
DOES
SUSTAINABILITY

PAY OFF?
SURVEY OF GERMANY’S MOST BESPOKE BRANDS

PRE-PUBLICATION WITH KEY FINDINGS



FAIRNESS IS THE PREREQUISITE FOR A SUSTAINABLE PERCEPTION 
OF SOCIAL AND ECOLOGICAL ASPECTS.

Regarding business, sustainability has been the biggest megatrend for years. In al-
most every company, sustainability is a strategic goal. Entire industries - such as the 
automotive industry - are fundamentally changing to become sustainable. And there 
is also a consensus in society that our future can only be secured by acting sustainably.

It is, therefore, all the more surprising that there is hardly any research on sustain-
ability and sales. In other words, whether consumers are more willing to buy from 
a sustainable company and eventually pay higher prices - and whether this can be 
reflected in figures. 

With the Corporate Sustainability Score (CSS), the Green Network, under the leader-
ship of Biesalski & Company, has developed an instrument to answer precisely this 
question. The CSS is a representative survey of how customers assess the sustaina-
bility of brands. Focusing exclusively on customers has the advantage that it allows 
us to determine what triggers purchasing decisions. And that, in turn, means that 
we can show in figures what proportion of sales are accounted for by sustainability. 

Another feature of the CSS is that we ask for all the relevant items that characterize 
sustainability and simultaneously, have these weighted by the panel participants. The 
analysis shows which sustainability factors are personally significant for customers 

- and relevant for purchasing decisions. This creates a picture of sustainability that 
defines the classic triple bottom line - ecology, social issues, and economy - from 
the customer’s point of view.

For the study presented here, we first conducted a representative survey to find 
out which brands are currently of most concern to consumers in Germany. We then 
examined the 30 „most bespoke brands” with a panel of 4380 respondents who are 
clients of these brands.  

Here we present the key findings of our survey. A detailed analysis will be published 
shortly in a study volume.
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FAIRNESS

• Open & honest towards consumers

• Fairness towards customers

• Good handling of customer data

• Fairness towards competitors

• Responsible towards society

EMPLOYER RESPONSIBILITY

• Long-term job security

• Fairness towards employees

• Personal development of employees

• Equality between women and men

• Creation of apprenticeships 

ENVIRONMENT PROTECTION

• Clear stance on environmental protection

• Environmental protection along the entire supply chain

• CO2-neutral company

• Commitment to environmental protection

• Responsible use of resources
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KEY FINDING 1:
CUSTOMERS CATEGORIZE SUSTAINABILITY UNDER ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION, 
EMPLOYER RESPONSIBILITY, AND FAIR TRADE.
Although there were no specifications, customers follow the classic triple bottom 
line but interpret it more concretely and more in an everyday context. Ecology is 
directly linked to environmental protection. Social aspects are seen more in terms 
of fairness. Economy is not anchored in customers’ minds as part of sustainability. 
Instead, employer responsibility plays a vital role in this context and, in turn, forms 
an essential prerequisite for the economic success of companies in the future. This 
realignment reflects the individual experience of a brand from the customer’s point 
of view and the corresponding prioritization of personal sustainability aspects.

KEY FINDING 2:
ON AVERAGE, JUST UNDER 10% OF SALES CAN BE ACCOUNTED FOR BY SUSTAIN-
ABILITY PERCEPTIONS.
In our 30-brand study, the spectrum ranges from Tesla (17.3% explanatory share of 
sales) to Galeria Kaufhof (1%). On average, sustainability accounts for 9.5% of sales.

KEY FINDING 3:
THE SUSTAINABILITY SHARE OF SALES HAS INCREASED SIGNIFICANTLY IN RECENT 
YEARS. 
In a similar study from 2017, the explanatory share of sustainability in sales was 
only slightly slightly 5%.

KEY FINDING 4:
ACTING FAIRLY CREATES THE BASIS OF TRUST FOR BEING PERCEIVED AS SUSTAIN-
ABLE IN OTHER AREAS AS WELL. 
Customers first assess whether they feel fairly treated by „their” brand and perceive 
it as fair and credible overall. If the verdict is positive, other sustainability aspects, 
such as environmental protection or employer responsibility, are also rated positively. 
Conversely, negative assessments of fairness have an impact on all other evaluations. 

ON AVERAGE,  ABOUT 10% OF A COMPANY’S TURNOVER CAN BE 
JUSTIFIED BY ITS PERCEPTION OF SUSTAINABILITY. 
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For example, Deutsche Bahn’s objectively existing plus in environmental protection 
does not help its sustainability image because it does not score well in the fairness 
category.

KEY FINDING 5:
THERE IS NO GENERAL RECIPE FOR IMPROVING THE SUSTAINABILITY IMAGE.
A company’s sustainability perception highly depends on its business and other factors. 
Finding out how to improve the sustainability image requires an individual analysis 
of the brand in question. Only one thing can be said with certainty: a good rating for 
fair trading is a prerequisite for doing well overall regarding sustainability perception. 

KEY FINDING 6:
TRUE FANS RATE LESS CRITICALLY. 
The more strongly customers identify with a brand and the more positive their individual 
brand experience, the more willing they are to give good ratings on sustainability as 
well. Ranking winner Tesla, for example, has a good score on employer responsibility, 
although this aspect has often been discussed negatively in the press. 

KEY FINDING 7:
ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION INCREASES FUTURE VIABILITY FROM THE CUSTOM-
ER’S POINT OF VIEW.
Even if, in many cases, environmental protection issues do not make a strong contri-
bution to the purchase decision, they do strengthen the reputation of companies, as 
this issue, in particular, is strongly associated with future viability. 

KEY FINDING 8:
SUCCESS IS POSSIBLE EVEN WITHOUT A STRONG SUSTAINABILITY IMAGE (TILL NOW).
Today, brand icons like Amazon or Coca-Cola are still content to excel in their core 
business even without a strong sustainability credential. However, the question arises 
whether this will not change if intense, sustainable competition emerges. 

KEY FINDING 9:
AMONG OLDER PEOPLE, ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION HAS MORE INFLUENCE ON 
BRAND IMAGE EVALUATION.
When evaluating sustainability image, the perception of environmental protection 
plays a more significant role among the 56-69 age group compared to younger 
generations. This could have to do with a higher expectation of younger people con-
cerning sustainability and/or a stronger sensitivity of older people towards the topic. 

KEY FINDING 10:
SUSTAINABILITY NEEDS BEACONS.
Tesla provides proof with a top product that contributes significantly more to envi-
ronmentally conscious living. 
The German household appliance manufacturers Bosch and Siemens create more 
relief in everyday life. In stationary retail, REWE stands out with the creation of jobs.
In contrast, Volkswagen is still dragging its feet due to the diesel scandal, and its 
fairness rating suffers significantly as a result.

CONCLUSION:
PERCEPTION DETERMINES THE ECONOMIC SUCCESS OF SUSTAINABILITY.
10% average explanatory share of sales speaks a) for the meanwhile enormously 
high relevance of consumer perception of sustainability in the economic success of 
brands and shows b) that the sustainability perception of brands is still primarily a 
black box that needs to be explored. 

STUDY VOLUME
We derived our Key Findings from an initial analysis of data available to us since the 
end of May 2023. We are evaluating these data with additional tools to deepen our 
findings. We will publish the final results in a detailed study volume, which we will 
make available to you free of charge.
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