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Corporate Sustainability Programs:  
A Market Pulse
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Only a few years ago, corporate sustainability programs were considered “extra” — something only a handful of forward-thinking 
companies took on. Since then, corporate sustainability has fast-tracked its way into the mainstream to the point where programs fall 
just short of mandatory for organizational success.

In fact, as of 2016, 50% of energy executives report a commitment to sustainability and/or energy efficiency projects, and only 6% say 
senior management has no interest in sustainability or energy efficiency.1

Although both the data and technology required to capitalize on the benefits that a strong corporate sustainability program can 
provide are readily available today, many sustainability professionals still struggle to unlock the full potential that this data has to offer. 
Fortunately, as this guide will make clear, there is a solution.

How did we get here? The answer is two-fold:
1. Recognition of program value: First, we’ve experienced a huge wave 

of recognition for the value that corporate sustainability programs 
can offer. For example, sustainability experts report that “measuring 
and understanding how doing business really does affect the natural 
world will open up new opportunities for...creating change, cutting 
costs and boosting long-term profitability in a resource-constrained 
world.”2 Meanwhile, Ernst & Young finds that “sustainability reporting 
is the critical first step in implementing a strategy that can help an 
organization understand the impact on its stakeholders, and ways in 
which it might mitigate a negative impact on the economy, society and 
the environment.”3 Based on this reasoning, it’s no surprise that the 

top motivations for corporate sustainability program reporting include 
increasing transparency, attaining a competitive advantage, improving 
risk management and responding to stakeholder pressure.4

2. Availability of data: Second, advances in technology have given us the 
proper tools and insight to launch programs that can actually deliver on 
the desired benefits. As the Guardian reports, “Until relatively recently 
businesses struggled to get a full picture of the impact of their own 
operations. The information required to get an accurate understanding 
of even something relatively simple such as energy consumption was 
kept in separate documents, in varying formats and across multiple 
sites.”5 However, the rise of big data and technology to process all of this 
information has changed the game.
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Why Data Holds the Key to  
Sustainability Program Success
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Data not only played a key role in bringing corporate 
sustainability programs into the mainstream, but it also 
holds the key to program success.

Data, and with it sound data management, is crucial to 
sustainability programs because you need to understand 
the relationship between your business and the environment 
in which it operates in order to make a real impact. This 
relationship can be quite complex, as both the operations 
of your business (including interactions with customers and 
partners) and the operations of the environment (including 
interactions between people and resources) consist of an 
endless array of interrelated data points.6

Of course, simply collecting this data won’t have 
any impact on its own. You also need proper data 
management practices to ensure it is complete, accurate, 
timely, and formatted to make sense. Proper management 
will provide the insight you need to understand the data 
and take action based on what you uncover.
6   Hsu, John. “Why big data will have a big impact on sustainability.” The Guardian. January 31, 2014.



More specifically, well-managed, comprehensive and actionable data can help sustainability managers reach goals and carry 
out objectives like:

In addition to supporting critical objectives like these, having the right data and the ability to properly manage that data 
can also help avoid incurring unnecessary costs.

1. Improving sustainability performance: This is a key goal of
any sustainability program; however, achieving this goal requires
understanding where you currently stand in order to capture
a baseline, set reasonable goals and measure progress toward
those goals — all of which requires a comprehensive view of
complete and accurate data.

2. Reducing costs: Quality data can help reduce costs associated with
sustainability programs in two ways. First is the costs associated with
inaccurate or incomplete data, which can include poor decision-
making or time spent cleaning data that could be spent on more
strategic efforts. Second is the ability to identify new efforts that can
help reduce business costs that go straight to the bottom line, such
as opportunities to lower energy consumption.

3. Communicating progress and performance to stakeholders:
How well is your program doing? This question is always top of mind
for stakeholders, and answering it as thoroughly as possible requires
producing regular sustainability reports that use data to clearly
demonstrate what you’ve done and the impact of those activities.

4. Maintaining transparency: Internal stakeholders aren’t the
only ones who care about corporate sustainability programs. As
it turns out, the general public (including potential customers
and investors) does too, since these programs impact the
communities in which they live. As a result, the public has an
expectation for transparency around these programs, and
meeting that expectation requires using data to populate
external reporting frameworks such as:

• Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP)

• Global Reporting Initiative (GRI)

• Dow Jones Sustainability Index (DJSI)

• International Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC)

• Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB)

5. Initiating new projects: Identifying the best new projects
to take on — whether it’s improving in areas of weakness,
capitalizing on new opportunities or playing up past successes by
going after low-hanging fruit — requires a strong understanding
of data from across the organization so that you can measure
performance, set proper goals and identify strengths, weaknesses
and opportunities for those projects.

6. Engaging employees: Having quality data in place can make
a big difference in helping employees across all departments
do their jobs more effectively. For instance, when you can use
data to demonstrate the value of your sustainability program
for others across the organization, those employees will have a
greater incentive to work with you to help realize those benefits.

7. Remaining compliant and protecting license to operate: As
new laws regarding energy compliance continue to go into effect,
reporting on relevant data — which can include everything from
utility, waste and water consumption to building occupancy and
use details — will become increasingly critical.

7 Ways Quality Data Benefits Sustainability Programs
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As essential a role as data plays in sustainability program success, its value is only as good as its quality. And the cost of poor data 
is nearly as high as the value of quality data. In fact, Ovum Research finds that poor quality data can cost businesses over 30%  
of their revenues.7

How exactly can poor data be so costly? Consider the following three points:

3 Ways Subpar Data Leads to High Costs

4

Decisions based on inaccurate 
or outdated data can have 

costly ramifications.

Diverting time towards cleaning or 
deduping data is an inefficient and 

costly use of valuable resources.

A lack of standardized data can 
paint an incomplete comparison 

of patterns and lead to costly 
oversights and blind spots.

1 2 3

7   Geiger, Jakki. “How Much Does Bad Data Cost Your Business?” Informatica Blog. April 16, 2014.
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For example, sustainability managers face common 
challenges like:
• Poor access to data from across the organization: The data

required to fuel sustainability program activities lives all over
the organization, from accounting to facilities and everywhere
in between. As a result, leaving no stone unturned and ensuring
you collect complete sets of data is no small feat.

• Inaccurate data: As you collect information from departments
across the organization, how can you be sure it’s accurate?
We’re all human, and that means errors like typos or
misreading information are bound to happen. However,
when they do, one inaccuracy can quickly topple several
related calculations and activities.

• Complicated and unmanageable processes: As the previous
points reveal, gathering and standardizing all of the necessary
data is a hugely burdensome task. For many sustainability
managers, this entire process can be complicated to the
point of complete unmanageability due to all of the disparate
sources involved. According to recent data from Urjanet,

managing this process will be the biggest energy management 
challenge in 2016 for 50% of energy executives.8

• Lack of knowledge about the complex energy industry:
Organizations in energy-intensive industries will often have
goals to reduce energy consumption by a certain percentage
by a certain year, thus making energy management a priority for
these sustainability programs. Yet the policies, tariffs, and rapid
developments of the energy industry are exceedingly complex,
making it difficult to understand what data you need, whether
the data you have is entirely accurate, and how to analyze the
relationship between data points if you’re not an industry expert.

• Difficulty making sense of large volumes of data: Once
you finally do gather and standardize all of the data you need,
the hard work is far from over. There’s more data available
today than ever before, and while that data has the potential
to provide unprecedented insight, it’s only worthwhile if you
can make sense of it, which becomes more difficult the greater
volume and variety of data you have in play. Therefore, to derive
actionable insight from large volumes of data, you need a tool
that can help you slice and dice the data quickly and easily.

8   “Energy Executives Are Committed to Sustainability Projects, But Many Companies 
  Are Lacking the Resource and Tools to Achieve Their Goals.” Urjanet. 2016.

Reality Strikes:  
Sustainability Data Management Challenges

Despite the all-important role data plays in sustainability program success, properly collecting, organizing, analyzing and sharing data 
is easier said than done.

5
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How to Bridge the Data Management Gaps 
to Achieve Program Success

6

To recap, as a sustainability professional, 
you require data — holistic, accurate and 
timely data, to be exact — in order to 
reach your goals and achieve program 
objectives. However, there are several 
challenges that stand in the way, and 
the cost of letting these challenges take 
control is significant.

Fortunately, there are solutions in the 
form of automated data aggregation 
and data visualization tools.



Improve Accuracy, Processes, Efficiency 
& Transparency with Automation
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According to sustainability company Mitopro, data 
management is traditionally the most time consuming 
and overlooked part of sustainability programs.9 A recent 
survey of energy executives illustrates why this is the 
case, as 51% manually input data from utility bills into 
spreadsheets and 60% have insufficient resources to 
complete energy projects.10

“In a perfect world,” Mitopro adds, “all sustainability 
management and reporting data would flow to the 
sustainability department from existing business systems,” 
and not be gathered manually as is most often the case 
today.11 Automating the data collection process can help 
overcome challenges around data access, data accuracy  
and complicated processes, while delivering additional 
benefits around efficiency and transparency.

51%

51% manually input 
data from utility bills 
into spreadsheets

  9   Pajunen, Tomi. “5 tips for better sustainability data management.” Mitopro. January 21, 2014.
10   “Energy Executives Are Committed to Sustainability Projects, But Many Companies Are Lacking the   

 Resource and Tools to Achieve Their Goals.” Urjanet. 2016.
11   Pajunen, Tomi. “5 tips for better sustainability data management.” Mitopro. January 21, 2014.



• Ensure accuracy: Manual processes run the risk of human 
error, but automation removes that risk from the mix. 
Automating data collection and standardization ensures that 
you have the most accurate and timely data at hand.

• Simplify processes: How do you coordinate with different 
managers from across the organization and outside of it to 
get the data you need? And once you have it, how do you 
confirm its accuracy and timeliness and convert it to the 
proper format? An automated solution can handle all of that 
and more with ease, all without any manpower from you.

• Increase efficiency: How long does it typically take you 
to coordinate all of the processes required to collect and 
standardize the necessary data? No matter how fast you are, 
an automated solution can not only make the entire process 
simpler, but it can also do it faster.

• Enhance transparency: Having regular and efficient access 
to data that you are confident is complete and accurate 
provides the assurance you need to be transparent and 
share that data publicly.

8

Introducing a solution that automates the data collection  
and standardization process can help:

1. Data collection: Urjanet can  
quickly and easily collect data  
from thousands of different utility 
sources — no more back and forth  
or stacks of paper required.

2. Data normalization: Once  
Urjanet has the required data, it 
automatically standardizes it into a 
single format, saving your team  
hours of work and ensuring  
accuracy along the way.

3. Data delivery: Finally,  
Urjanet delivers the data to a  
variety of sustainability, energy 
management, or business  
intelligence software applications  
in the required format without  
any manual entry from your team.

The good news is, these benefits are attainable with dedicated solutions like Urjanet. Urjanet provides an automated data service  
that captures and standardizes energy costs and consumption data from utility providers and smart meters.  

Specifically, it automates three critical phases of the data management process:

1 2 3



Take Action with Data Visualization
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When it comes to achieving sustainability program 
objectives, getting the data you need in place is only half 
the battle. You still need to make sense of it in order to 
take action — and with data sets growing in size every day, 
that isn’t always easy. That’s where data visualization tools 
come into play.

As the name implies, a data visualization tool can help you 
view data in a way that makes sense rather than viewing 
thousands of rows of numbers in a spreadsheet. These tools 
can do everything from putting data into graphs to filtering 
data based on designated parameters to comparing your 
data with external sources like the weather in order to help 
you better understand what’s in front of you.
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While there are numerous data visualization tools available today, 
some top options for sustainability software include:

Additionally, even business intelligence and analytics tools like Tableau 
or Domo can be utilized to visualize the data.

Taking advantage of tools like these to properly analyze large sets of data 
is especially important given the “increasing demand for sustainability 
reports to be not only credible, reliable and robust, but increasingly 
also relevant and strategic, which means they must contain the right 
information for the right people.”12

cr360 provides software specifically
designed for EHS and sustainability 
management that allows users to 
capture, manage, analyze and report 
on environmental, safety, supplier 
and social data. cr360 has solutions 
dedicated to energy and carbon,  
supply chain, EHS and compliance  
and sustainability and reporting.

thinkstep is a sustainability
performance management company 
with several corporate sustainability 
software solutions. These solutions can 
simplify everything from reporting and 
risk management to audits, strategy and 
resource optimization.

Workiva is a cloud data company
whose mission is to transform financial 
management and performance 
reporting. It has dedicated solutions 
for Risk and Compliance, Finance and 
Accounting, and Sustainability teams.

12   “Sustainability reporting — the time is now.” Ernst & Young. 2014.
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For example, better data management can lead to benefits like:
• Uncovering savings opportunities in utility bills: Having easy access to

complete and accurate data can help you identify previously “hidden” costs
or other areas where you can easily cut costs when it comes to utility spend.
For example, when leading media company Cox Enterprises implemented
Urjanet, it gained a comprehensive view of billing and electricity consumption
across 40,000 energy accounts and 200 utility providers. This insight led to a
savings of $4,000 right off the bat13 and savings between 10-30% in various
markets over the long term.14

• Enabling faster responses to RFPs that require sustainability data:
The speed at which you can respond to RFPs is critical, as it reflects on the
responsiveness of your company to potential clients. Additionally, the faster
you can respond, the less your chances of another company winning the
job before you even submit your proposal. In the case that RFPs require
sustainability data, which is increasingly becoming the norm, having a
strong data management program in place that enables you to pull the
necessary sustainability data quickly can make all the difference.

• Attracting and retaining top talent: The better the experience you can
provide for employees and the more you can enable them to tie their
actions to business value, the more satisfied they’ll be. In turn, employee
satisfaction leads to higher retention and improves your company’s position
when it comes to attracting new hires. By simplifying processes

and empowering sustainability professionals to be more strategic, 
achieve better results and better measure their actions, improved  
data management contributes to this satisfaction.

• Improving market position due to transparency: A strong data
management program makes it easy to release regular sustainability reports
to maintain a high level of transparency. This transparency can help improve
market position with both investors — who “increasingly prefer to invest
in transparent enterprises due to higher stakeholder-manager trust, more
accurate analyst forecasting and lower information asymmetry”15 — and
the public — with whom increasing transparency can go a long way toward
building trust, as more consumers “vote with their dollars” and choose more
sustainable businesses over others.

• Increasing access to capital: According to research from Ernst & Young,
companies with good sustainability programs tend to have lower Zingales
Index scores, which equates to fewer capital constraints. The same research
finds that sustainable companies represent lower-risk investments for
potential equity partners.16

• Enhancing operational efficiency and decision-making: The improved
accuracy, processes, efficiency and transparency that automating data
management delivers can lead to optimized and more strategic decision-
making. This is because having more accurate and timely data allows you to
devote more time to the strategic program activities associated with that data
rather than to tactical activities like gathering and standardizing the data.

13   “Success Story: Cox Enterprises Cuts Energy Spend with Urjanet Utility Data.” Urjanet.
14   “Testimonial: Cox Enterprises Saves 10-30% on Energy Spend.” Urjanet.
15   “Value of sustainability reporting.” Ernst & Young and the Boston College Center for Corporate Citizenship. 2013.
16   “Value of sustainability reporting.” Ernst & Young and the Boston College Center for Corporate Citizenship. 2013.

Above and Beyond: The Downstream Benefits 
of Improved Data Management

11

Beyond the must-haves like increased accuracy and efficiency, improving data management for sustainability programs can 
also have a positive effect downstream.
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How Will Improved Data Management 
Impact Your Sustainability Program?
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When it comes to corporate sustainability programs, 
data is a double-edged sword: It’s both necessary and 
challenging. And to a certain extent that’s okay, as part 
of the challenge comes from having such a large volume 
of data, which is exactly what provides the insight you 
need to advance your program.

However, with the proper data management solutions in 
place, you can overcome the data management hurdle 
and start reaping the benefits that comprehensive and 
accurate data has to offer. These solutions include the 
ability to automate data collection and easily visualize 
and manipulate large datasets. Once you do have these 
capabilities in place, you can rest assured knowing your 
data is complete and accurate while saving time due to 
more efficient and simpler processes. As a result, you 
can re-dedicate that time to more strategic program 
activities like initiating new projects, communicating with 
stakeholders, ensuring transparency and so much more.



“One of the key drivers behind the 
increase in sustainability reporting has 
been the acknowledgment that to be 

meaningful, a sustainability strategy must 
be based on reliable, concrete data.”

“There is a need to maximize the 
potential of sustainability data to inform 
and empower change to tackle some of 
the world’s most pressing sustainability 
challenges. This undertaking must start 
with understanding how sustainability 

data, as publicly reported by companies 
and organizations, is currently being 
used to advance issues in sustainable 

development.”

Ernst & Young20 

Ernst & Young17 Heather Clancy 
GreenBiz18

Ernst & Young19 

Global Reporting Initiative21
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“In especially competitive or saturated 
markets, disclosing information on 

sustainability commitments leads to 
positive differentiation of the company 

and better firm performance.”

“Sustainability managers can improve 
their chances for successful buy-in if 

they demonstrate measurable outcomes 
that relate directly to their broader 

corporate agenda, according to a panel 
of operations experts. But collecting that 
data is far from simple if your organization 

relies on spreadsheets or other manual 
reporting methods.”

“Once reporting has become 
standardized and easy to compare, 

there is little doubt that performance 
indicators on sustainability issues will 

become as important for businesses as 
financial performance.”

17   “Value of sustainability reporting.” Ernst & Young and the Boston College Center for Corporate Citizenship. 2013.
18   Clancy, Heather. “5 ways sustainability managers can use data to make their business case.” GreenBiz. May 23, 2012.
19   “Sustainability reporting — the time is now.” Ernst & Young. 2014.
20   “Sustainability reporting — the time is now.” Ernst & Young. 2014.
21   “Informing decisions, driving change: The role of data in a sustainable future.” Global Reporting Initiative. 2015.



Get Started 
Today

5 Tips to Gain Buy-in for Your 
Corporate Sustainability Program22

1. Get executives on board

2. Align goals and activities with 
business value

3. Determine data requirements 
based on customer expectations

4. Make all data collection activities 
automated and scalable

5. Be adaptable

Take control of your data and start reaping the 
program benefits.
Contact us to learn how Urjanet can help you...
• Increase efficiency

• Ensure accuracy

...when it comes to collecting and managing utility data  
for your sustainability program.

About Urjanet

Click Here to Contact Us!

• Simplify processes

• Enhance transparency

Urjanet’s mission is to provide the world with easy access to automated utility data.  
Our cloud-based platform connects directly to utilities to seamlessly acquire and 
normalize disparate utility bill and interval data. The processed data is delivered 
directly to industry-leading business applications.

Urjanet’s solution for sustainability professionals captures your organization’s utility cost 
and consumption data electronically, and transforms it into actionable information and 
insights, all while eliminating the burden of data aggregation and data entry. Urjanet 
provides a comprehensive view of your organization’s energy spend and consumption 
across all facilities, enabling you to quickly and easily identify key areas for improvement.

22   Clancy, Heather. “5 ways sustainability managers  
 can use data to make their business case.”  
 GreenBiz. May 23, 2012.
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