2nd Environmental Management Leadership Symposium: 

Role of the Environmental Manager in the Workplace


Conclusions
Overview of Topic

Large scale environmental problems occurring on a local, regional, and global stage reaffirm the urgency in the environmental professional arena that a paradigm shift must occur for the world to change its course from destruction to a path that moves towards sustainability and more specifically, ecological balance.  In order for this to occur, the systems controlling business and society must have an innovative and dramatic overhaul. While corporate environmental managers (EMs) have historically played a reactive role in minimizing the harm business has had on the environment, this reactive stance will not be enough to bring the change the world needs.   However, if the role of the environmental manager in the workplace were expanded to go beyond reactive compliance and to a higher goal, the EM can instead of focusing on “doing no harm,” focus on improving- proactively improving- the quality of the environment and by extension the society and economy.
The problem of defining the role of the EM in the workplace is twofold.  The first issue is the matter of deciding what portion of the problem the environmental manager can and should invest her efforts in working to solve.  One must agree to the fact that there will be portions of the problem that would best be left to other groups of people: government, NGO watchdogs, and consumers.  Therefore the first issue is defining the sliver of the problem in which our skills and knowledge make us best suited to influence and affect change.

The second part of the problem is the matter of deciding whom an EM holds her allegiance to: the environment or the company that is employing her.  Sometimes it feels as if the EM is stuck in between the needs of apparently opposed needs of the company and the needs of the environment which is an EM’s namesake.
Currently it is clear that the perceived role of the EM is small within an organization to create large change.  Therefore, this issue of defining the role will be the first step towards finding opportunities to expand this role so that the EM can take part of the necessary, life-saving paradigm shift.
Background of Workshop
This Budapest workshop continued the discussion led by Joe Rosenbeck in the 1st Environmental Management Leadership Symposium titled the Role of the Environmental Manager in the Workplace.

In this workshop the main finding was the delineation of an EM’s role as a change agent within her organization that will move the company from beyond compliance towards sustainability.  The following definition from Barron’s Business Dictionary for “change agent” was agreed upon:
a person whose presence or thought processes cause a change from the traditional way of handling or thinking about a problem.
This definition of an EM’s role was arrived at after much discussion.  The group initially had stated that an EM could possibly be a leader in moving the organization towards the goal of sustainability.  However, debate ensued about whether this was a proper statement for an EM considering the boundaries of the EM’s sphere of influence and position within an organization.  The EM is usually placed in a staff position within an organization instead of in direct line with the CEO.  Due to this location, the EM is viewed more as an advice giver to the CEO who ultimately will be the one leading.  Therefore, the group decided that change agent was more appropriate.
The following list of strategies EM’s can use to be change agents was developed in the first workshop:
· Learning the business from the corporate level to the facility level

· Effectively using EHS management systems and the system’s components.

· Making the business case (i.e., identifying opportunities and impacts to the bottom line) and using business tools such as quality tools, lean thinking, six sigma)

· Understanding the formal and informal organizational structure

· Using risk-based thinking

· Consensus building

· Proactively educating others

· Actively crafting their own jobs within the organization
The second workshop continued with this idea of being a change agent and focused on the role the business case played.  One of the most commonly suggested strategies for environmental managers is to make the “business case.” Ever since Robert Sheldon’s seminal article, “Hitting the Green Wall: Why Corporate Environmental Programs Stalled,” EMs have been struggling to convert their environmentalese to the language of business.  Unfortunately, this focus on speaking the language of business has given the impression that the EM’s goal is not primarily the environment but improving her organization’s bottom line.  It has created a type of cognitive dissonance where our thoughts and actions are misaligned since one can not help but fall prey to the power of words.  If one is speaking in monetary terms it is inevitable one will act with a monetary purpose.  Therefore, if one were to use the business case as an agent change, one will have to redefine what criteria are included in this argument since currently a business case’s sole inclusion of short-term benefits and direct monetary costs do not include the environmental case.
So for this conference, we discussed what the business case means or includes in regards to the environment and the extent that it can or should be used by an environmental manager.

The following four outcomes were provided to group, and discussion ensued:

1. Define business case and the types of decision making criteria that are/should be included.

2. Define environmental case and its role within/without the business case.

3. Define the limits of using business cases to promote environmental projects.

4. Define the opportunities of using business cases to promote environmental projects.
Findings of Workshop

The first item that was discussed was the current definition of the business case.  The group concluded the following items were typically included in a business case meant to persuade top management to fund a project:
· How much does it cost?

· How much money will we get back?

· What are the available resources?

· What are stakeholder considerations?

· What is the time scale?
Unfortunately if an EM wanted to pursue a project that benefited the environment the items included in the business case would be problematic to include in an environmental case since they become either irrelevant or against the current philosophy of profit based business decisions.
The group thought that particularly the stakeholder considerations and time scale criteria were the most problematic when arguing for an environmental project.  For this discussion, stakeholder considerations were limited to attracting and keeping consumers.  Because of the abstract nature of terms such as the environment, green, and sustainability, an organization and therefore an EM has trouble stating that a certain environmental initiative is directly linked to consumer concerns and wants.  The level of understanding and commitment that consumers have is not consistent or completely captured in market data.
The issue of time scale is a more obvious dilemma.  One group member stated that it would even be irrational for an EM to approach a corporate boardroom and state that a certain business project would have negative environmental effects fifty years in the future.  Irrational or not, time scale has been a long held criticism of traditional accounting schemes in the realm of environmental management.  Sustainability is not something that can occur within the quarterly profit reports and five year strategic plans of a typical organization.
So it became clear that the business case and environmental case were different entities.  The following diagram was proposed to illustrate the relation between these two persuasive cases:
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For most environmental projects the traditional business case is a much smaller portion of the environmental case since the environmental case includes the intangible, hidden, contingent, and long term costs and benefits that a business case replaces with direct costs and short term returns on investment.
Because an environmental manager operates within a business organization, the realm of influence of an EM lies within the business case.  The EM is confined to that smaller circle leaving the outside field to the public or civic sector.  
Therefore, it is the role of the EM within her organization to translate what may appear to be purely environmental arguments such as preservation of land, air, and water into a business case.  Currently the intangible, hidden, contingent, and long term costs and benefits are usually excluded from a business case.  The EM should be confident and skillful enough to pull those costs and benefits into the traditional business case.

The statement to which the group came to consensus was:

The environmental manager is the person in the company that expands the business case to include the intangible and long term benefits for the environment and believes and promotes this point of view within the company.
The group illustrated this concept with the following diagram:
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The group further outlined the sphere of influence of an EM as a change agent within the workplace through this continuum of environmental projects:
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The logic behind this diagram is that environmental projects that had obvious monetary benefits for organizations would be so obviously good to the company that even without an EM the project would get done.  The other extreme of the continuum are the projects that would have no apparent direct benefit to the company’s operations.  These “altruistic” projects would be outside the EM’s realm.  The point where the EM could truly exercise her powers as change agent would be for projects that lie between these two extremes- projects that benefit the environment and the company but the benefit to the company is not in the easily understood monetary, short term benefits. 

The group identified communication with top management as key towards working on expanding the definition of the business case to include the environmental case.  The group made an interesting comment that an EM can only do so much in society’s pursuit of sustainability.  Therefore, the EM should be looking at external forces such as consumers, governments, and NGOs for support and as a motivating factor for top management.  An EM can argue that it would be in the company’s best interest to stay ahead of consumer wants (i.e. “green” products), NGO scrutiny, and increasingly strict global regulations.  This would be an example of an EM operating in the middle of the continuum where both the environment and company can benefit but in less direct ways than monetary incentives.
Road blocks were identified.  The first was the issue of competing priorities.  Along with environmental projects, a company has many other projects going on such as manufacturing, marketing, etc.  So an EM not only has to prioritize environmental projects but also work to make environmental projects a priority in the grand scheme of the organization.  The second issue was the viability of the company, which relates to the competition of priorities.  If a company is in a strong economic position it can use more resources for environmental initiatives and the opposite happens when a company is about to be bankrupt.  The third issue identified was the EM’s freedom to act.  It was a consensus that EMs nowadays have little time to take on other initiatives other than the day to day paperwork and “fighting fires.”
However, a point that continued to be raised in the discussion was the concept of “faith.”  The EM has to believe that the intangible, hidden, contingent, and long term benefits of the environmental case will in fact come into fruition in the future.  Only after an EM strongly believes this can she work to get the organization to believe this as well.
The Next Step 

For the next workshop, it would be interesting to take the idea of change back to drawing blocks in order to have a theoretical look at the different models that exist for organizational change.   How can an EM affect change if she doesn’t understand the forces that are at work within her workplace and organization?
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