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Introduction
Environmental, Social, and Governance 
(ESG) considerations have emerged as 
the bedrock of sustainable and resilient 
business. As we navigate through 
challenges, seize opportunities, and strive 
for growth, ESG has become more than 
a mere set of metrics; it is the key to 
unlocking growth and resilience.

Holmes Noble, a leader in executive search 
and leadership consultancy, conducted a 
thorough examination of the ESG landscape 
through insightful conversations with 15 
forward-thinking CEOs. These discussions 
delved into the heart of the matter, 
uncovering the ESG challenges faced by 
industry leaders throughout the year.

ESG: A Necessity, Not a Risk

Our report delivers key insights for CEOs 
and business leaders seeking guidance on 
navigating the ESG terrain. Far beyond a 

risk mitigation strategy, ESG is presented 
here as an imperative driver of growth—a 
catalyst for transformative change that 
propels organisations into a future where 
sustainability is not just a choice but a 
fundamental necessity.

Through three chapters, we explore 
the transformative power of ESG in the 
boardroom, the imperative to innovate, 
and the role of ESG as a growth enabler. 
CEOs will discover practical advice, real-
world examples, and strategic insights to 
help shape their organisations into resilient, 
growth-oriented entities in the ESG era.
Holmes Noble provides a roadmap for CEOs 
to not only meet the challenges presented 
by the evolving business landscape but to 
thrive within it. ESG is the compass that 
directs businesses towards a future where 
success is not only measured in financial 
terms, but in the positive impact they make 
on the world.

      Page 3

      Page 4 - 7

      Page 8 - 11

      Page 12 - 15

      Page 16

      Page 17

Transformation of Boardroom Leadership

Introduction

ESG: The Time to Innovate

ESG as a Driver of Growth

Conclusion

Contributors

Contents

All research conducted by
Amy Speake | Chief Executive

M: +44 (0) 7887 409 561
HQ: +44 (0) 121 606 3007



54

Transformation of Boardroom Leadership

In the realm of corporate governance, the 
influence of ESG principles has been nothing 
short of revolutionary. CEOs from diverse 
sectors acknowledge that ESG has become a 
driving force behind unprecedented changes 
in the boardroom, reshaping the very fabric 
of leadership dynamics.

ESG has become embedded in core 
decision-making processes. This 
transformation signifies a shift towards 
sustainable and responsible leadership, 
where ESG considerations guide strategic 
choices and decision-making. “ESG has 
probably been the biggest driver of the 
change in the boardroom” says a CEO of a 
major transport provider. This emphasises 
the transformative impact of ESG on 
boardroom dynamics. ESG is no longer 
confined to a checklist but is a central 
factor in how organisations are steering 
themselves toward sustainable and 
responsible leadership. The transport CEO 
also comments that the inclusion of non-
executives on the board with a background 
in science and technology has been another 
real driver of change for their business. 
Embracing a spectrum of perspectives has 
fostered a dynamic and progressive work 
environment.

Private equity investors are increasingly 
scrutinising leadership team demographics. 
The integral role diversity plays in driving 
innovation, fostering creativity, and 
mitigating risks is increasingly recognised. 
Diversity is viewed as protective for 
companies. Leaders understand that a 
diverse leadership team brings a spectrum 

of perspectives, essential for navigating 
the complexities of the modern business 
landscape. Interviewed by Holmes Noble, 
the CEO of an aviation aftermarket services 
business says “I remember two cases 
where some private equity firms hesitated 
to invest in us. Their decision seemed to 
hinge more on the demographics of our 
leadership team than the potential strength 
of our company.” With private investors 
and venture capital firms increasingly 
recognising the financial benefits of 
inclusion and diversity, firms seeking 
investment need to show real commitment 
and not tokenistic gestures. This will 
enable them to future proof their 
investment pipeline.

The importance of diversity in leadership 
is underscored by experiences like those 
shared by our CEO interviewee, as Private 
equity investors recognise the value of a 
diverse range of perspectives. A greater 
level of inclusion at both the executive and 
non-executive levels provides companies 
with the knowledge and experience to 
overcome problems in new and innovative 
ways.

Sustainability as a 
Competitive Differentiator

Organisations are recognising that 
sustainability is not simply about 
compliance; it is a strategic choice that 
shapes an organisation’s identity and sets 
it apart in the marketplace. Companies 
emphasise that sustainability is central to 
their value proposition and a key factor in 
achieving a competitive edge:

“What is our competing differentiator? It 
is 100% sustainability. It’s about energy 
efficiency, the CO2 footprint, and the way 

we can show an entire industry how to 
achieve net-zero solutions. We want to 
reverse all the bad things the industry did 
for decades. We have the technology in our 
hands, and we can make it work” said the 
CEO of a machinery manufacturer when 
interviewed.

CEOs we spoke with pointed out how 
sustainability has become more than 
just a passing trend; it’s now a core 
differentiator and a competitive edge. 
Embracing sustainability shapes an 
organisation’s identity and helps it stand 
out in the marketplace to both investors 
and customers. Willingness to adapt and 
innovate has a correlation with long-term 
profits. In 2022, outdoor recreational 
clothing company Patagonia announced all 
of its profits would be donated to a charity 
fighting climate change

ESG has probably been the biggest driver of the 
change in the boardroom

https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbesbusinesscouncil/2023/10/02/why-adding-more-women-to-the-boardroom-is-key-for-success-and-higher-roi/?sh=6610e12d1d99
https://www.forbes.com/sites/forbesbusinesscouncil/2023/10/02/why-adding-more-women-to-the-boardroom-is-key-for-success-and-higher-roi/?sh=6610e12d1d99
http://https://www.pwc.co.uk/financial-services/assets/pdf/pwc-diversity-is-the-solution.pdf
http://https://www.pwc.co.uk/financial-services/assets/pdf/pwc-diversity-is-the-solution.pdf
http://https://www.pwc.co.uk/financial-services/assets/pdf/pwc-diversity-is-the-solution.pdf
http://https://www.pwc.co.uk/financial-services/assets/pdf/pwc-diversity-is-the-solution.pdf
http://https://www.pwc.co.uk/financial-services/assets/pdf/pwc-diversity-is-the-solution.pdf
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Data shows that 42% of Americans are 
more likely to buy from the brand due 
to this change. The brand is recognised 
internationally as a benchmark for 
sustainable business practices, showing 
how commitment to an ESG strategy can 
have long-lasting positive effects for a 
business. The boardroom has adapted by 
integrating ESG principles into business 
strategies, reflecting a commitment that 
extends beyond token gestures. This shift in 

perspective positions ESG as a fundamental 
aspect of corporate operations, guiding 
every facet of decision-making. “I apologise 
for having an ESG slide in presentations 
because it is fundamentally at the core of 
everything we do. I think the problem is 
when people see it as an add-on” explains 
a CEO of a civil engineering firm. They 
highlight a critical shift in perspective. ESG is 
no longer a supplementary aspect but has 
become intrinsic to corporate DNA. 

The boardroom is adapting by integrating 
ESG principles into business strategies, 
reflecting a commitment that extends 
beyond token gestures.

Leadership itself is also evolving, with 
leaders recognising that empowerment 
is crucial and moving ever further 
away from traditional models based on 
command and control. In the era of ESG, 
leadership paradigms are shifting towards 
environments that encourage collaboration, 
innovation, and a sense of purpose. The 
CEOs who contributed to this report, like 
other leaders, are fostering workplaces 
where employees feel empowered, 
contributing to the broader goals of 
sustainability and responsible business 
practices. One CEO said “The integrity and 
quality of the business is so important for 
employee recruitment but also retention. 
Empowering people to take ownership of 
this is also powerful.”

A survey found that 87% of respondents 
considered ESG strategies important 
for long-term business success. The 
experiences of these CEOs illuminate a 
path forward—one where ESG not only 
transforms the boardroom but becomes 
a driving force behind organisational 
success and resilience. This shift towards 
sustainable leadership is not just a 
response to external pressures but 
a strategic imperative that positions 
organisations for long-term growth and 
positive societal impact. 

https://civicscience.com/consumers-are-more-inclined-to-purchase-from-patagonia-with-news-of-founder-donating-the-company/#:~:text=CivicScience%20data%20show%20that%2042,likely'%20to%20buy%20from%20them.
https://civicscience.com/consumers-are-more-inclined-to-purchase-from-patagonia-with-news-of-founder-donating-the-company/#:~:text=CivicScience%20data%20show%20that%2042,likely'%20to%20buy%20from%20them.
https://www.cascade.app/studies/patagonia-strategy-study
https://www.cascade.app/studies/patagonia-strategy-study
https://www.ey.com/en_us/sustainability/sustainability-and-esg-trends-index
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ESG: The Time to Innovate

In the face of economic challenges, 
businesses are building resilience by 
maintaining a steadfast commitment to 
sustainability. Leaders recognise that 
sustainability is not just a discretionary 
aspect of business but a foundational 
element.

Inflation and economic challenges have 
presented businesses with significant 
challenges. “After 18 months of price 
shocks, the impact of sustained inflation 
remains the top issue for the vast 
majority of firms” says British Chamber of 
Commerce. However, it has not swayed 
businesses from their commitment 

to sustainability. Our CEOs have all 
emphasised that sustainability is a 
significant and non-negotiable component 
of their business strategy. “The bulk of our 
investment has gone to decarbonisation,” 
one explains. “We’ve invested more this 
year, not less. Our customers and investors 
want to see us progress in this space 
so despite the economic environment 
we’ve lent into it because we see the 
benefit of getting ahead in this.” It serves 
as a stabilising force that withstands the 
fluctuations brought on by economic 
uncertainties. The IEA reported that 2023 
saw the record highs of green investment, 
particularly in response to the energy crisis. 

Investment in this area secures businesses 
against external shocks and unprecedented 
global events.

Adversity and macroeconomic shocks 
are viewed by some of our interviewees 
as catalysts for innovation. “I think out 
of adversity, innovation is driven. The 
macroeconomic shocks are driving us to 
think differently and innovate in a way we 
might not have done otherwise” explains 
the CEO of another civil engineering 
business. They express how these 
challenges inspire organisations to think 
differently and foster a mindset that 
embraces change. The need to innovate 
becomes even more pronounced during 
times of adversity, driving organisations 
to explore unconventional solutions to 
navigate complexities. This sentiment is 
echoed by other interviewees, explaining 
how ESG and sustainability targets foster 
innovation. “In our industry, we’re looking to 
create the most efficient processes. We’ve 

come up with a solution that allows you 
to get Climate Neutral cooling which also 
saves up to 80% of the energy compared 
to traditional solutions.” They highlight 
that their company was working on this 
before ESG became a tangible target 
because innovating in this space is a way to 
create long-term and sustainable business 
growth. If the incentive is to reduce costs, 
sustainable innovation is a route to get 
there.

“The situation will intensify before it gets 
any better. Therefore, what we need to do 
at all times is reasonably future-proof our 
business and be ready for change” says one 
CEO. With the understanding that economic 
conditions will not suddenly relax but rather 
intensify, leaders stress the importance of 
continually future-proofing businesses. This 
involves proactive measures to prepare for 
future challenges, ensuring organisations 
are equipped not just to react but to 
navigate uncertainties with resilience.

The situation will intensify before it gets any 
better. Therefore, what we need to do at all times 
is reasonably future-proof our business, and be 
ready for change

https://www.britishchambers.org.uk/news/2023/06/stubbornly-high-inflation-still-a-major-concern-for-businesses/
https://www.britishchambers.org.uk/news/2023/06/stubbornly-high-inflation-still-a-major-concern-for-businesses/
https://www.iea.org/reports/world-energy-investment-2023/overview-and-key-findings
https://www.ecb.europa.eu/press/blog/date/2023/html/ecb.blog20230224~3b75362af3.en.html
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Sustainability and 
Performance in Tandem

One CEO highlights the symbiotic 
relationship between sustainability and 
business performance. “There’s a large 
audience who ultimately care about 
the bottom line. What we’re seeing is 
a significant shift towards sustainable 
practices as this will save costs in the long 
term.” While sustainable solutions may 
entail higher initial costs, the long-term 
benefits, including eventual cost reduction 
and increased market competitiveness, 
make such investments economically viable. 
Businesses are increasingly recognising the 
value embedded in sustainable practices. 
The 2023 State of Corporate ESG report 
found that addressing ESG risks is becoming 
increasingly essential for businesses to 
foster resilience and ensure long-term 
sustainability.

Interviewees underscore the crucial role of 
regulatory support in driving innovation. 
“There’s a significant role to be played by 
the regulators to help companies respond 
with the speed the public wants. We need 
both regulatory and financial support to 
make it happen” says one. Public concerns 
about pollution and environmental 
degradation can lead regulators to push for 
change. Firms that are already committed 
to sustainability practises are more readily 
able to meet changing regulatory standards. 
Regulatory frameworks can incentivise 
sustainable practices, prompting industries 
to align their goals with societal and 
environmental needs.

Collaboration for 
Industry-Wide Impact

The necessity of collaboration across 
sectors was also emphasised. “Unless 
you’ve got the infrastructure, the regulatory 
environment, and everything aligned, 
it’s not going to move forward. You need 
different sectors to work together as well.” 
Achieving sustainability goals requires 
a cohesive effort, with infrastructure, 
regulatory environments, and various 
sectors aligned to facilitate progress. 
Recognising that sustainability is a collective 
responsibility, businesses are seeking ways 
to collaborate for industry-wide impact.

Despite economic challenges, forward-
thinking organisations view sustainability 
not as a burden but as a source of 
resilience, innovation, and long-term 
economic benefit. The time to innovate 
is now, and sustainability serves as the 
compass guiding organisations toward 
a future where high performance is 
synonymous with environmental and 
social responsibility.

https://www.thomsonreuters.com/en-us/posts/esg/state-of-corporate-esg-report-2023/
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ESG as a Driver of Growth

ESG principles have emerged as powerful 
drivers of growth, fundamentally shaping 
business strategies. In this chapter, we 
explore how ESG is not just a responsibility 
but a catalyst for innovation, attracting 
investors, creating market opportunities, 
and contributing to both business growth 
and community well-being.

ESG is increasingly a magnet for investors 
and facilitates access to funds, and leaders 
now recognise that ESG is not a side note in 
growth strategies; it is a fundamental driver. 
“I see it as a massive market opportunity. 
When I look at my business there are three 
things that I can do. One is I can shape what 
the future is going to be. The second thing is 
I can create that future. And the third thing 
is I can deliver it.” This is particularly evident 
on that company’s HS2 strategy, where 
supporting the supply chain and engaging 
with local communities to reduce the effect 
on biodiversity was an intrinsic part of the 
ongoing project. ESG positions businesses 
as proactive agents of change. It is not 
just about compliance; it is about actively 
creating and delivering solutions that align 
with sustainability goals.

Environmental Initiatives for 
Business Growth and 
Community Well-Being

Environmental initiatives, such as 
biodiversity gains and green finance, are 
not just altruistic endeavours; they are 
integral components of business growth. 
Leaders highlight how biodiversity gains, 
mandated by regulators, provide an 
opportunity for businesses to do the 
right thing while navigating economic 
challenges. Green finance initiatives not 
only contribute to business growth but 
also positively impact community well-
being by fostering a healthier, sustainable 
environment. They show how regulatory 
bodies can work together with businesses 
to create a future that is sustainable, both 
for the planet and the economy. Author and 
activist Naomi Klein is a well-documented 
proponent of working for a greener future 
to address inequality and community well-
being. Sustainability, embedded within 
ESG principles, presents a massive market 
opportunity. Forward-thinking companies 
recognise that embracing sustainability 
allows them to shape, create, and deliver a 
future that is not only economically viable 
but also environmentally and socially 
responsible. This perspective opens 
doors to new markets, attracts a broader 
customer base, and positions businesses at 
the forefront of industry transformation.

Real-Action: A Catalyst for 
Brand Loyalty

In the age of heightened awareness and 
scrutiny, real action speaks louder than 
greenwashing or symbolic gestures. 
Businesses recognise that genuine 
commitment to ESG principles creates real 
change and fosters authentic brand loyalty. 
CEOs and leaders are moving beyond 
superficial gestures, actively integrating 
sustainable practices into their operations, 
products, and services.  “Ultimately, it’s 
an opportunity to do things for the right 
reasons. It forces you to think differently 
and innovate,” says one CEO. 
ESG is not just a market opportunity; it is 
a set of core values that helps to attract 

the right talent. Interviewees highlight that 
companies embracing sustainability are 
not only creating market opportunities 
but are also fostering a sense of purpose 
among employees, driving innovation and 
excellence. One CEO interviewed by Holmes 
Noble said “Sustainability is a core value 
for us so this is something we align right 
from the start of the hiring process. It’s 
about getting the right engineers that can 
lead this innovation.” In the retail industry, 
companies like Patagonia stand out for 
their focused commitment to sustainability, 
believing that this focus improves their 
financial performance. This exemplifies how 
a strong ESG focus can drive both market 
impact and financial success.

Ultimately, it’s an opportunity to do things for 
the right reasons. It forces you to think differently 
and innovate

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/651446cdb1bad4000d4fd916/HMT-UK_Green_Financing_Allocation_Impact_Report_2023_Accessible.pdf
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/business-school/news/imperial-qa-naomi-klein-capitalism-versus-the-climate/
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/business-school/news/imperial-qa-naomi-klein-capitalism-versus-the-climate/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/veronikasonsev/2019/11/27/patagonias-focus-on-its-brand-purpose-is-great-for-business/?sh=3fc4953054cb
https://www.forbes.com/sites/veronikasonsev/2019/11/27/patagonias-focus-on-its-brand-purpose-is-great-for-business/?sh=3fc4953054cb
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Sales performance, both B2B and B2C is also 
affected. “We have lots of customers that 
love the focus on sustainability,” said one 
CEO, “but we have more customers that care 
most about their bottom line. What we’re 
seeing is that by committing to sustainability 
we can also deliver cost savings.” This 
highlights how a thorough ESG strategy 
appeals to the wider customer base as well. 
A recent report found that 60% of Americans 
would pay more for products that were 
sustainably made.

Corporate leaders prioritise ESG goals 
due to perceived shareholder interest. 
Shareholders pay 20 basis points more 
for ESG-focused funds, expecting higher 
returns. Considering factors like accepting 
lower financial returns and overlapping 
holdings, the implicit value for ESG stocks 
is higher. Businesses that understand 
and embrace ESG not only meet ethical 
standards but also position themselves 
at the forefront of a sustainable and 
prosperous future. 

15

https://sustainablebrands.com/read/marketing-and-comms/majority-of-us-consumers-say-they-will-pay-more-for-sustainable-products
https://sustainablebrands.com/read/marketing-and-comms/majority-of-us-consumers-say-they-will-pay-more-for-sustainable-products
https://sustainablebrands.com/read/marketing-and-comms/majority-of-us-consumers-say-they-will-pay-more-for-sustainable-products
https://www.nber.org/papers/w30708
https://www.nber.org/papers/w30708
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Companies are not merely adapting to 
change but proactively shaping and creating 
a future that aligns with ESG principles. The 
acknowledgment that diversity in leadership 
is crucial, coupled with a commitment 
to sustainability as a core differentiator, 
positions these companies at the forefront 
of industry transformation.

Economic challenges, such as inflation, 
are not derailing the commitment to 
sustainability. Instead, they serve as 
opportunities to innovate and future-proof 
businesses. The narratives of industry 
leaders emphasise that, even in turbulent 
economic times, sustainability remains a 
stabilising force and a driver of innovation.

ESG is not an optional checkbox but a 
fundamental part of growth strategies. ESG 
attracts investors, opens doors to market 
opportunities, and contributes to both 
business growth and community well-being. 
Real action, not tokenism or greenwashing, 
is recognised as the key to fostering brand 
loyalty and achieving sustained growth.

Collectively, this report paints a picture of 
businesses actively evolving, integrating 
external perspectives, and prioritising 
community impact within their ESG 
strategies. The journey of these companies 
serves as a beacon for other CEOs 
navigating the complexities of a changing 
landscape. The resounding message is 
clear: ESG isn’t merely a risk mitigation tool 
but a strategic pathway to sustained growth 
and corporate resilience.

In a landscape where external pressures 
and uncertainties are the norm, businesses 
that view ESG as a necessity rather than 
an option position themselves as drivers 
of positive change. These companies 
showcase a forward-thinking approach, 
reshaping the boardroom and innovating 
through economic challenges, affirming that 
ESG goes beyond meeting ethical standards 
to actively contribute to a sustainable 
future. As businesses continue to adapt and 
evolve, ESG emerges as a dynamic force, 
driving growth, fostering resilience, and 
redefining the very essence of corporate 
success.

The resounding message is clear: ESG isn’t merely 
a risk mitigation tool but a strategic pathway to 
sustained growth and corporate resilience.

Conclusion Contributors
In an era marked by economic instability and policy fluctuations, embracing Environmental, 
Social, and Governance (ESG) principles is not just a strategic choice; it has become a 
necessity for businesses aspiring to thrive in a dynamic landscape. The transformation of 
the boardroom, resilience amid economic uncertainties, and the recognition of ESG as a 
catalyst for growth collectively underscore the significance of ESG as a driver of growth and 
corporate resilience. Joe Vorih
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