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Foreword
Over the last twenty years, sustainability has moved from being a grass roots movement
in New Zealand organisations to executives and directors now increasingly having a fiscal
responsibility for it. Sustainability is becoming embedded into their strategies and business
practices and this has seen the rise of dedicated sustainability roles. Organisations are
seeking to understand where these roles should sit in their business, their remit and support
requirements. Students are seeking out these purposeful roles and learning institutes are
increasingly integrating sustainability into academic pathways.
Oxygen Consulting in collaboration with the Auckland University of Technology (AUT),
Sustainable Business Council (SBC), and Sustainable Business Network (SBN), provide an in
depth look at the role of the New Zealand sustainability professional in this report.
It follows the research that was undertaken during February – March 2020, which surveyed
130 New Zealand sustainability professionals. The research was conducted in accordance with
AUT’s Ethics Committee processes (AUTEC Reference number 20/35).
‘Sustainability’ includes responsibilities that address the social, environmental and economic
risks to the organisation. Participants included those in full time, part time or contractual
positions within public, private and not for profit sectors.
The purpose of this report is to help grow the sustainability profession. It removes the mystery
of these roles so that they can become more accessible to individuals, and gives organisations
a basis and structure for establishing and supporting them. It identifies the capabilities and
technical expertise necessary in sustainability positions, to assist in guiding academic pathways
towards careers in sustainability. It also provides insight to the key challenges faced in these
roles and enablers for success.
We welcome your feedback and the opportunity to support your sustainability journey through
this research.
Dr. Sarah Holden, Director Oxygen Consulting
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Who are our sustainability professionals?

“

T he world will experience unprecedented change in
the next 30 years. Our approach to sustainability now
is only the start of the journey… it is not job done,
it is job started.

Sustainability professionals are employed across a broad range of sectors, mostly
by larger businesses with a strong Auckland and Wellington presence
Sectors employing
sustainability professionals

22%
15%
10%
8%
7%
7%
6%
5%
5%
4%
4%
4%
1%
1%
1%
1%

Location of
sustainability professionals

Professional, Scientific, Technical, Administrative and Support Services
Other
Electricity, Gas, Water and Waste Services
Public Administration and Safety
Education and Training
Financial and Insurance Services
Manufacturing
Agriculture, Farming and Fishing
Transport, Postal and Warehousing
Construction
Health Care and Social Assistance
Information Media and Telecommunications
Arts, Recreation and Other Services
Mining
Rental, Hiring and Real Estate Services
Retail Trade and Accommodation

64%
18%
7%
5%
2%
2%
1%
1%
1%

Auckland
Wellington
Canterbury
Bay of Plenty
Waikato
Marlborough
Northland
Otago
Taranaki

Size of organisation where
sustainability professional works

41%
22%
13%
11%
8%
6%

1000+ employees
250-1000 employees
1-9 employees
50-249 employees
10-19 employees
20-49 employees
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76

%

of sustainability professionals are in New Zealand owned
organisations. Most organisations have been on their
sustainability journey for at least four years

Organisational
ownership structures

Length of time organisation
has had a sustainability focus

60

Number of organisations

50
40
30
20
10
0
Not sure

Partially owned
or controlled by
an offshore
parent company
or investor

NZ owned but
with offshore
operations

Fully owned or
controlled by an
offshore parent
company or
investor

NZ Govt owned
/ State owned
enterprise /
Local Authority

NZ owned and
operated

33%
22%
20%
10%
9%
6%

10+ years
1-3 years
4-6 years
7-9 years
Less than 1 year
Not sure
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Females aged between 26-45 dominate the sustainability profession and most
identify with New Zealand ethnicities
Ethnicity split of
sustainability professionals

25%
21%
16%
15%
8%
3%
3%
2%
1%
1%
1%
1%
3%

New Zealand European
Pākehā
New Zealander
European
Mixed ethnicity
Māori
UK
Indian
Chinese
Asian
Australian
South African
Undisclosed

Gender split of
sustainability professionals

61%
37%
1%
1%

Female
Male
Non-binary
Prefer not to disclose

Age split of
sustainability professionals

30%
27%
26%
10%
5%
2%

36-45
26-35
46-55
18-25
56-65
Prefer not to disclose
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95

% of sustainability professionals hold a tertiary degree,
with many having focused on science or business

Sustainability professionals’
tertiary qualification spread

37%
15%
7%
7%
6%
5%
5%
4%
3%
3%
3%
3%
3%

Bachelor of Science
Bachelor of Commerce
Bachelor of Arts
Other
No Tertiary Degree
Master of Science
Bachelor of Engineering
Bachelor of Applied Management/Business Management
Master of Business Administration
Diploma
Bachelor of Communications
Bachelor of Law
Bachelor of Design

“

I think people get the idea that learning
sustainability is easy, but in reality, you
need tertiary qualifications for this field.

“

S ustainability requires a variety of skills...
I do not think there is one tertiary qualification
out there that fully encompasses what is
required of the role.

ACADEMIC
TECHNOLOGY

HEALTHCARE
DESIGN

OTHER SCIENCE

BUILDING SCIENCE
RESOURCING MANAGEMENT/PLANNING

FINANCE

BUSINESS ADMINISTRATION

MEDIA

SUSTAINABILITY

RISK MANAGEMENT
MARKETING

STUDENT

IT

ENERGY MANAGEMENT
BUSINESS OWNER/DIRECTOR

CONSERVATION

LEGAL

HEALTH AND SAFETY EDUCATION/TRAINING

CONSTRUCTION

ENVIRONMENTAL SCIENCE
PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION/GOVERNMENT
TOURISM COMMUNICATIONS/CORPORATE AFFAIRS

ENGINEERING

ARCHITECTURE

ENVIRONMENTAL MANAGEMENT

Sustainability professionals bring diverse skills and experiences to the profession,
having held a wide range of vocations prior to their role in sustainability

MANUFACTURING

BUSINESS MANAGEMENT

RETAIL/SALES SUPPLY CHAIN/PROCUREMENT

Word sizing relates to how frequently vocation was identified
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What are the role competencies
and responsibilities?

“

 key to this role is the ability to inspire
The
and influence others and to be an effective
‘multi-solver’. Our best approach is to convene,
facilitate and enable others to act. We must
be a catalyst for change.

Communication skills, building partnerships, strategic skills, problem solving and
leadership skills are the top five competencies for sustainability professionals now
and into the future
Perceived importance of competencies
required in the role now compared to the future
5
4
3

“
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P ractical skills are required,
rather than just theoretical
idealism, to allow
sustainability to be realised.

Communication skills

Building partnerships

Strategic skills

Problem solving

Leadership skills

Project management

Reporting skills

People Management skills

Technical knowledge

0

Research skills

1

Analytics /
Data management capabilities

Average rank response (1 = low, 5 = high)

Communication skills are the
most important competency
now, while building partnerships
will become more necessary in
the future

Now
Future
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Senior and middle management roles take on the bulk of sustainability
responsibilities, particularly in managing governance and strategy development
Split of sustainability responsibilities between role types

Percentage of responses ranked 4/5 or 5/5

100

Junior

Middle

Senior

80
60
40
20
0

Reporting progress
to external
stakeholders

Managing
organisational
sustainability
certification
programmes

Assessing material
sustainability risks
and opportunities

Managing internal
sustainability
governance

Measuring or
analysing the social
environmental or
financial impact of
sustainability
initiatives

Stakeholder
engagement

Reporting progress
to internal
stakeholders

Managing the
delivery of
sustainability
initiatives

Sustainability
Strategy/plan
development

Junior includes: Graduates, Junior Consultants, Consultant, and Advisor roles
Middle includes: Managers and Senior Manager roles
Senior includes: General Manager, Head of Department, Executive, and Managing Director roles
Ranking based on the priority of the activity within the role, where 1 = low priority, 5= high priority.
This chart shows the percentage of people that ranked the activity 4/5 or 5/5.
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Sustainability professionals spend most of their time influencing uptake
of sustainability within their organisations, with technical support from
external consultants
Time spent influencing versus
implementing sustainability initiatives

Expertise provided by external
consultants for organisations
20

40
Number of responses

30
20

10
5

65%

of practitioners reported their organisation using
external consultants for their sustainability practices

Auditing

Emissions

Technical Advice

Materiality

Reporting

Research

Assurance/Verification/Certification

Implementing/Influencing were on a scale of 1-5.
Top priority ranking corresponds to a 5/5 ranked response.

Strategy

0
Energy Management

Influencing

Risk

Implementing

Leadership

10
0

15

Life-cycle

Number of top priority rankings

50
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Peer-to-peer learning is a key way sustainability professionals develop capability in
their roles

Key methods for role capability development

Number of people using this method

120
100
80
60
40
20
0

Courses provided by SBC / SBN /
University / Online

Speakers / workshops /
conferences

Reading

Networking opportunities /
peer to peer
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How are organisations structuring
sustainability into their business?

“

It is critical that the CEO and senior management
buy into this agenda. Once sustainability is
embedded in the strategic planning process and
senior leadership have a personal commitment to
sustainability, everyone else gets on board.

Organisations are using sustainability to transform their business
and are boosting their sustainability resourcing to do so

Motivations for organisational sustainability

Sustainability resourcing changes in last 12 months

80
70

Number of responses

60
50
40
30
20
10
0
Efficiency /
Cost savings

Compliance

Competitive
advantage

Business
transformation

67%
22%
6%
5%

It has increased
It has remained the same
Not sure
It has decreased

‘Resourcing’ is defined as ‘budget, staff and investment in solutions’.

71%

of participants saw an increase in sustainability
resourcing in their organisation in the last twelve months,
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Understanding and managing climate change

Health, safety and wellbeing

Waste management

Diversity and inclusion

Internal engagement on sustainability

Sustainable policies, codes and governance

Energy efficiency

Sustainable products and service innovation

Sustainable transport

Community investment / engagement programmes

Sustainable procurement

Sustainable supply chain

Social license to operate

Product stewardship

Sustainability compliance e.g. ISO14001

Water efficiency

Integrating the Sustainable Development Goals

Sustainable packaging

Digital and technology innovation

Addressing inequality and poverty

Addressing human rights

Sustainable finance or investment

Sustainable labour practices

Number of top priority rankings

Climate change is the highest sustainability priority for most organisations now...
Sustainability topics within organisations ranked top priority by practitioners

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

Sustainability topics were on a scale of 1-5. Top priority ranking corresponds to a 5/5 ranked response
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...and into the future

“

100
80
60
40
20

 umankind urgently needs
H
to find ways of supporting
7.5+ billion people to live
within ecological limits.
This will require profound
change to our economy and
society - sustainability is at
the heart of this.

Climate Change

Social Sustainability and Impact

Green & Circular Economies / Finance

Supply Chains / Procurement

Education

Risk Management

Cultural & Behavior Change

Decarbonisation

0
Life Cycle Assessment

Number of associated keywords in responses

Future growth areas for sustainability identified by participants

The clearest driver is the need
to address climate change,
which will require shifts in many
areas, such as technology,
policy and finance.

Climate change compiles four categories of climate change related issues. These included keywords
relating to climate change leadership, climate change adaptation/mitigation/resilience, solutions/
innovation for climate change and simply ‘climate change’.
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Organisations typically have at least 1 - 2 sustainability roles that can report into a
wide variety of business units, usually placed within three positions from the CEO
Number of sustainability roles per organisation

Number of positions removed from the CEO

32%
19%
18%
14%
12%
4%
2%

Number of respondents

35
1-2 FTE
Less than 1 FTE
More than 8 FTE
3-4 FTE
5-6 FTE
7-8 FTE
Not sure

30
25
20
15
10
5
0

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Location of sustainability roles within the organisation
7
6
5
4
3
2
1
Strategy

Government / Legal
/ Regulatory

HR / People

Property

Corporate / External
/Affairs

Corporate Services

Sustainability

Planning

Finance

Facilities

Environment

Operations

Marketing

Infrastructure

Health & Safety

Customer / Sales

Consulting

CEO

Advisory

Administration

Technical

Production

Planning

Innovation

Executive

Corporate
Responsibility

Compliance

Community

Communications

0
Commercial

Number of respondents

8
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Most sustainability professionals are in full time roles, but nearly half of them are
juggling other responsibilities within the organisation

9%
9%
58%
16%

82% Full time
15% Part time
3% Contractor

100% focus
1-24% focus
25-49% focus
50-74% focus
75-99% focus

SALES

HR
COMMUNICATIONS
SOCIAL MEDIA

8%

Other responsibilities held by sustainability
professionals within their organisation

ADMIN
MARKETING
INFRASTRUCTURE
QUALITY IMPROVEMENT
HEALTH AND SAFETY
FACILITIES MANAGEMENT
OPERATIONS
ENGINEERING
PARTNERSHIPS
PROCUREMENT

Amount of role focused
on sustainability

BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT
CUSTOMER SERVICE
PROJECT MANAGEMENT
CORPORATE GOVERNANCE
SPONSORSHIPS
COMPLIANCE PAYROLL
TREASURY

Individual role capacity
within the organisation
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Organisations are remunerating sustainability professionals in line with their
seniority, enabling opportunities for financial progression through the profession
Average total remuneration of sustainability professionals

Average remuneration (NZD, 000)

250
$206,250

200

150

$141,375
$109,500

100

50

$152,273

$89,829
$54,750

$69,500

0
Graduate

Junior Consultant /
Advisor

Consultant /
Advisor

Manager

Senior Manager

Head of
Department

General Manager /
Executive

Management Level

From graduate to GM/executive, sustainability salaries range from <$50,000 to >$300,000
Graphs indicate the average total remuneration across each of the role segments
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How well are organisations supporting
sustainability professionals?

“

I love working in sustainability and
will not shift away from it now that I
am here. The hardest part is working
in an area that I am passionate about
but lacking the resource to deliver
effectively and to the best of my ability.

Most sustainability professionals are in mid-career roles,
however there are no clear pathways into other organisational
roles, despite sustainability professionals having
cross-functional capabilities
Distribution of sustainability
professional roles

“

S ustainability is still pretty siloed…and you
can get pigeon-holed as the ‘sustainability
person’, people don’t necessarily recognise
what else you might be good at.

Is there a clear promotion pathway from
sustainability into another role in your organisation?

40
35
83%
21%
8%
8%
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No
Not sure
Not applicable
Yes

20
15

Competencies required by sustainability professionals

10

(1 = low priority, 5 = high priority)

5

Management level

Consultant / Advisor

Senior Manager

Manager

Head of Department

Managing Director / Director

General Manager / Exec

Graduate

0

Analytics / Data management capabilities
Junior Consultant / Advisor

Number of positions

30

Research skills
Technical knowledge
Reporting skills
Project management
Problem solving
Building partnerships
Communication skills
0

1

2

3

4

5
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Most sustainability professionals feel empowered and supported in
their roles and connected to other teams within their organisation
Percentage people

Role empowerment
60
50
40
30
20
10
0

Not very empowered

Reasonably empowered

Percentage people

Role support
50

Highly empowered

“

 e are fairly well connected
W
due to the relationships we
have built, but there are still
silos to be broken down.

“

I have a junior position but
am encouraged to suggest
initiatives and they are taken
seriously, because it is a unique
role but also an important
organisational agenda.

Average support = 67%

40
30
20
10
0

Not very supported

Reasonably supported

Team connection
Percentage people

Average empowerment = 72%

50

Highly supported

Average connectedness = 66%

40
30
20
10
0

Not very connected

Reasonably connected

Highly connected

Participant rating levels 1-10 scale, groupings for descriptors: ‘not very’ = 1-4; ‘reasonably’ = 5-7; ‘highly’ = 8-10
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However, organisations may be under-resourcing their sustainability agendas,
leading to higher levels of job stress amongst sustainability professionals
Level of sustainability resourcing

70

Average resourcing= 54%

60

60

50

50

Percentage stress level

Percentage of respondents

70

Job stress - Sustainability professionals vs NZ Professionals

40
30
20
10
0

40
30
20
10

Not very resourced

Reasonably resourced

Highly resourced

‘Resourcing’ is defined as ‘budget, staff and investment in solutions’
Participant rating levels 1-10 scale, groupings for descriptors: ‘not very’ = 1-4;
‘reasonably’ = 5-7; ‘highly’ = 8-10.
Job stress measured on a scale of 1-10 (no stress – extreme stress) and compares
Sustainability professionals (n=130) with a sample of New Zealand professionals
from all other sectors (n=442)

0

“

Sustainability professionals

New Zealand professionals

S ustainability is hugely important for our
business and while we have the people
power, we don’t have the budget to deliver
the ambitious strategy and work programme
the organization has on this front, which can
be frustrating.
24

Work demands are significantly greater for sustainability professionals, yet their
overall job satisfaction is much higher than other New Zealand professionals
Work demands - Sustainability professionals vs NZ professionals
3.4
3.2
3.0
2.8
2.6
2.4

Sustainability professionals

New Zealand professionals

Job satisfaction - Sustainability professionals vs NZ professionals
4.1
3.9

“

 ost of us experience stress because
M
we find it difficult to stop. This is the
result of a profoundly felt responsibility
for sustainability and recognition of the
potential impact we can have.

3.7
3.5
3.3

Sustainability professionals

New Zealand professionals

Work demands reflects participants aggregated average rating of three questions on a 1-5 scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree): (A) I often feel that I am
being run ragged from work; (B) I am given too much work to do; (C) I can’t complete my work in a normal work-day
Job satisfaction reflects participants aggregated average rating of three questions on a 1-5 scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree): (A) Most days I am
enthusiastic about my work; (B) I feel fairly satisfied with my present job; (C) I find real enjoyment in my work
Results compare this survey sample of sustainability professionals (n=130) with a sample of New Zealand professionals from all other sectors (n=442)

25

Acknowledgements
The following people provided valuable contribution to the development,
design and execution of this research and insights report:

CONCEPT AND LEAD SPONSOR
Dr. Sarah Holden - Director, Oxygen Consulting
Magnus Williams - Research & Analytics Consultant, Oxygen Consulting

CONTRIBUTING PARTNERS AND REVIEWERS
Professor Marjo Lips-Wiersma – Director Ethics and Sustainability, Auckland
University of Technology
Dr. Peter McGhee – Senior Lecturer, Auckland University of Technology
Auckland University of Technology Ethics Committee (AUTEC)
Jay Crangle – Manager Strategy, Sustainable Business Council
Alison Herft – (Former) Manager, Members & Consumer Programme,
Sustainable Business Council
Robert Perry – Manager Sustainable Leadership, Sustainable Business Council
Catriona Robertson – Communications Manager, Sustainable Business Council
Rachel Brown ONZM – Chief Executive Officer, Sustainable Business Network
Fiona Stephenson – National Communications Manager,
Sustainable Business Network
Xan Hamilton – Events Manager, Sustainable Business Network

DESIGN AGENCY
Kieren Smith – Director, Incognito Design

Contributing organisations
OXYGEN CONSULTING
Oxygen Consulting provides organisations with technical advice and guidance on sustainability practices, assisting clients to maximise their long-term business performance by
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