustainability principles into digital marketing. 

Five key themes emerged.   

1.  Sustainability is not just about the environment   
Increasingly marketing leaders see sustainability as a holistic concept that 
encompasses a business ethos – one that balances people, planet and profit. 

2.  A values-based approach to business growth   
A strong sense of purpose drove the vast majority of leaders we interviewed.  

Integrity, authenticity, principles, values – all were repeatedly mentioned as the  
crucial starting point for a sustainable approach to digital marketing. Comments  
from marketing leaders included: 

It’s about being an authentic, transparent  
business. We’re an ethical organisation, part  
of the B-Corp movement. It’s all about continual 
improvement, conscious decisions and impact, 
about being authentic to that goal

 

  “We never like to spin things or ‘greenwash’. That’s a huge part of our company 
culture. We’re very honest. How we’ve built our reputation is based on that honesty, 
only promising what we can deliver and that comes across in our communications.”  

   “It needs to be real, and we need to provide honest communication. Many companies  
are talking about sustainability, but they are not necessarily sustainable. So that 
authenticity is essential.”  

https://sustainableresultslab.com/contact/


Contact the Sustainable Results Lab for your free, research-backed  
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Could your content  
be more sustainable? 

3.  Having a genuinely sustainable product or service is crucial   
“Walking the talk” is business critical.  

  Many of the businesses we spoke to are going above and beyond to ensure their 
business is sustainable. 

   For example, although reporting on greenhouse gas emissions is not a legal 
requirement for SMEs, the majority invest time and money in doing this to show their 
commitment to continual improvement of their carbon footprint.  

That’s how the big brands became customers  
– they engaged with our values. They wanted  
a partner they could trust, an honest partner  
that wanted to make a difference   

 
 
 

  Another leader added: “It’s quite possible to engage with sustainable marketing, 
but you can be marketing an unsustainable product. The important thing is that our 
product has sustainability at its heart; therefore, our digital marketing is sustainable.” 

  Sustainable marketers are critically aware that ‘greenwashing’ accusations are  
damaging. 

  “There are two levels of sustainability marketing – those who say it and mean it  
and those who don’t,” said one marketing manager. 

  “We see complex organisations who are building a house of cards – if you audit  
and challenge their sustainability criteria; it doesn’t add up.” 

4.   Company culture matters  
Being proud of the company they worked for was a common theme. Many people 
spoke about how much they enjoyed their job. They knew what they were doing was 
making a difference and mattered.  

 

https://sustainableresultslab.com/contact/
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  Employee wellbeing was a priority for many businesses. This included a commitment 
to progressive working practices. Examples included: 

• paying a living wage; 

• a ban on unpaid interns; 

• green travel policies;  

• unlimited annual leave; and 

• fully equal maternity and paternity pay.  

5.  Saying no to some customers makes you a better business  
 The confidence to say no to potential customers reflected the emphasis on integrity 
and values. 

  Examples cited included companies with a superficial commitment to sustainability,  
or those that wanted to engage in ‘greenwashing’.  

            
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  “We’re unapologetic in our bids that we make decisions based on the environment,” 

added another marketing leader. This extends to doing work by video or conference 
call if the client is based far away. “We’ll say no if they don’t accept this.” 

There are customers that we’ve turned  
down because we’ve evaluated them and  
are concerned they are just ‘greenwashing’,  
or don’t want to make changes. The key is  
that we believe that the organisation is trying 
to be sustainable in the broadest sense

https://sustainableresultslab.com/contact/
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Biggest challenge:  
meeting customers’ needs 

Most of the interviewees mentioned a tension between their values and their customers’.  

“Sadly, they are looking at profit, it’s not about the environment,” said one marketing manager.

“It’s 50:50,” said another. “Some clients, like local authorities, genuinely care about 
sustainability. For others, it’s just about the money.”

A tension between marketers’ and customer values

One marketing director summarised just how hard it can be to take the customer’s  
perspective: 

 
For example, there is a difference between making the case for sustainability versus 
persuading customers to buy services that will help them be more sustainable.  

“It depends on what you’re selling, but it’s likely that the buyer has accepted the case for  
sustainability, so by making the case you’re diluting the case for buying your services,”  
explained one director.

People in sustainability have a very strong 
purpose. They have a great desire to 
communicate it, but what motivates our 
customers might be different. We have to 
check individual staff motivations. They are 
not always the same as the customers’ needs 
and motivations.

https://sustainableresultslab.com/contact/
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Low impact  
on generating new  
customer leads 

• Digital adverts 

Medium impact  
on quality lead generation 

•  Google ads and  
pay-per-click  

• Retargeting  

High impact  
on quality leads that  
convert to customers 

•  Inbound marketing  
and content  

• Social media  

•  Building your own 
assets such as lead 
generation tools and 
email series  

Are some techniques more  
sustainable than others?

Digital marketing was unanimously seen as a low carbon activity, but some techniques were 
seen as offering more long-term value to businesses than others.

When asked about the long-term value to their organisation, content and social media was 
viewed as much more sustainable than digital advertising. A key reason for this was content’s 
ability to deliver high-quality leads and therefore sustainable business growth.

Three levels of impact emerged, with high offering the most long-term  
value to the business

https://sustainableresultslab.com/contact/
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Businesses were on different stages of their digital growth journey  

The power of high-quality content 

Most people agreed that high-quality content was crucial to their digital marketing strategies.

“It’s all about content. There is so much noise going on, you need to have some decent, 
evidenced content,” said one marketing manager. Another added:

In contrast to Google ads, new customer leads from content were seen as much higher quality 
and more likely to convert to paying customers. This more than justified the extra time and 
investment in content.  

 

Under-developed

•  Focus on face-to-face 
sales

•  Limited use of digital 
tools – the main digital 
focus is Google ads

•  Preference for print 
advertising

•  Referrals and events 
primary source of 
customer referrals

•  Content such as 
blogs, social media 
and PR used mainly 
for brand awareness

•  News-based emails 
to existing customers

•  Focus on  
customer needs

•  Use of 
personalisation

•  Automation drives 
high quality lead 
generation

•  Content assets 
integral to customer 
acquisition strategy 

Moderate Advanced

Most leads come from content  
somewhere down the line.

https://sustainableresultslab.com/contact/
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However, people were at different stages of their digital transformation journey.  

For some, content was just about awareness-raising, making it hard to measure the impact.  

For others, content was an integrated part of their customer growth strategy. Here content 
was part of a clear plan to meet customer needs. Segmentation, personalisation and  
automation were all used to boost impact and value.  
 

Automation

Given the prevalence of digital transformation initiatives in the wider business world, it was 
surprising to see a relatively low take-up of automation among the sustainable marketers that 
we interviewed.  

Most people thought they should try it but were at very early stages and unsure how much 
impact it would have. 
 
However, several businesses saw it as a crucial tool and were investing in content automation 
tools to drive new business. 

“It gives us a platform for what information we keep providing to them. On a long-term basis 
is tells us when and what to reach out to them about,” said one marketing manager.  
 
“We’ve invested in automation tools, and although we’re only a certain percentage along the 
journey our new website includes some personalisation,” said another.  

We’re pretty much reliant on our automation 
tool. It allows us to understand what’s useful 
for clients. We can see what’s most relevant to 
them and what they are most interested in.

https://sustainableresultslab.com/contact/
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Retargeting

Retargeting uses cookies to track a user across the internet and show them content away 
from your site.  

While some businesses were using it, several marketing managers admitted to feeling  
uncomfortable about “stalking people across the internet”. 

One person said they feared it could be the next privacy scandal. Another said it didn’t fit with 
their personal ethics.  

However, done well, marketing professionals agreed it was a useful tool to drive brand interest. 

Social media

While social media was unanimously seen as crucial, some people admitted to concerns 
about the use of political ads on Facebook. This reinforced why authentic, honest communication 
delivered with integrity is vital.

“There’s some concern about Facebook around targeting in US elections. There is another 
debate around the size and scale of Facebook being so dominant, so other channels find it 
harder to compete. These are things to be aware of – but at our level, it’s nothing to worry 
about,” said one chief executive.

https://sustainableresultslab.com/contact/
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Do you know your digital
carbon footprint?

Everyone agreed that digital is more environmentally friendly than print.

Most marketing managers do not measure their digital carbon footprint, but a few pioneers 
were starting to look at it.

“It’s quite important, most companies don’t know these things,” said one business leader.

"There's a huge learning curve across all sustainability issues, and things are not as 
straightforward as they sometimes seem. It feels like in 5 years we'll look back and ask why 
were we not thinking about that?" said another.

Practical steps to minimise marketing’s carbon footprint include:

• Green hosting: switching to green hosting platforms for IT and web services.

•  Implementing digital sobriety: learning from IT colleagues about digital sobriety  
best practice.

•  Collaboration tools: investing in collaboration tools to enable high-quality video  
meetings with clients.

• �No-fly�policies: most companies had travel policies that actively discouraged flying and 
long-distance travel to see clients. 

•  Reporting on greenhouse gas emissions: the majority monitored their company’s 
overall carbon footprint even though they were not legally required to do so. Others had 
schemes to enable staff to offset their personal emissions. 

•  Sustainable event policies: Several businesses chose event venues based on their 
environmental credentials. End-of-life considerations influenced how they built exhibition 
stands, for example using recyclable wooden boards and updatable banners. Sustainable 
give-aways were also chosen. As one marketing manager said: “People don’t need 
another canvas bag.”

https://sustainableresultslab.com/contact/
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Practical tips:  
good ideas and best practice

1.  Research and understand customer needs 
They might differ from your motivations, but it’s possible to communicate with 
integrity and meet the needs of different customer segments.

2. The power of high-quality content 
   Innovative sustainability companies have moved beyond just using content as a tool 

to generate awareness and are using content to power lead generation.

  They are doing this in a highly segmented, personalised way that meets the needs of 
their target audience. Automation is being used to extend reach and impact.

3. Don’t dismiss automation 
   Automation can be highly personalised and segmented. It can help build and nurture 

your new business pipeline producing quality leads that are more likely to convert to 
the customers you want.

4. It’s OK to avoid climate change hype 

  Sustainable marketers know their science and are keen to avoid the hype around   
   climate change. Their challenge is to create balanced communication that answers  

the financial questions of potential customers.

  “We strive to avoid all the gloom and doom about climate change and be positive.  
But communicating the complexity of what we do can be hard.”

5. Make everything count

   Digital marketing still has a carbon footprint, so invest in making what you do the  
very best it can be. 

  Don’t be afraid to invest time upfront as this will save you time later on. It will also 
enable you to get a more significant return on what you do already, allowing you to 
reach more people and make more of a difference.

https://sustainableresultslab.com/contact/


15

6. Consider referring to your customers as members 

   Several organisations had made a conscious decision to change the language they 
use, renaming customers as members.

 “It’s about being open and honest with our members, which is what we call   
 customers. Building trust is a way to increase loyalty.”

 “We address customers as members, which addresses the process of belonging.   
 That drives a more personal response.”

  This approach reinforces a collaborative approach and a sense that their business is 
part of a wider community building a low carbon future together.

7. Involve the whole team 
   Despite having a small marketing team, some businesses extended their reach 

through empowering people from the wider company to get involved with content. 
Video and LinkedIn posts from individuals, rather than company pages, were working 
particularly well.

  “Everyone is engaged. We motivate them to raise their voice. Via our conversations, 
we’re trying to extend the voice of the company so everyone can show their passion 
through the way they talk, through their own voice, when they meet people in 
meetings and events.”

8. Look beyond digital marketing 
   Collaborate with a broad range of stakeholders, look beyond your sphere of 

professional expertise. Getting different perspectives builds trust. For example, one 
organisation is a signatory to the UN Global Compact; several are certified B-Corps; 
others are founder members of industry codes of conduct to drive best practice and 
improve standards.

9. But keep up to date with developments in digital marketing 
   Don’t miss out on the latest techniques to boost your impact and return on marketing 

investment. There are some great new tools out there; make sure you use them.

Be proud of your company culture 
 You’re at the forefront of a building a low carbon future. As one leader said: “Frankly, 
business as usual is just not good enough.”

10.

https://sustainableresultslab.com/contact/
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Methodology

The Sustainable Results Lab conducted the research in October 2019.

It was a qualitative, micro-study of businesses at the forefront of building a low  
carbon future.

All of the businesses support other businesses to be more sustainable. Services include:

• Enabling a low carbon economy

• Environmental compliance and consultancy

• Improved waste, water and energy management

• Reducing single-use plastic

• Using AI, data, software and tech to improve decision-making and resource use

Fourteen research calls were held with a mix of chief-executives and marketing leads to 
understand how their businesses integrate sustainability principles into their customer 
outreach strategies.

Sample size was determined using the principle of saturation – the point at which adding 
new participants to the study does not result in obtaining additional perspectives or 
information.

All research was done anonymously. Any details that would identify the business have been 
removed from this report.

The research was first published in November 2019.

The Sustainable Results Lab would like to thank all the research participants who gave so 
generously of their time.

https://sustainableresultslab.com/contact/


Could your content 
be more sustainable?

The Sustainable Results Lab helps environmental businesses grow 
sustainably. We collaborate with you to transform your marketing 
and sales to increase customer numbers. 

Digital content assets play a crucial role in this. There are so many 
small things that can make a big difference to your organisation's 
ability to grow and nurture your customer base. 

To see if your content could be working harder for your business, 
send us a link to your website, and we'll conduct a free audit. 

Using our research database, we will:

•  Give you evidence-backed tips on how to improve engagement with your audience

•  Make suggestions on how to improve quality lead generation and conversions

Email ruth@sustainableresultslab.com to get started.

Together we can build a low carbon future one customer at a time.

Find out more at
sustainableresultslab.com 

PS. There’s no obligation to work with us after that, it’s up to you.

https://sustainableresultslab.com/contact/
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