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Environmental, health and safety (EHS)
managers struggle to gain business manage-
ment’s support. They try to justify new pro-
grams or protect existing activities from cut-
backs by “running through the numbers.”
But the real business value may lie in the
subtleties and the hard-to-quantify intangi-
bles of emerging dynamics — EHS opportu-
nities and issues that may be totally unfa-
miliar to business managers. This article
addresses the growing gap between the reali-
ties we face as professionals and manage-
ment’s awareness of these forces in play.

I
first met Hazel O’Leary, former Presi-
dent Clinton’s U.S. Secretary of Energy,
in 1994 at a luncheon in Phoenix for
business executives. She worked the

crowd like Sally Jessy Raphael. We were
enthralled. After the applause died down,
I asked the people at my table, “Great
delivery, but what did she really say?” The
smiles quickly turned to puzzled frowns

as they realized that they could not articu-
late a single substantive message. They
suddenly realized that the dazzling show-
manship masked the shallowness of the
content. Political consultants have told me
that the power of professional politicians
lie in their uncanny ability to wax elo-
quently on any subject, based only on a
molecular layer of knowledge.
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Out to 
Lunch
Confronting business management’s awareness of

environmental realities                By Richard MacLean



The public has grown so cynical
about politicians that they now accept
no depth or experience as a possible
advantage. Witness the California fol-
lies. When it comes to the individuals
at the top of corporations, however, 
the public and especially shareholders
expect much, much more. In this
regard, it is worth examining the depth
of knowledge that business executives
have with respect to environmental,
health and safety issues. Scores of 
companies have been devastated by
EHS matters, from Union Carbide to
Monsanto, to the string of asbestos-
related bankruptcies. Certainly, one
would expect executives to be on top 
of these issues. Right?

Today’s Reality
Ray Anderson is the founder and chair-
man of Interface Inc., the world’s largest
manufacturer of commercial carpet.
Interface’s stated goal is to become the
world’s first environmentally restorative
company and is pioneering management
and manufacturing processes to support
its environmental objectives. Anderson
recently published an article on emerg-
ing environmental dynamics as they
relate to business economics. I was
astonished by the depth of the analysis
and the passion with which it was 
communicated. Sample text: “What 
happens when a producer manages to
get away with ignoring the externalities
or transferring them to others? …the
commons…belonging to no one and
therefore everyone’s, are trashed…and
future generations are left holding the
bag. The inevitable result, if this process
is carried to its logical end, is overshoot-
ing beyond carrying capacity, resulting
in collapse for the environment — the
environment without which none of this
economic activity can happen in the
first place.”1

Clearly, he is taking his cues from
environmental thought leaders such as
Paul Hawken, best-selling author of The
Ecology of Commerce, and Dr. Amory
Lovins, co-CEO of the Rocky Mountain
Institute, a non-profit natural resource
think tank. What sets Anderson apart,
however, is that he both understands
and believes in the messages he champi-
ons. Contrast this with the politically
correct rhetoric that some CEOs deliver.
More often than not, if they state the
company’s position on environmental,

health and safety, it is the obligatory
“CEO Statement” in the annual environ-
mental report. These statements are
almost always written by someone else
(typically the communications depart-
ment with input from the EHS group)
and are structured to be consistent with
the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI)
reporting guidelines.

Read a few dozen of these reports
and they all seem to merge into the
same breathless message of devotion to
corporate responsibility. Look deeper
and you generally do not find much
substance. And these are the enlight-
ened CEOs. Most companies do not
even issue a report.

Indeed, the Ray Andersons of this
world are rarities, and I sometimes won-
der if they are also becoming an endan-
gered species. The messages that come
out of so many companies, including
companies viewed as leaders such as
British Petroleum and Royal Dutch
Shell, are conservative in contrast to
Ray’s writings and speeches. For exam-
ple, in 1998 he stated in a meeting of
CEOs at the U.S. Embassy in London
that “In the future, people like me will
go to jail.”2 The implication being that
the CEOs of today, viewed with hind-
sight by society in the future, will not
look kindly on the unsustainable prac-
tices of industry today.

While this may be true (just reflect
upon the environmental, health, safety
and human rights issues of corporations
during the first half of the past century),
it is a message that is usually lost. Ray is
no Jack Welch, and his business has not
achieved the financial rewards linked to
sustainability that may have encouraged
other CEOs to follow his lead.

The sectors that have historically
received significant public, non-govern-
ment organization (NGO) and regulatory
criticism tend to have executives who are
more aware of and sensitive to emerging
EHS dynamics. Thus, the mining, chemi-
cal, pharmaceutical, energy and trans-
portation sectors, at least on the surface,
pay greater attention to these issues.
They also produce some of the best social

responsibility reports. Disclosure is no
substitute for aggressive action and
results, but greater transparency demon-
strates, at a minimum, that there are
managers in the company who are track-
ing at least the most obvious issues and
opportunities.

Business executives and boards of
directors may take a look at these 
corporate responsibility reports. The key
word is “may,” and it is a very big may if
only electronic reports are issued. The
essential (and often missing) element is
face-to-face meetings, which are neces-
sary to really get across the strategic
issues in play that may be covered in
these reports. Ideally, all employees
should eventually be included in some
form of direct communication.

The sector that I find the most fasci-
nating is the food industry. Few compa-
nies within this sector issue social
responsibility reports. Research by KPMG
in 1999 and the University of Sunderland
in 2002 found that this sector lagged
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Look deeper and you
generally do not find

much substance.

Table 1. Food Fright!
1. Agricultural runoff
2. Animal waste
3. Animal welfare
4. Antibiotic overuse
5. Decreasing crop diversity
6. Diminishing fish populations
7. Ethical trade / malnutrition
8. Fertilizers
9. Food additives

10. Food allergies
11. Food irradiation
12. Food labeling
13. Food poisoning, product recalls
14. Food safety (terrorist threat)
15. Genetically modified foods
16. Habitat loss / clear cutting for crop

production
17. Intensive “factory” farming
18. Loss of topsoil
19. Lowering groundwater levels /

freshwater supplies
20. Mad-cow disease
21. Obesity
22. Organics movement
23. Overpacking
24. Pesticides
25. Resource consumption: grain vs.

meat
26. SARS (jumping the species barriers)
27. Soil salinity buildup
28. Trace metals (e.g., lead in choco-

late, mercury in tuna)
29. Trans-fats



behind most. The United Nations Envi-
ronmental Programme (UNEP) and Sus-
tainAbility, in their 2002 report, Trust Us,
stated “Even the most advanced food
producers, shippers and retailers are still
at an embryonic stage in their reporting,
let alone developing and deploying truly
sustainable business models.”3 This is
amazing in view of the fact that this sec-
tor has been in the center of a brewing
storm of issues (see Table 1).

From my observations and direct talks
with EHS professionals inside the food
industry, business executives seem either
unconcerned or distracted by other
issues. How long this lack of a focused
response will last is anyone’s guess, but
the sector is ripe for change.

For example, Nestlé and General Mills
appear to be making headway and may
set the path for others to follow. The
alcoholic beverage industry has been sen-
sitized because of the tobacco industry
problems. Anheuser-Busch has been par-
ticularly progressive with its EHS pro-
grams. McDonalds’ management has
been sensitized by their ongoing relation-
ship with Environmental Defense. First it
was packaging, now the issue is reduced
use of antibiotics in chickens. But for
now the food industry norm is less than
exemplary, as evident by the recent $5.25
million fine by the U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA) against Sara Lee
Bakery Group for the largest ever corpo-
rate-wide violations of ozone preserva-
tion laws.

The food industry may represent one
extreme, but even the more enlightened
sectors have problems with executive
awareness of emerging issues. I get this
message constantly from EHS profes-
sionals. As one individual told me after
a series of interviews with top execu-
tives, “I have been to the top and it’s
ugly.” I have experienced this myself
during conversations with top business
executives. One of the direct conse-
quences of this lack of awareness is
restructured and understaffed EHS
departments, as though these groups
were only providing routine, low-value
service functions.

Root Causes and Solutions
Enlightened executives are relatively rare
due to a myriad of factors. Education on
EHS subjects is sparse in business
courses in college. It was non-existent
when today’s executives were in college. 
• Few in-company or externally provided

executive training courses provide much
substance in these areas. 

• Environmental activists have never done
a very good job explaining what is
going on in business terms. The mes-
sages delivered by protesters come
across to business managers as fractured
wackiness. The media is focused on
sound bites and rarely covers the sub-
stantive issues. The whale trapped in
the net grabs the headlines. Where is
the business relevance?

• Business newspapers, journals and
books do not generally contain this
type of information. In the past ten
years, for example, the Harvard
Business Review has published thirteen
articles directly related to EHS —
roughly one percent of the articles
published. The Wall Street Journal rou-
tinely reports on companies facing
EHS challenges and finding niche
green opportunities, but the editorials
inevitably convey the message that
environmental concerns are
overblown. Cognitive dissonance may
be the best way to describe this
inconsistency. Jim Collins’ best selling
book Good to Great contains no refer-
ences to EHS. Jack Welch’s Straight
from the Gut, contains twelve pages on
the polychlorinated biphenyl (PCB)
issues faced by General Electric,
which he described as “one of the
most frustrating issues I’ve had to deal
with for 25 years.”4 General Electric
(GE) was named as the only responsi-
ble party in the Superfund action
brought by EPA in connection with the
cleanup of PCB-contaminated sediment
in the Hudson River near New York
City. In August 2003, GE agreed to pay
EPA up to $28 million in partial reim-
bursement of EPA’s past and future
costs associated with the project. But,
it is all too easy to dismiss GE’s prob-
lems as unique to GE and ignore the
broader message that EHS issues can
be quicksand.

• The scientific community has, if any-
thing, confused the situation.
Whenever Lester Brown of the Earth
Policy Institute publishes predictions of

looming global problems, a book like
The Skeptical Environmentalist by Bjørn
Lomborg comes along to throw every-
thing up for debate. Needless to say,
management likes (and may fund) 
the upbeat research delivered by
researchers like Lomborg. Fortune mag-
azine even ran a story this year titled “A
Little Poison Can Be Good For You.”5

This confusing array of inputs easily
allows executives to assume that EHS
issues are not strategically relevant to 
a company. Yes, do what is socially
responsible (i.e., legally required), but
anything beyond that this is just too
confusing to invest limited resources.
Executives can easily rationalize why 
the EHS successes and dramatic failures
of other companies do not apply to 
their own company. This brings us to 
the final and most significant contribu-
tor to unenlightened executives: us.

The nature of the interactions between
EHS professionals and executives helps
to foster the “green wall” that disables us
from having greater influence with man-
agement.6 Interactions between EHS pro-
fessionals and executives are typically
issue and process driven (see Table 2),
not strategic and forward-oriented. With
major business divisions, and mid to
large corporations, management access
can be a major factor. Even at small man-
ufacturing sites where access is not an
issue, EHS professionals spend the vast
majority of their time just covering the
traditional issues and metrics.

Human nature is such that unless man-
agers are comfortable and familiar with the
underlying issues, they are less inclined to
go along with some program or project.
One needs to gradually bring them
onboard; data dumps rarely work. For
example, it may be necessary to first bring
them up-to-date on the changing role of
NGOs before asking for approval on a new
community outreach program in partner-
ship with an NGO. Such efforts are nearly
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Enlightened executives
are relatively rare due
to a myriad of factors.  

Table 2. Executive Interaction
Issue Driven
• Crisis du-jour
• Current events/trends
Process Driven
• Reporting outcomes
• Performance numbers
• Program status
• Compliance status
• Receiving instructions and direction



impossible to justify strictly on the dollars,
but they can reap enormous benefits.

In large corporations, I sometimes get
the impression that the EHS managers go
out of their way to avoid executive inter-
actions. Meetings are infrequent and are
carefully orchestrated along very narrow
lines. As a test evaluation, assess the
nature of the face-to-face executive and
director meetings that have been held to
explain your EHS and community report
(assuming your company publishes one).
Have any been held at all? Some EHS
managers are beginning to realize that
this “out of sight — out of mind” behav-
ior is self defeating. Certainly, it does not
build the trust and understanding needed
to embark on non-traditional (i.e., not-
compliance related) programs.  

There are numerous ways to raise visi-
bility and understanding. At an absolute
minimum, for example, companies
should have an EHS executive steering
committee. The specifics that determine
how they are set up is critical for their
success. Executive steering committees
and other mechanisms designed to boost

management awareness could be a sub-
ject for a future “Manager’s Notebook”
column in Environmental Protection if 
I get sufficient reader requests.

Bottom Line
If you have ever worked inside industry
for an enlightened executive as I have, it
can make all the difference in the world
to foster progress and personal job satis-
faction. The frustration factor that seems
to be so prevalent among EHS profes-
sionals today would go to zero if every
business manager were enlightened. They
may still reject programs and projects,
but at least you know that they are acting
from a position of knowledge. If execu-
tives are out to lunch, we cannot over-
look our own responsibility to get them
back to the (business) table and feed
them with facts. We owe it to ourselves
and to the success of the company.

Richard MacLean is
president of Compet-
itive Environment
Inc., a management
consulting firm
established in 1995
in Scottsdale, Ariz.;
a principal at Inde-
pendent Perspec-
tives, a virtual 
consulting network supporting business 
management; and the executive director of
the Center for Environmental Innovation

(CEI), a university-based nonprofit research
organization. He can be reached via 
e-mail at maclean@competitive-e.com. For
Adobe Acrobat® electronic files of this and
his other writings, visit his Web site at
www.Competitive-E.com.
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