
Put Talent at the Top 
of the Sustainability 
Agenda 
January 2023 
By Rich Lesser, Derek Kennedy, Marjolein Cuellar, Elizabeth Lyle, Suketu Shah,  
Simon Bamberger, and SK Missert



Boston Consulting Group partners with leaders 
in business and society to tackle their most 
important challenges and capture their greatest 
opportunities. BCG was the pioneer in business 
strategy when it was founded in 1963. Today, 
we work closely with clients to embrace a 
transformational approach aimed at benefiting all 
stakeholders—empowering organizations to grow, 
build sustainable competitive advantage, and 
drive positive societal impact.

Our diverse, global teams bring deep industry and 
functional expertise and a range of perspectives 
that question the status quo and spark change. 
BCG delivers solutions through leading-edge 
management consulting, technology and design, 
and corporate and digital ventures. We work in a 
uniquely collaborative model across the firm and 
throughout all levels of the client organization, 
fueled by the goal of helping our clients thrive and 
enabling them to make the world a better place.
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Preface
The capabilities that bring the most strength to companies 
often start as a distinct agenda item or a siloed area of 
expertise. Innovation, once under the purview of R&D 
departments, is now broadly embedded in workplace 
culture at the best companies. A similar organizational 
integration is happening with diversity, equity, and inclu-
sion, as leaders increasingly understand its advantages and 
the role that each employee can play. 

We must bring that kind of organizational shift to sustainabili-
ty, engaging people across the business in this urgent work.

According to the latest data from SBTi, more than 4,000 
companies have begun the journey of setting science-based 
emission-reduction targets. But BCG research shows that so 
far only 17% of those that have set targets are on track to 
meet them. A lot of work must be done to close the gap 
between ambition and action. Greenwashing accusations 
and risks to reputations are just part of a dangerous down-
side to inaction and poor implementation of climate plan-
ning. Value creation for shareholders will increasingly be 
linked to effective leadership in sustainability.

Employees are essential to that progress. The sustainability 
team may bring the right capabilities to set the transforma-
tion in motion, but companies need people with the latest 
sustainability skills and climate-focused perspectives in 
every function. For businesses to make real progress, sus-
tainability must feed into nearly everyone’s role and skill 
set. But arriving at that level of embeddedness is a journey. 

I’m so pleased that our team at BCG was able to join 
forces with Microsoft’s experts to map that talent evolu-
tion, investigating the ways in which more companies 
might navigate it with speed and focus. It has felt like a 
natural partnership. Microsoft, like BCG, was early to make 
its net-zero pledge, which it promises to reach by 2030 
(along with a remarkable commitment to remove its his-
toric carbon footprint by 2050)—and both companies have 
been deeply engaged in comprehensive sustainability 
efforts. Microsoft and BCG have also made it a priority over 
the years to understand and solve some of the biggest 
skills gaps facing our global economy.

Our collaborative effort on this project involved surveys 
and interviews conducted with 250 sustainability-focused 
leaders from 15 companies at the forefront of sustainabili-
ty commitments, including our own. The research revealed 
an urgent need to build skills and change perspectives 
among today’s employees. 

Equipping our current workforce with the skills required to 
undertake successful sustainability transformations—and 
doing so on the required timeline—is an enormous task. 
The leaders we spoke to have been independently innovat-
ing their way to the talent solutions they need, since the 
institutional infrastructure to educate, enable, and equip 
today’s workforce to drive sustainability transformations is 
not yet fully in place. If we’re to meet the dual challenges 
of speed and scale on an economy-wide level, we will need 
to ramp up these efforts. 

And while we have to concentrate on current employees, 
planning for the workforce of the future is also critical. This 
will require shifts within the educational system to ensure 
there’s a new generation of workers with sustainability 
skills and a fundamentally different approach to business 
that is more sustainable from the start.  

In the following report, we hope to give an instructive, 
rather than prescriptive, point of view, with practical les-
sons and many examples of companies driving their sus-
tainability transformation with the talent they have and the 
talent they are finding and creating along the way. As more 
companies start the journey, we’ll have more of these 
lessons to pull from. We’re optimistic that an informed, 
inclusive approach to upskilling can provide us with the 
human capital we need. But given the urgency, this work 
must start now—at every company, in every sector, and 
around the world.

This is a journey companies need to take together. Collabo-
ration is critical because of the timeline we’re facing and 
the newness of this challenge. We can’t define success 
based on the progress of one company’s ability to build the 
skills it needs to transform. Instead, we need all companies 
to work together, particularly within sectors and value 
chains, so that our global economy can transition to a 
sustainable future for our planet. 

Rich Lesser  
Global Chair 
New York
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Put Talent at the Top of the  
Sustainability Agenda

When that happens, members of the workforce will  
continue to bring their crucial business and functional 
expertise (marketing, accounting, and customer service, for 
instance) to bear, but with the addition of critical sustain-
ability skills and a sustainability mindset. In this new talent 
scenario—where the sustainability team is not a few dozen 

individuals but rather the wider organization—companies 
can turn sustainability goals into lasting competitive ad-
vantage and net-zero pledges into reality. This is a critical 
and increasingly common need, fueled by the large num-
ber of companies that are committing to reduce their 
emissions and their overall footprint. 

Every company’s sustainability journey starts with a small group of 
talented leaders and individuals working on sustainability as a key 
strategic priority. But sustainability journeys—and the transition of 
the global economy—will succeed only when leaders and individuals 
throughout an organization have embraced sustainability as an inher-
ent component of their everyday work. This means seamlessly incor-
porating it into business models and processes. 

Companies are 
mobilizing for 
sustainability

https://www.bcg.com/capabilities/climate-change-sustainability/overview
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growth in the number of 
companies committing to 
science-based targets (to 
>4,200 companies) from 2017 
through 20221

36x

Source: Science Based Targets initiative website, accessed December 17, 2022.

1 SBTi's count of the cumulative number of companies with either an approved science-based 
target or a commitment to set a science-based target.

of the world’s largest 
public companies 
have announced
net-zero targets 
for 2030 to 2050

1/3

Source: Net Zero Tracker, Net Zero Stocktake 2022, accessed October 24, 2022.
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The fact that just 17% of companies are on track to meet 
their emissions targets reflects the enormous amount of 
work that is yet to be done to turn ambition into action—
which points to a looming challenge: Do companies have 
the talent they need to pull it off? Turns out, it’s hard to 
acquire the expertise required to plan, let alone implement, 
sustainability transformations. According to LinkedIn, the 
number of job postings that include sustainability skills grew 
by 8% per year from 2016 through 2021, but the number of 
people with those skills increased by just 6% annually over 
that time period. Consequently, job searches that target 
sustainability experts often come up empty. The same is 
true when companies seek functional talent with fluency in 
key sustainability topics. “Procurement people with  
sustainability knowledge just don’t exist,” one executive  
we talked to explained. 

The solution? His company now hires procurement people 
with no sustainability background and trains them in 
sustainability. Given the shortage of ready talent and the 
speed with which companies need to move, this “home-
grown” talent approach is fueling many leading organiza-
tions’ journeys toward sustainability. Because the talent 
that will save nature doesn’t yet exist naturally (at least not 
in the quantities required), rapid upskilling has taken 
center stage. 

This skill building is a massive undertaking. The need is 
acute, the scale is large, the timeline is tight, the right 
resources are scarce, and the learning curve is steep. 

Understanding the Challenges

To better comprehend the talent landscape and the related 
challenges companies face when seeking to become sus-
tainable, we conducted a research project, in partnership 
with Microsoft—a company that, like BCG, is pursuing its 
own ambitious sustainability objectives and seeking to 
help close systemic sustainability skills gaps. Together, we 
looked closely at 15 companies at the forefront of sustain-
ability commitment—firms that have begun to confront 
the challenges and deploy solutions—and we surveyed and 
interviewed approximately 250 sustainability leaders and 
professionals there. (See the sidebar, “About Our Method-
ology,” and see Microsoft’s own insights and recommenda-
tions based on the research.) 

of companies report 
being on track to  
reduce emissions
in line with their 
ambition

17%
Only

Sources: CO2 AI by BCG Carbon Emissions Survey 2022; BCG analysis.
Note: "On track" means that 75% or more of the company's ambition has been realized; “emissions" refers to emissions of any scope.

https://query.prod.cms.rt.microsoft.com/cms/api/am/binary/RE5bhuF
https://query.prod.cms.rt.microsoft.com/cms/api/am/binary/RE5bhuF
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Catalyzing 
sustainability 
transformations  
requires 
individuals 
with multiple 
skill sets

Sustainability skills are nascent and evolving. Skills may be 
specific to themes (such as climate change, biodiversity, and 
carbon accounting) or to aspects of the landscape (such as 
regulations and frameworks).

Functional skills (such as operations, executive 
management, and procurement) reflect knowledge of 
business needs and tasks and are essential to grounding 
sustainability strategy in business reality. 

Transformation skills are needed for change management 
and to navigate the inherent ambiguity of the complex, 
evolving landscape.  

Data and digital skills are critical to guiding the journey, 
telling the story, devising solutions, and measuring progress. 

Source: 2022 BCG/Microsoft Sustainability Talent & Skills Survey. 

of companies report 
being on track to  
reduce emissions
in line with their 
ambition

17%
Only

Sources: CO2 AI by BCG Carbon Emissions Survey 2022; BCG analysis.
Note: "On track" means that 75% or more of the company's ambition has been realized; “emissions" refers to emissions of any scope.

Companies face three overarching challenges: 

• The need to deploy sufficient talent with multidis-
ciplinary, sustainability-related skill sets, which are 
hard to find in the precise combination required

• The need to embed new sustainability skills across 
the organization, which is not one challenge, but many—
equivalent to the number of unique functions and business 
processes that make up an organization’s operations 

• The need to act on each of these challenges with ur-
gency, because the time to set and deliver on meaningful 
sustainability goals is now, and the task is big and growing

Multidisciplinary Skill Sets
Launching a sustainability journey calls for sustainability 
expertise, of course. But our research showed that compa-
nies recognize that expertise alone will not suffice. “We see 
that this is not a one-dimensional approach,” explained 
Owens Corning’s chief sustainability officer. “We have a very 
diverse background and team.” HSBC’s head of commercial 
banking sustainability concurred: “Think of it in terms of a 
rugby team,” he said. “All shapes, sizes, and skill sets.”

 
 

What are those skill sets? Our research revealed that 
teams need individuals with a mix of skills in four broad 
areas: sustainability, functional, transformation, and data 
and digital. In our survey, 84% of sustainability profession-
als said that the skills that are priorities in their jobs fall 
into at least two of those four broad dimensions. 

When it comes to this skill profile, the emphasis need not 
even be on sustainability. In fact our research revealed, rather 
surprisingly, that it’s usually not. It’s the mix that matters, and 
the strongest starting point for that mix is usually found 
internally—hence the focus on internal talent and the chal-
lenge to upskill them to launch the sustainability journey. 

Embeddedness
To continue their journey toward sustainability, companies 
will face the challenge of embedding skills across the 
entire organization. For most of the workforce, the focus 
will be on their blended sustainability and functional skills 
in the new “business as usual.”

Every function and every job within companies will need to 
adapt in ways that support the sustainability transforma-
tion. Product designers will need to learn to design for 
circularity, for instance, and logistics staff will have to know 
how to optimize routes, transport modes, and vendors to 
minimize the organization’s carbon footprint. 
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To better understand the talent needed for sustainability, 
Microsoft and BCG embarked on a comprehensive study. 
We identified companies at the forefront of sustainability—
albeit at different stages of the journey—and talked to 
their leaders to distill key insights. 

We wanted to know about:

• The critical skill sets and experiences necessary to drive 
the sustainability agenda

• Strategies for acquiring and developing talent through-
out the organization as sustainability efforts scale 

• Ways to turbocharge the sustainability journey by instill-
ing the right skills and mindset throughout the company

We looked closely at the sustainability approaches of 15 
companies, including Microsoft and BCG, spanning seven 
industries and three geographic areas. Leaders of the 
following companies were among those who shared their 
experiences with us: 

• AT&T

• HSBC

• John Deere

• JSW Steel

• Owens Corning

• Sysco

• Unilever

In addition, we surveyed nearly 250 sustainability profes-
sionals, including more than 50 chief sustainability officers 
and leaders.

Our research illuminated must-have skills, skills gaps, 
talent strategies, challenges, lessons learned, and the 
evolution of organization design for sustainability. 

Methodology



Sustainability front-runners are  
innovating to meet challenges.
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Further, embedding skills in this way will not be a blanket 
undertaking but rather will have to vary by job. Not only will 
companies need to embed new skills into nearly every job, 
they’ll have to customize the blend of skills and the ways 
tasks are carried out, functionally and sustainably, job by job. 

Urgency  
Decades ago, companies faced the early innings of a differ-
ent kind of essential shift: digital transformation. To be-
come digital organizations, they began by building digital 
fluency in small groups (organized as innovation labs or 
centers of excellence, for example) and then expanded that 
capability to embed it across the organization. Ultimately, 
they shifted to models designed to support and sustain 
digital fluency. (Many organizations are still on this digital 
transformation journey, which becomes a case in point.)

The sustainability journey for every company will be simi-
lar, unfolding in the same kind of three-phase approach: 
mobilize, embed, accelerate. And at an aggregate level the 
journey will be similar, too. Digital technologies—much 
like sustainable technologies—have been around for de-
cades. But only in the past seven to ten years has there 
been an exponential acceleration in companies’ digital 
transformations. A similar or greater acceleration of sus-
tainability transformations must take place, given many 
companies’ starting point in light of the huge goals that 
need to be achieved.

With crucial net-zero targets set for as soon as 2030, and 
the reality that broad swaths of the workforce will need to 
be enabled to meet those goals, companies have little time 
to achieve sustainability fluency. 

The urgency challenge is clear and compelling. To meet  
their goals, organizations need to change the mindset and  
the skill set of every employee. They need to build multidisci-
plinary skill sets and embed them across the company. And 
they need to do it very quickly. The scale and speed required 
could mean upskilling some 150 million people globally in 
less than ten years—and that’s a conservative estimate. 

Companies can’t wait for K–12 education to solve the talent 
problem. They can’t even wait for higher education to yield 
the necessary expertise, partly because of the exponential 
growth in the demand for this kind of talent and partly  
because seasoned talent is needed urgently. Companies must 
act now to marshal the talent needed for sustainability. 

Meeting the Challenges

While our research showed that the challenges along the 
sustainability journey loom large, it also showed how sus-
tainability front-runners are innovating to meet them. 
Companies just now embarking on a quest for sustainabili-
ty talent can benefit from the insights that come from 
those first movers: a clear picture of just what they will 
need to start the journey, how they can build that talent, 
and how needs will evolve as things progress. 

Early on, the focus should be on marshaling the required 
expert and sustainability-related resources for quick action. 
Then companies must build on those accomplishments to 
scale new capabilities across the organization. Finally, they 
must focus on preserving their hard-won sustainability 
capabilities. This means continuously expanding their 
workforce’s new abilities as part of business as usual; 
ensuring that their sustainability experts can chart long, 
lasting, and rich careers in their organizations; and deploy-
ing this now uniquely skilled workforce to create competi-
tive advantage and enduring value.
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For any company, it’s a three-part journey: 

• Phase I: Mobilize. In the mobilize stage, companies 
rely on a small, central core of people within the orga-
nization to take the critical first steps in setting com-
mitments and mobilizing stakeholders toward a clear 
strategy. “General athletes” prove to be some of the best 
equipped for the role: they have some (not deep) knowl-
edge of sustainability, along with functional, transforma-
tion, and data and digital skills. This multidisciplinary 
skill set is necessary to drive change within the organi-
zation. These team members first and foremost know 
the organization well, and what they don’t know about 
sustainability, they learn. They can join together with a 
small number of more specialized experts to chart the 
course for change.

• Phase II: Embed. As they move forward, companies 
need broader sustainability fluency. Guided by the core 
team of general athletes and experts established in 
the mobilize stage, firms must embed sustainability 
skills across the organization in order to deliver on the 

sustainability initiatives within their business units and 
functions. Talent must still be multidisciplinary, but the 
emphasis should be on integrating the sustainability 
skills and the functional skills required to operate within 
the business units (sustainability skills plus procurement 
skills, for example, to achieve scope 3 reduction goals in 
the course of supplier relationship management). De-
pending on the job, the relative mix of the four skills will 
vary, but functional and sustainability skills will always 
be the bedrock.  

• Phase III: Accelerate. At this stage, sustainability is in-
tegrated across the full value chain, which means talent 
with sustainability capabilities is in place in every part 
of the organization. The company must shift its focus to 
supporting and maintaining its transformed talent. This 
will ensure retention and motivation for the few general 
athletes and experts who continue to play a catalyst role 
in the company’s sustainability agenda and engagement 
and accountability for the many who must own making 
sustainability come to life in their everyday work. 

As companies progress, 
sustainability skills and 
know-how must expand 
across the workforce
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Sources: 2022 BCG/Microsoft Sustainability Talent & Skills Survey; BCG analysis.

Embed

Accelerate

Create the 
catalytic 

talent

Scale, 
support, 

and upskill

Continuously 
empower, inspire, 
grow, and evolve

Mobilize

The three phases 
of the talent 
transformation 

Mobilize
Companies draw heavily on internally 
sourced “general athletes” to build a 
core team of catalytic talent

Transformation

Functional Data and digital

Sustainability

Sources: 2022 BCG/Microsoft Sustainability Talent & Skills Survey; BCG analysis.

Skills needed:

Companies need a multidisciplinary skill set 
early on to launch the journey and catalyze 
action 

This talent is mainly homegrown—
people learn sustainability skills on the job 
and catalyze action—but companies also 
selectively leverage external talent for deep 
sustainability topics, such as circularity
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Sources: 2022 BCG/Microsoft Sustainability Talent & Skills Survey; BCG analysis.
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Skills needed:

Companies need a multidisciplinary skill set 
early on to launch the journey and catalyze 
action 

This talent is mainly homegrown—
people learn sustainability skills on the job 
and catalyze action—but companies also 
selectively leverage external talent for deep 
sustainability topics, such as circularity

Sources: 2022 BCG/Microsoft Sustainability Talent & Skills Survey; BCG analysis.

Embed
Companies embed specific skills across 
the organization to drive progress on 
sustainability initiatives

Transformation

Data and digital

SustainabilityThe skill focus both narrows (by infusing 
targeted sustainability skills into functions) 
and broadens (because it must happen across 
the entire organization) 

By entwining these skill sets, teams
can implement initiatives that engrain 
sustainability into core processes

Functional

Skills needed:

Accelerate
Companies must 
continuously support their 
transforming workforce to 
stay on the cutting edge

Talent
management

Change 
management

Skill 
building

Companies need to mature 
the value proposition for core 
sustainability talent, who will 
remain vital to the journey 
while growing increasingly 
valuable on the market

But to build sustainability into 
the company’s DNA, the whole 
workforce needs to be supported 
through a transformation that 
impacts every job and inspires 
every employee  

Sources: 2022 BCG/Microsoft Sustainability Talent & Skills Survey; BCG analysis.
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Highest priority skills for upskilling
in sustainability work by % of respondents

28

28
24

20
20

18
18

17
17

17

16
16

15
14

13
Data and digital

Sustainability

Transformation

Source: 2022 BCG/Microsoft Sustainability Talent & Skills Survey.

Data collection and management

Climate change fundamentals

Carbon accounting and reporting

Broad stakeholder management

Strategy definition and roadmap

Sustainability challenges and opportunities

Data modeling and analysis

Sustainability strategy

Business intelligence, digital design, and visualization

Culture and change management

Creative problem solving

Sustainability frameworks and standards

Analytical skills

Net-zero strategy

Greenhouse gas accounting principles

Sustainability, data 
and digital, and 
transformation
skills are all critical  

Today, most companies are at the mobilize phase or the  
embed phase. Few are ready to accelerate. In fact, the most 
advanced organizations are largely still on that precipice— 
moving from embedding sustainability expertise to accelerat-
ing the value it can create. The good news is that as more 
companies embark on the journey, more solutions will emerge 
to help all participants achieve their sustainability goals. 

Phase I: Mobilize the Sustainability Talent You 
Need to Set the Stage

Phase I Talent Requirements at a Glance 

Focus: Responding to stakeholder needs, complying 
with regulations, seizing ad hoc business opportunities, 
and shaping the company’s sustainability goals and 
strategy

Talent Challenge: Acquiring the skills and knowledge 
needed to accomplish critical sustainability work and 
chart a course for the whole organization

Talent Needed: Primarily people from inside the orga-
nization who know the business and the organization 
well and have the capacity to move up the sustainability 
learning curve quickly

What’s Working So Far: Identifying and activating the 
general athletes, relying on external learning providers 
and solutions for rapid skilling, hiring niche talent to 
complement existing staff, outsourcing work where 
needed before bringing it in house to a ready team

In the first phase of building sustainability talent, compa-
nies will assemble their sustainability evangelists, who will 
not only make progress on sustainability but also show a 
wider population of employees how to embed sustainabili-
ty into their roles, helping gain the buy-in of leaders and 
their teams from across the company and acting as agents 
of change for sustainability. 

Mobilization phase team members deeply understand the 
company and its sustainability pledges. They have a sus-
tainability mindset. They are quick learners and good 
communicators. In the words of one director of sustainabil-
ity, members of the core mobilizing team have “the super-
power of being able to interact and connect with people.”

That transformation skill is critical on a sustainability 
journey: For many companies, becoming more sustainable 
means fundamentally reinventing business models and 
operations—shifting from the ways value has historically 
been created and captured to something that may be 
materially different. That is no small change management 
feat, even when a company has the best of intentions to 
become sustainable.

Beyond those transformation superpowers, all sustainability- 
focused professionals, of course, need sustainability skills. 
They also require data and digital skills, for two reasons: 
Because they’ll need this language to communicate with 
organizational stakeholders about sustainability goals, and 
because they’ll spend a great deal of time measuring and 
demonstrating progress against those goals. And core  
sustainability-focused talent needs to operate from a  
functional understanding of how the organization works  
and how it creates and captures value.

What we found surprising is just how critical it is to have a 
balanced mix of sustainability, transformation, and data 
and digital skills, on top of the functional ones.
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Highest priority skills for upskilling
in sustainability work by % of respondents
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and digital, and 
transformation
skills are all critical  

Our research showed that people with the particular com-
bination of required skills are hard to find. There aren’t 
enough of them on the market, even though more and 
more people are graduating with degrees in sustainability- 
related fields. Those “green degree” holders will be valuable 
additions to the team, but they don’t necessarily bring the 
other skills to the table—at least not right away. Indeed, it’s 
the rare “sustainability expert” who can join a company and 
quickly expand their skill set with the necessary capabilities—
chiefly, the functional understanding of the business as well 
as the trust of colleagues that will inspire transformation. 

As a result, our research showed, front-runner companies 
are meeting the multidisciplinary skill set challenge by 
developing talent internally. They select employees with 
the necessary functional, transformation, and data and 

digital expertise to become members of the mobilization 
phase team and then help them rapidly gain sustainability 
expertise. (The reverse is harder to engineer.) As Micro-
soft’s general manager for energy and renewables ex-
plained, “The challenge in finding really impactful people 
in this space is to find someone who’s focused very deeply 
on a particular aspect of the business before becoming a 
sustainability professional.”) 

A snapshot of the backgrounds of the sustainability leaders 
and teams participating in our research shows how compa-
nies are assembling their sustainability talent, largely from 
inside the organization and primarily with a view toward 
developing sustainability skills on top of other attributes. 
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Most sustainability 
leaders are hired from 
within the company

68%
Hired

internally

32%
Hired

externally

Source: 2022 BCG/Microsoft Sustainability Talent & Skills Survey.
Note: Sustainability leaders include chief sustainability officers and directors or managers of dedicated sustainability professionals in 
central teams and business units. 

Sustainability 
leaders and their 
teams tend to be 
“homegrown” 
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Source: 2022 BCG/Microsoft Sustainability Talent & Skills Survey.
Note: Sustainability leaders include chief sustainability officers and directors or managers of dedicated sustainability professionals in 
central teams and business units. 

Sustainability 
leaders and their 
teams tend to be 
“homegrown” 

Most sustainability professionals did not 
earn a degree in the science of sustainability 

Source: 2022 BCG/Microsoft Sustainability Talent & Skills Survey.
Note: Respondents included directors and managers and members of their teams.

57

Not sustainability 
related

Sustainability
related

of sustainability-related degrees are 
not in STEM disciplines but rather are 
degrees in business or in fields such as 
sustainable development, environmental 
policy, and environmental economics 

43 36%

Source: 2022 BCG/Microsoft Sustainability Talent & Skills Survey.
Note: Respondents were members of sustainability-dedicated teams but below the level of director or manager.

40%
Sustainability

experts

60%
Not sustainability 

experts

Most people on 
sustainability teams 
say they were not 
hired for their 
sustainability 
expertise

Expert in 
another field

Not an 
expert

32% 28%
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Challenges facing sustainability
talent in upskilling (% agree)

The nascency of 
skills is by far the 
biggest upskilling 
challenge 
sustainability 
professionals face 

Nascency of skills

Not enough time

Access to training

Knowing where to go

Identifying necessary skills

Employer awareness

Employer funding

76

38

31

23

16

16

15

Source: 2022 BCG/Microsoft Sustainability Talent & Skills Survey.  

As these insiders step into their roles, they face a steep 
learning curve to upskill in sustainability—without enough 
of the proper solutions and resources at hand to do it. We 
asked members of sustainability teams to describe the 
upskilling challenges they have encountered. That the 
nascency of skills is far and away the prevailing challenge 
comes as no surprise, given how fast moving and dynamic 
the sustainability space is today.

So how, we asked, are insiders gaining those nascent skills?

Because the required skills are so new, traditional means 
of acquiring them are insufficient at this point. In the 
meantime, on-the-job learning is critical—not only  

because other options aren’t yet mature and widely available 
but also because it is, by definition, designed to precisely 
meet a company’s unique needs. Rather than learning 
about sustainability in a classroom and then coming back to 
the workplace to figure out how to apply the knowledge, 
people can learn by doing, piece by piece—augmenting 
their knowledge as they go. At one industrial manufacturer, 
for example, upskilling tends to happen through scrappy 
methods. “We read books, we go to conferences, we stay on 
top of everything we can, however we can,” the company’s 
director of sustainability explained. Our research shows that 
short-term solutions like this, though not ideal, are helping 
companies progress on their sustainability journey.
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Challenges facing sustainability
talent in upskilling (% agree)

The nascency of 
skills is by far the 
biggest upskilling 
challenge 
sustainability 
professionals face 

Nascency of skills

Not enough time

Access to training

Knowing where to go

Identifying necessary skills

Employer awareness

Employer funding

76

38

31

23

16

16

15

Source: 2022 BCG/Microsoft Sustainability Talent & Skills Survey.  

Source: 2022 BCG/Microsoft Sustainability Talent & Skills Survey.

Approaches found to be
most effective in upskilling (% agree)

On-the-job learning

Formal training programs

Supplemental resources

On-the-job and ad hoc, 
self-driven learning 
forms the basis of 
sustainability 
upskilling today 

Work experience

Published material

Conferences and presentations

Job rotations

Formal academic degrees

Internal company training

Subject matter experts

External certification programs

93

63

57

38

37

30

28

26

Here are some tried and true approaches that companies 
at Phase I can use.

One recommended way to get the core team up and run-
ning, as mentioned, is to identify and activate the gener-
al athletes among the current workforce who can be up-
skilled to meet sustainability needs. 

When leaders at one company were building their core 
team, for example, they struggled to find the necessary 
communication and people skills among external candi-
dates. Looking internally, though, the company’s director of 
sustainability realized there were “gems sitting there in the 
organization” who also possessed valuable, hard-to-teach 
knowledge and an eagerness to learn and upskill. 

AT&T is another company that has recognized the value of 
internal talent in filling sustainability roles. The people in 
the company’s business units “understand how all the 
aspects of sustainability can interact with the business 
operations, understand the business objectives, and know 
how to get things done in a complicated organization,” 
said the company’s chief sustainability officer. 

Upskilling the internal team in these early days is easier 
when companies can rely on external learning providers. 

But it isn’t easy to find the needed external courses and 
certification programs. For instance, when we asked sus-
tainability talent which upskilling methods they found 
most useful, only 26% included external certifications—the 
lowest among all methods cited. The 55 survey respon-
dents who reported using external certification programs 
relied on 46 different certifications to gain the knowledge 
required in their roles, indicating the need to streamline 
and consolidate available resources. “There are so many 
good courses out there, it was actually quite hard to navi-
gate,” said a BCG employee who rotated through the com-
pany’s sustainability team. He added that the course he 
ultimately found was useful. 

Likewise, other training resources can be upgraded. Our 
research showed that companies are eager for external 
resources they can use to gain sustainability expertise. 

Take HSBC. External training is common there—in fact, 
employees often turn to a single, university-offered course 
on sustainable finance, citing its specificity and applicabili-
ty—but it’s also common knowledge that navigating avail-
able offerings is a maze. Organizations like HSBC recog-
nize the value of partnering with external providers to 
improve training options. 



As internal workers step into their 
new sustainability roles, they face a 
steep learning curve to upskill.
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While the merits of hiring internally are clear, companies also 
have the opportunity to augment their talent strategy with a 
plan to expand the core team through external hires, 
particularly when specialized or technical sustainability exper-
tise is required. Companies report doing this early in the 
sustainability process for new requirements. Microsoft, for 
example, has hired externally to meet the need for carbon 
accountants. “We look for people who have managed carbon 
accounting at another company because it’s not always 
obvious how to do it if you haven’t already,” the company’s 
general manager of energy and resources explained. 

Finally, outsourcing work as needed is a good way to get 
the journey started, with the ultimate goal of bringing the 
skills in house. Outsourcing helps transfer technical knowl-
edge and build future capabilities to the internal team.

In the course of assessing its carbon footprint, BCG decid-
ed to augment its work by seeking an independent scientif-
ic opinion from an external partner. As the global sustain-
ability lead at BCG explained, “Partnering with an external 
company brings assurance and comfort that you’re moving 
in the right direction.” This is a confidence that is essential 
as a company is building its own organizational muscle.

Phase II: Embed Sustainability So That It’s  
Everyone’s Job 

Phase II Talent Requirements at a Glance

Focus: Optimizing and reimagining business models 
and processes to meet evolving corporate-wide sustain-
ability goals

Talent Challenge: Scaling skill sets so that business 
units can independently carry out sustainability initiatives, 
guided by the central sustainability team (the general 
athletes and experts) convened at the mobilize phase

Talent Needed: Starts with select functional experts who 
are responsible for implementing sustainability initiatives 
and then scales to workers across the organization who 
must adapt to the new processes and ways of working

What’s Working So Far: Cascading learning and devel-
opment to build sustainability fluency, incubating capabili-
ties in a center-of-excellence model before disseminating 
them, being open to niche solutions for targeted needs

In Phase II, the company’s core mobilization team of general 
athletes amplifies its efforts, turning strategy into reality by 
extending the blend of sustainability and functional skills, in 
particular, and embedding them into the daily work of the rest 
of the workforce. For the workforce at large, transformation 
and data and digital skills are not as imperative as they were 
for the general athletes who spearheaded the mobilize stage; 
rather, jobs will incorporate the four skills to varying degrees. 

But driving embeddedness across the organization is no less 
a challenge than building the multidisciplinary team at the 
outset: Ultimately, almost every person in the organization 
will need to gain general sustainability fluency and merge 
their existing functional skills with the requisite new sustain-
ability skills for their role. Exactly what that looks like will 
vary by job function—which explains why embeddedness is 
such a big challenge.
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Source: 2022 BCG/Microsoft Sustainability Talent & Skills Survey.  

Functional expertise in accounting, mixed with
technical expertise in sustainability topics like 
carbon-accounting protocols

Transformation skills to communicate an evolving 
and ambiguous discipline to key stakeholders 

Data and digital fluency to keep pace with the 
methodology and inputs required to track emissions

Accountants
will need:

EXAMPLE

Source: 2022 BCG/Microsoft Sustainability Talent & Skills Survey.  

Transformation skills in managing stakeholders 
and educating supply partners on best practices

Sustainability knowledge and prowess that are 
integrated with existing functional knowledge (such as 
scope 3 decarbonization)

Data and digital fluency as data increasingly becomes the 
critical language for effectively communicating and 
collaborating with supply partners to decarbonize 

Procurement professionals
will need:

EXAMPLE

A working knowledge of policy, regulatory, and legal 
aspects of sustainability action

The ability to translate that knowledge into frameworks 
that enhance the functional skills of analyzing business 
opportunities, decisions, and risks

Transformation skills to provide stakeholders with 
strategic advice and an understanding of business impact 
in a rapidly evolving legal landscape

Source: 2022 BCG/Microsoft Sustainability Talent & Skills Survey.  

Legal and compliance
professionals
will need:

EXAMPLE

Sustainability will require 
embedding new skills 
across the organization. 
Every function will 
need to adapt.
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Legal and compliance
professionals
will need:

EXAMPLE

Sustainability will require 
embedding new skills 
across the organization. 
Every function will 
need to adapt.
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This marriage of sustainability and functional expertise pro-
ceeds according to company requirements: Where is it need-
ed most urgently? The answer to that question will dictate 
which functions will be the first priority. Because food distribu-
tion company Sysco has determined that much of its scope 1 
and 2 emissions come from its vehicles, for example, the 
company is prioritizing a switch to electric vehicles. 

At this phase, the goal is to move from sustainability as a 
theoretical and strategic concept to “applied sustainability,” 
which requires that sustainability be embedded in nearly 
every job and reflected in nearly every job action. How do you 
tackle such a diverse, at-scale upskilling ambition? 

Companies at Phase II can rely on several proven  
approaches. First, they can find ways to cascade learning 
and development throughout the organization and thereby 
build sustainability fluency. 

HSBC provides one example. Its Sustainability Academy is a 
self-service training center that gives employees opportunities 
to learn about general sustainability topics as well as tailored 
content (by industry, for instance) and personalized educa-
tional pathways. HSBC trained several thousand client-facing 
employees on sustainability content in 2022 alone. 

Another example comes from JSW Steel, an Indian steel 
manufacturer. The company has focused on providing 
training opportunities (both classroom instruction and 
online modules) on fundamental sustainability topics. The 
concentration on sustainability training at JSW Steel has 
enabled the company to prioritize internal talent for sus-
tainability roles, upskilling individuals on sustainability and 
leveraging existing functional expertise.

Another approach is to establish a center of excellence 
(CoE), where new sustainable business processes can be 
incubated until they are handed off to functions or business 
units. Further, the people working on those processes in the 
CoE can build the critical skills required to institutionalize 
them. As Owens Corning’s chief sustainability officer described 
the approach, “Solutions are so complex that we put an end- 
to-end team in the CoE. We won’t integrate until it becomes 
institutionalized, then we’ll move it into the business units.” 

Owens Corning’s Ecodesign Strategy Wheel was developed 
this way. The Wheel is a business process that integrates 
sustainability objectives into the product design function. 
Designers must think up front about their products’ sus-
tainability implications at each stage of the life cycle.  
Every new and modified product goes through a stewardship 
review process, which includes evaluation on sustainability 
criteria. The result: sustainability priorities were institutional-
ized in an important business process. It was, in the words of 
the company’s chief sustainability officer, “a massive shift.”  

Sustainability pioneers will continue to encounter new skill 
needs—and must devise new skilling solutions. With that 
in mind, we urge companies to remain open to niche 
solutions for particular, targeted needs.

For instance, Sysco turned to an external industry associa-
tion to help with one of its key sustainability initiatives: 
transitioning its fleet of trucks from diesel to electric. ACT 
Fleet Forum, an association of companies that are pursuing 
similar clean transportation solutions for fleets and that 
support one another by sharing best practices, helped in this 
effort. The association role has been critical, given the na-
scency of the field. The strategy has helped Sysco become a 
leader in this field. The company plans to expand its electric 
vehicle pilot in 2023, with a goal of converting 35% of its 
fleet to electric by 2030.

Phase III: Accelerate Change by Supporting and 
Maintaining a Transformed Workforce

Phase III Talent Requirements at a Glance 

Focus: Integrating sustainability across all aspects of the 
business to make it intrinsic to the culture, ways of work-
ing, and approach to value creation

Talent Challenge: Institutionalizing attractive roles, 
development opportunities, and career paths to retain 
in-demand sustainability-focused talent; supporting and 
equipping the broader workforce to navigate continuing 
changes to the business and their daily jobs as sustain-
ability takes root—and to help them capitalize on the 
opportunities those changes present for growth and pur-
pose-driven work

Talent Needed: Everyone

What Can Work: Planning proactively for career paths, 
investing in continuous education, and focusing deliber-
ately on building a company culture around sustainability

In Phase III, companies must switch their operating focus 
to supporting and enabling their sustainability-capable 
workforce to turn sustainability into a competitive advan-
tage. They must codify their new processes and approach-
es and thoughtfully and compassionately engage the work-
force to maintain and excel in the new normal.
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Firms should also focus on retaining the sustainability 
expertise they’ve developed—and attracting more. As one 
company leader bluntly put it, “Everyone will want them.” 
It’s true. The age-old dilemma related to upskilling and 
reskilling applies here: What if I invest all this time and 
money in my people, and they leave, taking their newfound 
expertise to my competitors? 

Prepare for today’s hiring frenzy to intensify. Organizations 
must protect their assets.

To help secure their experts, companies should continue to 
develop and educate those individuals, give them the oppor-
tunity to drive change, and offer them access to senior leader-
ship. Inspire them. At the same time, be aware of impedi-
ments. As Microsoft’s senior program manager for Windows 
and devices sustainability put it, “A real challenge is that 
there is no sustainability career path. At some point, they’re 
going to want to grow in their function.” 

Accordingly, companies at Phase III should plan proac-
tively for career paths for sustainability-focused talent. 
They should create future roles and mobility opportunities 
for these individuals whenever possible. This not only helps 
to keep talent happy and growing, it also allows the compa-
ny to purposefully design career mobility that strengthens 
its sustainability fabric. As people move within the organi-
zation, they cross-pollinate ideas and approaches.

To help carve out career paths and growth opportunities, 
companies can look for candidates internally before 
searching externally, and managers can help employees 
find new internal roles. For example, HSBC offers a talent 
marketplace that lists openings so that employees can find 
new opportunities, including sustainability-focused ones.

Similarly, companies should continue to invest in  
continuing education. Sustainability won’t stand still. 
New technologies, regulations, and opportunities will 
emerge, and talent will need to keep gaining skills and 
capabilities. Accordingly, L&D functions must be nimble in 
designing and launching learning solutions. Continued 
upskilling will be valuable to the organization and serve as 
an employee benefit and an avenue to growth.

For example, BCG has augmented its internally focused 
Climate and Sustainability Academy with partnerships that 
offer employees the opportunity to enroll in intensive courses 
at Cambridge Judge Business School and Columbia Climate 
School. Similar efforts will be particularly useful at Phase III.

Companies should also focus on culture change. To make 
sustainability an intrinsic part of everyday work and the 
company’s focus, culture must be transformed to empha-
size the new sustainable businesses and ways of working.

Owens Corning’s handprint/footprint approach to building 
sustainability into its business processes is an example of 
the kind of culture change companies should pursue at 
Phase III. “Footprint” is a familiar term—it reflects the 
negative impact of a product’s manufacturing process on 
water consumption and greenhouse gas emissions. The 
“handprint,” though, refers to the positive impact a product 
can have throughout the value chain, including content that 
can be recycled, end-of-life solutions, circularity, transparen-
cy on raw materials sourcing, and the reduction of supplier 
emissions. These principles represent core objectives, and the 
company has integrated them into its business processes. 

The handprint/footprint approach has a further benefit: 
creating an inspiring company culture that emphasizes sus-
tainability. People across Owens Corning, no matter their role, 
are able to celebrate their ability not just to mitigate the 
negative footprint but also to enact positive outcomes in the 
form of a positive handprint impact—and leave a real mark 
they can feel proud of. That’s what embedding a successful 
sustainability mindset looks like. “As we developed our priori-
ties, we started looking at sustainability through a holistic 
lens,” the company’s chief sustainability officer explained. 
“It’s about improving people’s quality of life.”

Unilever, the consumer goods giant, offers another exam-
ple. The company, which has so far achieved a 64% reduc-
tion in its scope 1 and 2 emissions since 2015, began its 
sustainability transformation in 2010 with its Sustainable 
Living Plan, which ran for a decade. Now the company is 
taking a different approach by embedding sustainability 
into its business strategy and company culture through its 
Compass goals program.  

“The Compass goals are embedded into the heart of what we 
do,” said the company’s director of technology, innovation, 
and sustainability. “I wouldn’t see it as training. It’s more of a 
culture thing. This is our North Star of where we’re going.” In 
fact, some of the company’s most experienced experts don’t 
think of themselves as “sustainability talent,” and their titles 
and job descriptions don’t mention sustainability. Nonethe-
less, they apply that lens to the teams they’re on and drive 
progress in the company’s sustainability objectives.
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Unless stakeholders act 
now, the world will have 
pledges but no progress

Microsoft, too, has seen success in integrating sustainabili-
ty with business processes, through its approach to internal 
carbon pricing. In January 2020, when it decided to include 
scope 3 emissions in its internal carbon tax, a much broad-
er segment of the company suddenly became concerned 
about emissions and sustainability.

Previously, the internal carbon tax had been in place for 
years but applied only to scope 1 and 2 emissions and thus 
affected a relatively small portion of the company. Once 
the scope 3 inclusion was made, “a lot more people had to 
start thinking about emissions,” the company’s head of 
renewable energy for cloud explained. 

This policy change resulted in the creation of many more 
sustainability teams throughout the organization,  
illustrating the potential for internal initiatives to spark 
wider sustainability objectives.

One industrial manufacturer’s sustainability transforma-
tion involved a strategic shift, from a focus on products to 

a focus on customers—more specifically, on helping cus-
tomers make their production systems sustainable. Such a 
sweeping change in strategy required a shift in mindset 
and companywide buy-in. “Here’s what we need to do” or 
“here’s where we’re headed” were not messages that 
would galvanize the transformation. Rather, the company 
inspired its employees and customers by addressing the 
importance of their work. 

The launch of the new campaign generated excitement among 
the workforce. “Inspirational vision. Revolutionary journey— 
excited to be a part of this,” commented one person. Said 
another: “Proud and excited to be part of this journey!”

A Call to Action

The upskilling challenge is daunting. Companies are doing 
what they can with the solutions that exist. But to meet the 
rapidly growing, increasingly urgent worldwide demand for 
sustainability talent a variety of players must take action.
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Leading companies’ experiences with upskilling show us 
that if we are truly going to turn pledges into progress—
and do so at the unprecedented scale and pace that is 
required to transform our global economy for sustainabili-
ty—we need near- and long-term solutions.

Right now, we must find ways to make the employer-led 
upskilling of existing workforces easier, faster, and more 
impactful. Employers are increasingly investing in holistic 
workforce development—from the small groups of people 
who mobilize the sustainability journey with their multidis-
ciplinary skill sets (the general athletes) to the thousands 
of functional workers in each organization who need new 
skills and know-how to embed sustainability into their 
roles. There’s no reason why employers should tackle this 
gargantuan task alone. Help is on the way. For example, 
the professionals at the companies we researched easily 
found sustainability learning options. The problem was 
choosing the right one. Often, the content was too plentiful 
to sift through, too theoretical or high-level to be applica-
ble, or too in-depth to reasonably digest before putting it 
into action. But solutions can be developed.

Learning providers can work with employers to create 
rich, easy-to-access sustainability learning solutions that 
get to the heart of business professionals’ needs. 

Similarly, industry associations and other functional 
standard-setting organizations can play an important 
role. These trusted entities can highlight the best learning 
opportunities for their constituents by codeveloping cours-
es that credibly upskill professionals in exactly what they 
need to know. Also, they can curate and certify existing 
resources to help learners find what they need. They can 
link branded certifications and credentials to the comple-
tion of these programs, which can then become clear 
indicators of industry-recognized and endorsed skill sets.

Longer term, the educational system must reimagine 
learning at all levels so that talent emerges from school 
ready, willing, and able to contribute to an economic system 
that has sustainability management at the core and sustain-
able development as the goal. Even the youngest learners 
can start developing sustainability fluency and data and 
digital skills as part of core K–12 curricula, preparing them 
to understand the transitioning economy, speak the lan-
guage of sustainability, and engage in science-guided think-
ing. Sustainability-related competencies will become in-
creasingly important as learners advance in their education.

Employers
Invest in holistic workforce development

Governments
Incentivize companies to upskill

Educational institutions
Foster multidisciplinary skill sets in courses and curricula

Learning providers
Partner with companies to develop 
tailored and applied training assets

Industry organizations and associations
Develop industry standards for key functions

Many players are 
required to achieve 
sustainability 
workforce goals 

Source: 2022 BCG/Microsoft Sustainability Talent & Skills Survey.
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At the advanced-degree end of the spectrum, learning 
experiences will need to weave together sustainability and 
business concepts to deftly navigate the new reality of 
creating value and competitive advantage for companies 
while protecting and contributing to a sustainable future 
for all. 

Governments will be essential catalysts in the near and 
longer term. They can spearhead efforts to create common 
sustainability skill taxonomies and job architecture as a 
framework for targeted solution development, incentivize 
the creation of widely available learning resources and 
solutions, and form public-private partnerships to enhance 
learning solutions, forums, and opportunities. And as our 
partners at Microsoft outlined in detail in their report, as 
much needs to be done to prepare the workforce of the 
future to take on tomorrow’s sustainability challenges as is 
required to prepare the workforce of today. Governments 
will play a critical convening role on that longer-term time 
horizon, too—recognizing that we are still in the early 
stages of this vast economic transformation.

Imagine a world where sustainability is so embedded in 
day-to-day work that sustainability labels are no longer 

needed. Accounting practices will include accounting for 
greenhouse gas emissions, and all related staff will be fully 
versed in the latest protocols and methods. Product design 
will include designing for end of life and promoting a circu-
lar economy, with all designers adhering to that standard. 

From our many conversations throughout this research, 
the story is clear: There is a path for companies to achieve 
that level of embeddedness. A thoughtful approach to 
building and supporting talent is essential to success. It 
will be a herculean undertaking to drive this scale of talent 
transformation across our economy on a compressed 
timeline. We need more and better talent development 
solutions than we have today. 

This talent undertaking must be a collective effort. Already 
we see that corporate sustainability leaders are sharing 
what they’ve learned to benefit the greater good. They 
understand that it’s imperative to inform those who will 
embark on the same talent journey. And they know those 
organizations could likewise develop solutions to improve 
the journey for all. 

It is our hope that this kind of collaboration will help us 
write the next chapter of this story and mobilize today’s 
workforce for a sustainable future. 
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