
Sustainability is a 
driving force for 

innovation
exxcility.comWhitepaper



2

01. THE PREFACE 
SUSTAINABILITY AS A SUCCESS FACTOR 
FOR MID-SIZED COMPANIES

02. SUSTAINABILITY
THE NEW WHY

03. INNOVATION 
THE ROCKY ROAD FROM 
IDEA TO IMPLEMENTATION

04. SUSTAINABILITY + INNOVATION
= VALUE CREATION²

THE CONTENT

06. BEST PRACTICES
SUCCESSFUL ACTIVITIES  
FROM OTHER COMPANIES

05. YOUR PATH
TO A SUSTAINABLE FUTURE



3

Climate change, globalisation, digi-
talisation, more demanding custom-
ers: these issues are not questions of 
comfort. Instead, rising competitive 
pressure has made these issues sim-
ple questions of survival. Successful-
ly combining addressing all of these 
issues is the key to remaining on top 
or climbing to the top. This is increas-
ingly forcing companies to rethink 
their approaches, no matter the size of 
the company itself. Because even the 
largest companies understand that  
they will disappear unless they contin-
ue to innovate. 

Those companies that intend to keep 
pace with this dynamic market need 
to grow with the challenges and con-
stantly adapt.  

These issues often become trend top-
ics. Just as the issue of sustainability 
has simply been a catchphrase for a 
company’s green image up until now. 
However, that misrepresents the situ-
ation which companies such as yours 
are actually in. Companies have to ad-
dress these issues in order to adapt to 
the developments of the markets and 
the way the world is changing.

1. THE PREFACE
SUSTAINABILITY AS A SUCCESS FACTOR  
FOR MID-SIZED COMPANIES 
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They often begin with isolated CSR 
projects (Corporate Social Responsi-
bility) which the companies launch for 
PR purposes. Once companies begin 
to truly tackle the issue of sustainabil-
ity, it quickly becomes clear just how 
complex and varied this issue actually 
is. In fact, it is often even more difficult 
to implement sustainability of com-
panies because the reward for all of 
these efforts often does not appear to 
be directly measurable or lies too far 
in the future. 

Yet the opposite is true. Sustainability 
creates specific and measurable op-
portunities which can be realised far 
more quickly than many people be-
lieve. This not only applies to corpo-
rations. Addressing sustainability also 
offers benefits to traditional Swabian 
picture book companies and SMEs of 
every type alike.

This is precisely the point of this white 
paper. You will discover how you and 
your company can not only adapt to an 
increasingly rapidly changing world 
but can also strategically implement 
sustainability and utilise it to achieve 
innovations in every area of the com-
pany. Rather than being driven by your 
conscience, by the public with Fridays 
for Future or new laws, you can instead 
develop into an innovator, spearhead-
ing your industry.
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Is sustainability a blessing or curse? Will it be an obstacle in the way of your com-
pany’s success or a stepping stone into the future? 
  
Sustainability often feels as though you were throwing a heavy set of keys off the 
balcony just to save time. People are not entirely certain where to start. Do you 
throw it down to the person or better in the direction of the road or the bushes? 
In the end, it can save a lot of time and effort but could also end up in the wrong 
place. Ultimately, someone ends up walking down all of those stairs rather than 
trying any experiments.

Truth be told, the issue is not only complicated but also complex. Almost nobody 
can precisely explain what the word actually means and whether opening this 
door is truly worthwhile. That is why you, as a managing director, board member 
or manager at a mid-sized company have concerns, as you could go in the wrong 
direction or could demand too much from your team.  

Although the idea initially sounds interesting, many fear investing a lot of time, 
funds and resources, expertise and personnel. Day-to-day management barely 
leaves time for extra duties and so things end up staying the same. The existing 
strategic challenges appear to be challenging enough. That is why one common 
question is: “How can we find the time and resources to also handle this massive 
issue?”

If you ask CEOs managing directors, they often fear that the positive impact on 
the company’s image could end up having the opposite effect. Even in cases 
where sustainability is not simply about image but is also based on conviction, 
there are concerns about being criticised for “greenwashing”. This is simply be-
cause sustainability is a new issue and the company is not fully familiar with it yet 
and any mistakes will be criticised by the public. 

However, refraining from doing something simply because it might go wrong has 
never been a good idea. Successful entrepreneurs and enterprises, in particular, 
have a certain tolerance for mistakes in order to enable or even encourage inno-
vations.

  

2. SUSTAINABILITY
THE NEW WHY?
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So before you tackle the difficult question of “Where do we start?”, it makes sense 
to clear up what is actually meant by sustainability.  Sustainability is an umbrella 
term for the interactions between three dimensions:

• The economic, 
• the ecological and the 
• social responsibility. 

With a sustainable development, we consider all three dimensions equally. As 
such, sustainability means understanding one’s own entrepreneurial success 
within a larger context.

Sustainability is a development which addresses the needs of 
the current generation without endangering the opportunities of 
future generations to satisfy their own needs and choose their 

own lifestyle. 
BRUNDTLAND REPORT, 1987 

Viewed from this perspective, companies should not only strive to achieve eco-
nomic objectives in terms of profit maximisation but should also expand the per-
spective to consider value creation on more levels to ensure that the ecological 
and social dimensions do not suffer. 
  
However, expanding the economic dimension is less complex than many people 
believe. Every CEO, managing director and every manager encounters all three 
dimensions as part of their daily business.  

WHAT IS 
SUSTAINABILITY?
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ECONOMIC 
(Steering, innovation, production, strategy, controlling…) 
• How can we succeed in remaining innovative and competitive? 
• How can we shape our relationships with suppliers, service providers and 

customers responsibly? 
• How can we sustainably secure jobs for our employees and future-proof our 

company? 
• Where should the company stand in 5, 10 or 25 years?

ECOLOGICAL 
(procurement, strategy, production, distribution…) 
• How is my company’s building built and insulated? 
• How is the energy supplied? 
• Where does the used water go after it has been used for production? 
• Where do the materials and components come from and how are they pack-

aged? 
• How do we deal with waste? 
• How do we travel to our customers and business partners? 

SOCIAL 
(personnel, corporate culture, marketing, corporate identity…) 
• What are the working conditions for administration, production or the sales 

force? 
• Are the working conditions and wage payments appropriate? 
• How do foreign suppliers work? 
• Do we regularly audit our suppliers? 
• How do we find good employees, retain and motivate them? 

THE 3 DIMENSIONS
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Sustainability is not as far removed from day-to-day work in German companies 
as many people think. Many mid-sized companies are already highly conscious 
of their responsibilities. Often, it is the owner-families who act with respect for 
traditions and the region. These families not only focus on the shareholder value 
but also work to achieve “shared value”: the shared value creation is “added val-
ue” for the company and its cooperation partners, the environment and all of its 
stakeholders. 

Many SMEs are family-run and the managing directors have a good sense of the 
values and the importance of fairness and authenticity with regard to the team 
but also in terms of the community and the region. As a consequence, imple-
menting sustainability requires less additional commitment and effort than ex-
pected. Yet because many companies regard the best practices that they have 
already implemented as simply a part of how they do business, they forget to con-
tinue expanding these and making them visible for employees and customers. 
Traditional SMEs have often made more progress than is apparent from both the 
outside and the inside. 

That is why it is worth taking a look at your company: What are you already doing 
with regard to sustainability without ever having noticed?
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As with sustainability, innovation is also a varied and complex issue. It requires 
specific conditions and a targeted strategic orientation.  

Innovation is an idea in action 
HANS-JÜRGEN QUADBECK-SEEGER 

THE TERM “INNOVATION”: WHAT TYPES OF INNOVATION ARE THERE? 

“Innovations are the result of the creative process by multiple actors (…), which 
results in a qualitatively novel combination of purpose and resources which is 
introduced to the market or at a company (production or administration) by an 
organisation for the first time. The term “innovation” not only encompasses phys-
ical products but also new services as well as new procedural organisational as-
pects (...), along with new social, company and contractual aspects.”    

3. INNOVATION 
THE ROCKY ROAD FROM IDEA 
TO IMPLEMENTATION 
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PRODUCTS  

• renewing existing products 
• developing new products
• solutions for customer needs
• material replacement/product sub-

stitution 

SOCIAL FRAMEWORK  

• flexible working hours
• virtual office options
• hybrid teams 

STRUCTURES AND SYSTEMS 

• digitalised processes
• lean management systems
• innovative personnel development

PROCESSES  

• increased efficiency
• testing new processes
• combining proven processes
• removing process steps
• digital innovation management 

SERVICE INNOVATION  

• digitalised service platforms
• leasing systems
• added services for products 

BUSINESS MODELS 

• new business model based on 
defined/identified customer needs

• Shared economy instead of 
product or service “ownership” 
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Every innovation is new, complex, uncertain and a source of conflict in its own 
way. Numerous studies have shown that many innovation projects fail because 
they lack a clear focus. The projects run longer and longer and consume more 
and more resources. Companies often attempt to position innovation projects at 
the edge of their operative business. This means that they are not given the nec-
essary importance, team power in budgets that they would actually need. This 
is because many SMEs do not yet have professional innovation management. 
When it comes to innovations, they simply lack a clear roadmap from idea gener-
ation to implementation. 

95% of new product ideas fail and less than 30% 
of all planned innovations are implemented. 

INSTITUTE FOR INNOVATION RESEARCH, RUHR UNIVERSITY

The risk of failure also impedes innovation projects. In keeping with the principle 
of “it is better to develop nothing at all than to develop the wrong way”. However, 
this attitude fails to consider the perspectives of customers fails to include suppli-
ers. This means that innovations are frequently “over-engineered” before a com-
pany even understands the real needs of the various stakeholders. Seen from this 
perspective, and innovation is a foreign body which is applied to a functioning 
system and causes problems. However, we need to develop innovations from the 
inside out and successively optimise existing systems.

INNOVATIVE CAPABILITY REQUIRES FAVOURABLE CONDITIONS  

The last and greatest obstacle for innovation is the lack of support from the man-
agement. The management usually has too many projects to handle, which de-
mand attention and analysis, to have the time to also promote real innovations 
on a day-to-day basis. Although innovation is always regarded as a key strategic 
issue to safeguard the future of the company, the actual progress is inadequately 
communicated, measured and linked to employee goals.
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Innovative capability requires encouraging conditions: Systems, processes, mind-
set, a solution-oriented attitude, tolerance for mistakes, the drive to implement, 
space, creativity, conviction, decision making, time, cross functional collabora-
tion, etc. Alongside “what” and “how”, innovation also requires a “why”, namely a 
clear direction and meaning.

The principle of sustainability is capable of providing companies with precisely 
these elements. Considering all three dimensions of sustainability gives business 
activity orientation – and meaning. It offers everyone involved a framework to de-
velop new ways of doing things. The search for sustainable solutions requires 
resources and options but also precisely this framework in order to flourish. The 
aim is not only to achieve growing profitability but also clear positioning by defin-
ing contours, boundaries and edges.

Innovation needs 
“Learning by doing”  

and a WHY? 
EXXCILITY

In the fifth section of this white paper, we will take a closer look at how sustain-
ability makes the potential for innovation visible and implementable. 
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Innovation meets sustainability: conflict or collaboration? When you combine 
these two issues, the numerous commonalities of these supposedly different is-
sues suddenly become apparent: they are highly complex, seem difficult to im-
plement and yet promise great benefits.  
 
The company goal of increasing innovative power does not need to fall victim to 
sustainability issues. To the contrary: If you adopt sustainability as a strategic ob-
jective, this often serves to reveal your innovation potentials and even provides a 
means to implement them. Strategic synergy effects often arise. 
 
The sustainability factor is more than a CSR initiative (Corporate Social Respon-
sibility). It should serve as a paradigm for action, one which provides both the 
“journey” and the “destination” and, therefore, has the potential to launch the 
disruptive transformation that moves your company forward.

SUSTAINABILITY AS AN ENTREPRENEURIAL OPPORTUNITY 

A good 80% of roughly 2000 companies surveyed rated sustainability as important 
for maintaining business performance over the long term. 

Roughly 70% also regarded it as a chance for growth and competitiveness. A solid 
third of the companies pursued a specific sustainability strategy and another third 

are planning a corresponding strategy. 

 04/2021 MID-SIZED COMPANY SURVEY BY COMMERZBANK.

4. SUSTAINABILITY + INNOVATION
= VALUE CREATION²
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Sustainability not only provides orientation. It serves as a means of integrated 
and innovative company development. Our Sustainable Business Transformation 
Framework described in the following provides an overview of how to transfer 
sustainability to your company strategy as a success factor.

  

 
  

Exxcility’s Sustainable Business Transformation Framework

People, planet and performance represent the three dimensions of economy, 
ecology and social responsibility. We have also added ‘Purpose’ as a factor which 
combines the entire orientation on the principle of sustainability as a top-level 
goal and company strategy. 

To identify opportunities, the entire value chain needs to undergo a structured 
and systematic analysis from a sustainability perspective. This enables you to dis-
cover improvements in the supply chain that have been neglected until now and 
also develop innovative ideas for products, processes and people, in many cases.

In the process, it is important to examine and change your company with a focus 
on the “sustainability filters”. The same time, it is also important to consider the 
interactions inside and outside the company. Because innovative power requires 
favourable conditions. 
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49% of the 1005 companies surveyed in the SME study carried 
out by Gothaer Versicherung regarded as very important for the 

company to develop sustainably with a view toward environmental 
and climate protection. 

GOTHAER SME STUDY, JUNE 2021 

Motivation
Values and meaning have a place in day-to-day work: everyone 
understands why innovation is important beyond the financial 
targets. 

Adaptability
Innovative company management capable of handling the 
growing complexity  

Innovation
Cooperative collaboration with the stakeholders with a positive 
impact beyond the boundaries of the company 

Resource-saving
A regenerative economy becomes possible. 

Future-proofing
The principle of prevention instead of reaction and crisis 
management.

PURPOSE 
Reason for being 
and greater meaning
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Sustainable family-owned companies demonstrate higher 
financial and non-financial performance.  
WIFU STUDY 2020: SUSTAINABILITY IN FAMILY-OWNED COMPANIES

Structural innovative capability
A sustainable company strategy is more than just resource 
optimisation: it enables the analysis and renewal of the entire 
value chain onward to innovation of the entire business model. 

Cost reduction
Reduction of costs through more conscious use of resources or 
innovations with alternative materials. 

Increased company value
Attractiveness for investors, consolidation of the market position. 

Proactive risk management
Active intervention before crises come to a head and legislation 
enters into force (e.g. Supply Chain Act, etc.). 

External expertise
Utilise synergy effects through collaboration and networks 
throughout the entire value chain.

PERFORMANCE 
Economic 
dimension
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More than 50% of employees rate a clear position regarding 
sustainability among the top three incentives when searching for 

an employer.   
KÖNIGSTEIN AGENCY, 2020 

Performance
Positive effects on the working atmosphere and the corporate 
culture through clear leadership and strategy.

Employee loyalty
Increase the company’s attractiveness, greater employee 
satisfaction and longer employee retention. 

Efficiency
Improve the internal and external cross functional communication 
and cooperation – also for innovative ideas.

Organisational learning and development
Developing new processes and products requires innovative 
mentalities and constant experimentation. 

Customer loyalty
Enable customers to share the “Why?” through sustainable 
activity.

PEOPLE  
Social 
dimension
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Change before you have to.
NELSON HENDERSON

 

Innovative resource usage
Conscious use of resources reveals the potential for alternative 
materials and innovations.

External image
A commitment to sustainability makes the progress towards 
solving ecological problems and the innovative capability 
measurable and visible. 

Measurable savings
Find alternative processes and savings potentials to reduce the 
negative impact on nature. Reduces the costs for electricity, 
water, waste, materials, etc.  

New business models
Respect for the environment reveals potentials for new 
“repairing” or “maintaining” services.

PLANET  
Ecological 
dimension
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The decision for a sustainable strategic orientation and its operative implementa-
tion enables a company transformation which creates greater value for all inter-
nal and external stakeholders. 
 
The drastic changes around us demand intelligent and innovative answers. Gen-
eralised statements are inadequate. Instead, the solutions need to be developed 
specifically for each company, strategically refined and operatively implemented 
throughout the entire company.

Our general guideline is: 
SUSTAINABLE BUSINESS.

EXXCILITY

Returning to the metaphor from the first paragraph: Companies cannot keep the 
door to sustainable transformation closed any longer without endangering their 
own existence over the long term. That is why we encourage companies to ac-
cept the challenge and perceive the sustainable transformation as an opportuni-
ty. In the process, this utilises the company’s full innovative potential and enables 
it to develop reliably in the future. 
 
The synergies between sustainability and innovation not only enhance efficiency 
(doing things right) but also effectiveness (doing the right things). Sustainability 
is the factor that takes companies to the next level of value creation. Not only 
for themselves but also for their stakeholders. In addition, the company is also 
achieve better networks, connections and collaborations.
  
Small and mid-sized companies are a cornerstone of the German economy and 
can have a major impact. They are not only capable of strengthening themselves 
through a sustainability strategy but can also have a powerful impact on society 
and can make a remarkable contribution to solving the global challenges.

SUMMARY AND 
WHAT IS NEXT?
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Act as if what you do makes a 
difference. It does!   

 WILLIAM JAMES

What is the first step for your company? Which sustainability strategy should your 
company choose to secure or expand its success over the long term? There is no 
one answer to this question. However, there are steps that you can take succes-
sively to future-proof your company.

5. YOUR PATH
TO A SUSTAINABLE
FUTURE
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1ST STEP 
CREATE MOTIVATION FOR SUSTAINABILITY THROUGH A “WHY?”.

Awareness of sustainability begins with the small things. Everyone can contribute 
and develop ideas which have an impact. However, everyone needs an aware-
ness of the issue. This begins with a “Why?”. Everyone needs to be aware of the 
purpose, the reason why sustainability is in the interest of every single employee.
 

Future-proofing means long-term job security.

Saving resources means leaving a richer world for our children.

Better value creation often improves our own income.

Therefore, define the strategic objectives that you wish to pursue with your com-
pany along with the positive effect for your employees. Once everyone under-
stands that they benefit from sustainability and the resulting elevations, and they 
become highly motivated to get involved.

2ND STEP 
CREATE AWARENESS OF THE “WHAT?”.

 “There is so much to do, where do we even start?” is a frequent ques-
tion. To make answering that question easier, the first thing to do is to ask:  
“What are already doing?”

Your company may already have implemented individual measures for the eco-
nomical, ecological or social dimensions yet which have not been recognised as 
such. To specifically start further initiatives, you also need to ask: Where have we 
already taken a step? 

Economic: Are you already saving resources and reducing costs in specific 
areas?

Ecological: Have you developed new services which include  
maintenance and a longer service life, for example?

Social: Have you introduced part-time models of flexible working hours?
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Create a list of measures that you have already implemented within your compa-
ny. Because when you are aware of where you have had a positive impact, you 
can then specifically expand or transfer measures to other areas. 

When a company digitalised as its internal accounting, for example, to enhance 
efficiency, this eliminates a large share of the paper consumption in the process. 
Yet if the rest of your company continues to print out e-mails and presentations, 
you have identified one measure that your company can implement easily.

3RD STEP 
DERIVE MEASURES FROM THE STRATEGIES.

If you are pursuing a future-proofing strategy, which you should be as an entre-
preneur who thinks the long-term, then changing demographics and the lack of 
skilled labour are relevant social issues. Suitable measures in this regard include 
further education programs specifically targeting older employees in conjunc-
tion with semi-retirement models and ongoing employment even after reaching 
retirement age.

All of the ecological and economic measures can be reduced to the following 
questions, which you can ask yourself:

WHERE CAN WE SAVE?

Reduced resource consumption (raw materials, energy, etc.) for production pro-
cesses or products. When improving the existing production samples, the same 
performance needs to be achieved with less ecologically relevant materials.

HOW CAN WE RECYCLE?

The closed circuit is another approach. All of the resources consumed during 
production need to be either reused or returned to natural circulation. The aim is 
to prevent waste and emissions.

WHAT CAN WE OFFER?

Fundamentally examining the company’s own offering with a view toward supply 
and demand makes sense. Foregoing some of the existing consumption patterns 
may give rise to entirely new business models for products and services.
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SOCIAL

Activities to improve employee motivation, loyalty and advancement serve to en-
hance the company’s attractiveness for qualified employees. However, the de-
mographic changes are making this increasingly difficult. Companies have also 
recognised this. Bosch and BMW have come up with one means of achieving a 
more sustainable employee structure. These companies have realised that con-
sumers and the employee structure will have to adapt to the demographic chang-
es over the long term.

Bosch and BMW offer qualified employees the op-
tion of continuing their employment via contract 

positions after they reach retirement age. 

6. BEST PRACTICES
SUCCESSFUL ACTIVITIES 
FROM OTHER COMPANIES.
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PRODUCT INNOVATIONS

An innovation based on sustainability is more than an ecological improvement of 
a product. Products and services developed on this foundation enable compa-
nies to overcome new challenges in society and access new customer groups. 
These are not simply incremental improvements to resource usage but rather 
fundamentally new ideas for products and services. 

With its new “New Sustainable Business Initiative”, Philips aims to 
develop new business models to address previously unsatisfied needs 
in developing countries. This has resulted in the development of solar-

based lighting which works without electricity networks.

SOCIALLY RESPONSIBLE SUPPLY CHAIN

Ecological and social problems throughout the supply chain cause a major risk 
to the supply chain reliability and to the company’s image. That is why sustain-
able supply chain management is becoming increasingly important. Sustainable 
supply chain management is used to implement defined standards. To achieve 
lasting changes, companies are not only sanctioning failure to comply with the 
conditions but are also working to improve conditions locally. This secures the 
supply chain for the long-term and also safeguards the company’s own image.

BASF INVOLVES THE ENTIRE VALUE CHAIN IN CSR ACTIVITIES: IN 
CHINA, THE “1+3” CSR PROJECT PROVIDES EVERY BUSINESS PARTNER 

FROM THE SUPPLIERS, CUSTOMERS AND LOGISTICS PROVIDERS 
GROUP WITH EXPERTISE TAILORED TO THEIR CHALLENGES. BASF 

REQUIRES THESE COMPANIES TO PASS ON THEIR EXPERTISE TO THREE 
OTHER COMPANIES IN THEIR SUPPLY CHAIN.
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SUSTAINABLE RISK AND OPPORTUNITY MANAGEMENT 

Many resource-hungry companies are aware of the increasing scarcity of re-
sources and are working to achieve long-term stable supplier relationships. This 
means that they help their suppliers with regard to sustainability to ensure that 
they remain able to meet the company’s needs over the long term. They also will-
ingly pass on their own strategic expertise.

BASF UTILISES THE ISSUE OF SUSTAINABILITY AS A STRATEGIC 
MEANS OF ACHIEVING CUSTOMER AND SUPPLIER LOYALTY. WHEN 
PURCHASING SCARCE RAW MATERIALS, THE COMPANY RELIES ON 

SUSTAINABILITY CONSULTING FOR SUPPLIERS IN ORDER TO CONCLUDE 
LONG-TERM SUPPLY CONTRACTS.

WHAT WOULD YOU LIKE TO ACHIEVE?
Let us find solutions!

info@exxcility.com

+49 (0)2505 93 977 82

www.exxcility.com


