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Introduction

	Sustainability has moved from the sidelines to the center of business decision-making. What was once treated as a compliance task or a branding exercise is now a strategic driver influencing from whom companies buy, how they create value, and which partners they trust for the future. For sales professionals, this shift changes everything.

	 

	Beyond Green: Selling Sustainability is targeted everyone involved in commercial decision-making: salespeople, sales leaders, sustainability managers, procurement, marketing, and business leaders. Its purpose is simple but ambitious: to help you turn sustainability as a vague concept into a powerful, credible, and value-creating sales driver.

	 

	This book sets off from a clear premise: Customers do not buy sustainability as an abstract ideal. They buy outcomes. They buy reduced risk, lower costs, stronger brands, regulatory compliance, and long-term competitiveness. Sustainability only becomes compelling when it is translated into business value and aligned with the customer’s actual priorities. This translation is now a core sales skill.

	 

	The book is structured into nine chapters, and each chapter leads into the next, just as natural and sequential as your work process when preparing for a customer meeting. 

	However, if you prefer to jump right into specific chapters and subjects, the book is written and structured to accommodate this approach while still providing valuable insights.

	Each chapter is structured with an introduction to the subject. Then follows a short and accurate walkthrough of the most important focus points and a closing of the chapter with a list of “Practical implementation tips”. Each chapter ends with a summary.

	 

	Throughout the chapters, you will learn how sustainability reshapes the buying journey, expands the decision-making unit, and introduces new stakeholders, data requirements, and expectations. We will guide you on how to define your unique sustainability value, understand what sustainability means to different personas, craft compelling stories, build persuasive pitches, and use data with confidence and credibility. You will also learn how to navigate objections, avoid greenwashing, and build long-term relationships based on trust and shared impact.

	 

	The book is a practical guide to becoming relevant, credible, and effective in a world where sustainability is no longer optional. The companies and sales professionals who master this shift will not only win more deals; they will be part of shaping the future of responsible and profitable business.

	 

	Welcome to Beyond Green: Selling Sustainability

	 


Chapter 1: What Are We Really Selling?

	In this chapter, you will get a deeper understanding of how and why you need to change your way of selling, if you want to sell sustainability. 

	 

	The headline for this chapter is inaccurate. The headline should, in fact, have been “What are customers really BUYING?” However, as this book is a tool for becoming better at selling sustainability, we will focus on what we are selling, and, later in the book, we will discuss what customers are buying. You want your sales process to be aligned with the buying process.

	 

	We will also elaborate on customers more widely and not just focus on B2B customers. The reason is that B2B buyers are both acting as individuals and as corporate people when they are buying.

	 

	1.1. The Changing Customer Landscape

	The customer landscape is undergoing a significant shift. Sustainability is no longer a bonus but is becoming a baseline expectation. For many customers, we are dealing with a shift from a “nice-to-have” to a “non-negotiable”. 

	 

	Consumers, especially the younger generations, are increasingly prioritizing environmental and social responsibility when making purchasing decisions. Consumers’ awareness of climate change impacts is introducing an increased focus on sustainability in their purchases. In addition, consumers are willing to pay a premium for sustainably produced or sourced goods.

	 

	However, it is not just about eco-labels. Shoppers are looking deeper. They care about how products are manufactured, where they come from, the materials used, and even the company’s labor practices. Trust plays a huge role here. Brands that are transparent and authentic in their sustainability efforts are gaining loyalty, while those making vague claims risk losing ground.

	 

	This shift is pushing companies to rethink their strategies. Companies that are investing in truly sustainable practices and communicating clearly are not only meeting demand. They are also gaining a competitive edge.

	 

	For decades, a large global dairy company has been selling products to B2B customers and engaging in a deep dialogue with them when developing new products. Today, sustainability is number one on the agenda when developing and selling their products. However, they are now dealing with a much broader and more complex group of influencers, such as end consumers, consumer communities, and B2B customers. The number of influencers has increased significantly. Selling sustainability is a game change in their daily sales planning and sales execution. 

	 

	Another example of the changing customer landscape is the automotive industry, which is pushing toward electric vehicles with Tesla and Ferrari as examples. When it comes to consumer goods, giants like Unilever and IKEA are leading with eco-friendly packaging, circular product design, and renewable energy consumption in their manufacturing processes. 

	 

	1.2. What Sustainability Means to Different Customers

	Sustainability is not a “one-size-fits-all” concept. Companies are more likely to succeed if they tailor their sustainability sales strategy by messaging specific customer segments, rather than treating it as a generic value. In B2B, sustainability often refers to practices that are framed as the Triple Bottom Line: People, Planet, and Profit. “People” is about promoting social responsibility (fair labor, community engagement). “Planet” is about reducing the environmental impact (carbon emissions, waste, energy use), and “Profit” is about ensuring long-term economic viability (cost efficiency, risk mitigation).

	 

	Sustainability means different things depending on “who you are”. Your sales team needs to be very much aware of what sustainability means to the audience they are interacting with. In this chapter, we will describe what sustainability means to 4 different target groups: B2B customers, B2B stakeholders, different customer types, and consumer groups. 

	 

	

	Awareness of what sustainability means to the audience you are interacting with is crucial

	 

	What Sustainability Means to B2B Customers

	When it comes to sustainability, B2B customers are mainly looking into strategic growth and market access, brand reputation, trust, and risk management.

	Regarding strategic growth and market access, many major B2B buyers are now requiring sustainability credentials in requests for proposals. They are also looking for suppliers with green practices which can give them access to new markets and partnerships. 

	Brand reputation and trust are also high on the agenda for B2B buyers. In general, B2B buyers claim that sustainability influences their purchasing decisions significantly. Furthermore, companies that demonstrate ESG leadership are more attractive to investors and customers.

	Finally, risk management is also important for B2B buyers. Here, regulatory pressure and carbon taxes are rising on the agenda, and there is an increasing awareness of the way sustainability may help mitigate supply chain, legal, and reputational risks.

	 

	What Sustainability Means to Different B2B Stakeholders

	Companies that are successful in selling sustainability have changed their sales approach from addressing a few stakeholders within the customer organization to a wider approach. This is due to the new buying process. To succeed in selling sustainability, you need to understand what sustainability means to each stakeholder. Below, we present a few different stakeholders and their varying views on sustainability. 

	 

	Procurement teams are looking for supplier transparency, emissions data, ethical sourcing, and circular economic practices. This involves practices, such as reducing waste, reusing products, repairing items, refurbishing, remanufacturing, and recycling. 

	CFOs are often focused on the ROI from green investments, energy cost savings, and risk mitigation. 

	Marketing and Sales has a different approach in which ESG storytelling, brand differentiation, and customer loyalty are key subjects with respect to sustainability. 

	Operations Managers are looking for waste reduction, energy use, logistics optimization, and compliance, while investors broadly are interested in ESG ratings, long-term value creation, and regulatory alignment.

	 

	What Sustainability Means to Different Customer Types

	Most companies sell to relatively few customer types. No matter how broad you are selling, you need to know the key differences between the different customer types. This is fundamental for you in selling sustainability, as you need to tailor your message to each type. One size fits nobody!

	 

	Industrial and manufacturing customers are focused on decarbonization, energy efficiency, and sustainable materials. They are often driven by regulatory compliance and cost savings.

	Retail and consumer goods customers emphasize ethical sourcing, packaging, and supply chain transparency. Furthermore, they are pursuing sustainability as a brand differentiator and fulfillment of consumer expectations.

	 

	Tech and innovation sectors prioritize low-carbon innovation, green data centers, and circular product design. They are willing to pay premiums for sustainable solutions.

	Healthcare and pharma focus on waste reduction, ethical sourcing, and sustainable logistics. They also have an increasing interest in ESG reporting and supplier compliance.

	 

	What Sustainability Means to Different Consumer Groups

	No two consumers are alike! However, we will take a chance and try to simplify how you can reflect on your consumers by grouping them. Make your own groups and have a look at the groups below as inspiration. 

	 

	Conscious Consumers consider sustainability a core value. They actively seek out eco-friendly brands, and they prioritize ethical sourcing, carbon footprint, and transparency. They are willing to pay more for products that align with their values.

	Practical Shoppers appreciate sustainability when it is convenient and cost-effective. However, they are interested in durability, recyclability, and energy efficiency. They may not go out of their way for green products but will choose them if the price and quality are right.

	Lifestyle-Driven Buyers see sustainability as part of a modern, aspirational lifestyle, driving them toward brands that make sustainability stylish and social-media-friendly. They are often influenced by peer behavior and brand storytelling.

	Younger Generations, often referred to as Millennials (born 1980-1995) and Gen Z (born 1995-2010), have a very strong awareness when it comes to sustainability. They are more likely to see sustainability as a baseline expectation, rather than a bonus. Trust and authenticity are key, while they are skeptical of greenwashing. They expect brands to prove their impact and engage in social issues.

	 

	1.3. Beyond Products: Selling Solutions and Outcomes

	Selling sustainability is very much about selling outcomes and selling a solution. However, it is primarily about selling outcomes! Here is an overview of different sales approaches: 

	 

	Approach: Product selling
Focus: Features and specifications
Customer value: “What it does”
The salesperson’s role: Vendor

	Approach: Solution selling
Focus: Solving a specific problem
Customer value: “How it helps fix your pain point”
The salesperson’s role: Problem-solver

	Approach: Outcome selling
Focus: Achieving a measurable business result
Customer value: “What success looks like after using it”
The salesperson’s role: Strategic partner/advisor

	 

	

	Do not just sell what your product does.

	Sell what your customer becomes after using it.

	 

	 

	 

	Solution Selling Is Fixing the Pain

	Most salespeople are familiar with and may be very experienced in selling a solution. With this sales technique, you identify the customer’s problem or pain point, match your product/service as the solution, and thus fix the pain for the customer. Here is an example: “You are struggling with your cleaning program? Our solution will automate your cleaning process, ensuring that you can clean every day, all year round.”

	 

	Outcome Selling Is Enabling Success

	Selling outcome is new ground for many salespeople, and their experience, if any, is primarily based on selling outcomes that are directly related to a product feature. Being competent and comfortable in selling outcomes is vital for salespeople of the future, as it is a key enabler for them to sell sustainability. The reason is that sustainability is not a hardcore feature. 

	When selling outcomes, you focus on the customer’s desired future state, and you sell the result the customer will achieve. Forget selling a product or a tool. The following example illustrates this dynamic: “With our automatic cleaning program, you can document reduced emissions and water consumption in your ESG report. Furthermore, you can improve your image through this green initiative.”

	 

	Outcome Selling “Is a Both-And”

	Please keep in mind that selling sustainability is BOTH selling a product/solution AND selling the outcome. The principle of outcome selling can be illustrated like this. Instead of saying:

	“Our product is eco-friendly”, say: “Our solution helped a client reduce emissions by X%, save €Y annually, and meet Z compliance goals. This positions them as a sustainability leader in their industry.”

	 

	Example 1: Sustainable Packaging Solutions

	Solution pitch: “We offer biodegradable packaging.”

	Outcome pitch: “Our compostable packaging helped a food brand reduce landfill waste by 80% and meet EU Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) targets, improve their ESG score and brand perception.”

	Focus here is on long-term outcomes, compliance, and operational efficiency.

	 

	Example 2: Green Logistics Optimization 

	Solution pitch: “We offer route optimization software.”

	Outcome pitch: “A customer used our AI-powered routing system to save 10 million gallons of fuel annually, reducing CO₂ emissions by 100,000 metric tons, equivalent to removing 20,000 cars from the road.”

	Focus here is on cost savings, sustainability, and ESG compliance.

	 

	1.4. Value Creation versus Sustainability Targets

	Selling sustainability is a “Both-And” approach. You need to work with value creation, while you also address sustainability targets. To enable you to do so, you need to have a clear overview of the differences between the two, and you need insight into how they are linked to each other. 

	 

	Examples of the differences between value creation and sustainability targets:

	 

	Definition

	Value creation: Delivering benefits to stakeholders (customers, shareholders, employees) that increase business value

	Sustainability targets: Setting measurable goals to reduce environmental and social impact

	 

	Focus

	Value creation: Profitability, growth, customer satisfaction

	Sustainability targets: Environmental, social, and governance (ESG) impact

	 

	Time horizon 

	Value creation: Often short to medium term

	Sustainability targets: Medium to long term

	 

	Measurement 

	Value creation: Revenue, margin, market share, ROI

	Sustainability targets: CO₂ reduction, energy use, diversity, waste levels

	 

	Why it matters 

	Value creation: Drives business success and competitiveness 

	Sustainability targets: Ensures long-term viability and stakeholder trust

	 

	The Link between Value Creation and Sustainability Targets

	When you are selling sustainability, you will both help the customer meet their sustainability targets, AND you will create long-term value. When you are pitching customers or partners, frame sustainability as a business advantage. 

	 

	

	Sustainability drives long-term value

	 

	Example:

	“By helping you to meet your sustainability goals, we are not just reducing your footprint, but we are increasing your bottom line.”

	 

	Use this mindset to position your product or service as a value-creating solution that aligns with your customer’s ESG ambitions. When you help companies meet their sustainability targets, you help them achieve wider and long-term values, such as:

	
		Cost reduction (energy efficiency lowers utility bills)

		Customer appeal to customers preferring ethical brands

		Risk mitigation (regulatory fines, supply chain disruptions)

		Enhanced brand loyalty and reputation

		Access to capital from ESG-focused investors



	 

	Examples:

	Unilever

	Sustainability target: Reduce plastic packaging and carbon footprint.

	Value creation: Increased market share in eco-conscious segments and improved brand trust.

	 

	Tesla

	Sustainability target: Accelerate the world’s transition to sustainable energy.

	Value creation: Became a market leader and attracted billions in investment.

	 

	IKEA

	Sustainability target: Become climate positive by 2030.

	Value creation: Reduced energy costs and increased customer loyalty through green initiatives.

	 

	1.5. Lifecycle Impact and Value Thinking 

	Lifecycle impact refers to the total environmental and social effects of a product or service across its entire life cycle, from raw material extraction to production, use, and disposal. Each stage has impacts on carbon emissions, water use, pollution, labor conditions, etc.

	 

	Lifecycle stages:

	
		Raw materials: mining, farming, or harvesting

		Manufacturing: energy and emissions from production

		Distribution: packaging and transport

		Use phase: energy or water used by the customer

		End of life: recycling, landfill, or reuse



	 

	Value thinking is about understanding and maximizing the total value a product or service delivers. Not just financially, but also socially and environmentally. When selling sustainability, always ask yourself:
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