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In the field of innovation, we help companies define and implement 
sustainable business strategies, identify social or environmental issues that 
can become a source of innovation, generate new ideas, develop innovative 
projects, design new business models, roll out internal labs and co-design 
solutions with stakeholders.
One of our 2015 flagship initiatives is the co-development of the Noé Program 
together with Danone and the Business Model Generation community. Noé 
is a leadership seminar that aims at strengthening the ability of individuals 
and teams to take action on sustainable innovation.

“The Pioneering consultancy
in sustainability strategies”

#1 in the ranking of best French 
sustainable consultancies since 2011

1st French certified 
B Corporation

A sustainability policy only makes sense if it is integrated into the company’s business 
(e.g. its mission, business model, products and services, strategic objectives and investment 
criteria). For over twenty years, we have been helping companies achieve this transformation
through our consultancy and think tank activities.

For more 
information, visit 
our website:

www.utopies.com

INNOVATION 
@ UTOPIES INVENTING TOMORROW’S

BRANDS, PRODUCTS 
& SERVICES AND 
BUSINESS MODELS 
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WHY SUSTAINABILITY 
IS INNOVATION 
SPELT WRONG
(and vice versa)!

Innovation is the future of sustainable development. But
couldn't the reverse also be true? It is with this double
belief in mind that we designed and conducted this study.
This belief is also based on Utopies’s 20-years of
experience, guiding companies in their sustainable
development strategies. We are happy to witness that
environmental policies and sustainable development
approaches are entering a new age of maturity, which we
call sustainable development 2.0, the main characteristic

of which is the integration of business strategy and
sustainable development, with a focus on innovation and
the ability to turn externalities into opportunities. 

Sustainable development went through a "prehistoric"
age, until the mid-1990s, that mainly consisted in
charitable and philanthropic actions. So-called "corporate
citizens" undertook to redistribute a part of their profits to
environmental protection, human rights or anti-exclusion
associations, without making any changes to their
business model, their strategy or their products. This was
nevertheless the result of a salutary new realization: a
company cannot develop sustainably in environments

(natural, human and social) that are perishing. One
milestone was in 1986, when Claude Bébéar, the director
of AXA, founded an institute dedicated to corporate
sponsorship and philanthropy: the Institut du Mécénat
Humanitaire, which later became Institut du Mécénat de
Solidarité and then Entreprendre pour la Cité, with a
wider scope of action, including CSR. Another milestone
was the establishment of the FACE Foundation (Agir
Contre l’Exclusion) by 14 major French companies in

1993. Most of the large corporate foundations for
biodiversity, environmental protection or other causes date
back to this period. During this era, in particular in the
1980s, "social" or "ethical" marketing practices emerged:
for example, a portion of a product’s revenues would be
temporarily donated to an environmental or social cause.

In the next era, around the 2000s, corporate social
responsibility strategies were improved and their scope
expanded. However, they were characterized by a rather
defensive approach focused on eco-effectiveness, policy-
making, internal processes and risk management
(including reputation risk). We call this era sustainable
development 1.0. In concrete terms, companies complied
with voluntary codes of conduct (such as the United
Nations’ Global Compact, launched in 1999), raised
employee awareness, organized in-house "citizen
actions" (paper recycling, energy savings, etc.),
formalized specific action plans, and launched one or two
"ethical" products. They published Environment, then
Health Safety & Environment, and finally Sustainable
Development reports. (In France, this was to comply with
the 2001 New Economic Regulations for all listed
companies). 
With this approach, the company is focused on risk

“A pessimist sees a difficulty in every opportunity, 
an optimist sees an opportunity in every difficulty.” Winston Churchill

Elisabeth 
Laville, 
Chief 
Entrepreneur



UTOPIES // INNOVATION FOR A BETTER WORLD4 //

management and the preservation of its reputation. If the
company is listed, its objective is, for example, to answer
the questionnaires of extra-financial rating agencies to
avoid being excluded from existing indices, by showing
that they have policy which addresses the company’s
direct environmental impacts. But this sustainable
development policy remains distinct from the company’s
core business strategy. In fact, sustainable development
issues are hardly mentioned in corporate business
strategies and business issues are hardly incorporated into
sustainable development strategies!

Since the market outlook for more responsible products
remains marginal (fair trade represented 2% of the coffee
market in France in 2004), "responsible marketing" is
developed to prevent uncontrolled excesses and to avoid
crises, rather than to seize new opportunities. Confronted
with media attacks and even advertising bans because of
commercials promoting car overuse (Renault) or excessive
consumption of desserts (Danone’s Danette), new self-
regulatory codes on advertising appear, mainly in
high-risk sectors such as the food, alcohol or gambling
industries. The second age of sustainability (sustainable
development 2.0), which we entered at an international
level at the end of the 2000s, corresponds to a revolution
that is only beginning to emerge, but that could have
important consequences on corporate innovation policies. 

Naturally, this revolution has been fuelled by a
combination of factors: the publication of the Stern Report,
which demonstrated that it would be cheaper to mitigate
climate change than to pay for its consequences; the
impact on the public of Al Gore’s movie and his Nobel
Prize; the increasing visibility of these topics in the press
and the proliferation of headlines talking about "green
growth"; the sustained increase of commodity prices and
the emergence of LOHAS consumers with high purchasing
power,  who base thei r  choices on socia l  and
environmental criteria, and now account for 15-25% of
the population in the majority of developed countries
(France, Japan, USA, etc.). 

What does sustainable development 2.0 mean exactly?
The strategy that is being developed gradually in several
major global companies consists in moving beyond
corporate and indus t r ia l  po l ic ies  to in tegrate
environmental protection and sustainable development
principles into the products and services themselves, and
into innovation, thus scaling up the number of products
concerned. In other words, it means truly integrating
sustainability into the company’s strategy and business

model, based on an approach that no longer focuses on
preventing environmental and reputational risks but on
market opportunities generated by designing and
developing social or environmental solutions, and
radically transforming products and services.

The key idea is that, ultimately, companies will not offer
responsible products in addition to conventional products
but instead of these products - as forecasted by 78% of
European opinion leaders interviewed by GlobeScan and
SustainAbility in 2011. This is the end of green, organic
or fair trade product lines for niche consumers (LOHAS).
Now, leaders make radical choices and do not hesitate to
explicitly link sustainability and business opportunities in
their speeches. 
General Electric aims to double its sales of green
technologies, Philips decides that green products will
account for a third of its turnover within five years, while
Marks & Spencer, Nike and Starbucks define targets that
cover 100% of their products. In France too, Botanic, the
gardening retailer, decided to abandon chemical-based
plant products and to promote organic gardening instead.
The new owner of French retailer Camif successfully
restored the company’s profits by focusing on a "Made in
France” strategy, in a furniture market widely dominated
by imports.

The good news is that brands that take this direction also
display better financial results. A study conducted by
Havas in 2013 proved that “meaningful brands” achieve
120% superior stock performance compared to the market
average. Interestingly, it also states that 73% of brands
could disappear without affecting consumers, and that
only 20% of brands are perceived as positively impacting
consumers’ lives. The study also pointed out that 71% of
large companies are expected to actively engage in
solving social problems. 

“ We are in a decisive period of 
change in the economic and social 
history and this creates amazing 
opportunities [...] The world is now 
ready to pay the companies that 
will be able to help its survival and 
will punish those whose activities 
threaten it.” Bob Shapiro
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On the same note, the 50 committed brands included in
the "Stengel 50" index (built by the former head of
marketing at Procter & Gamble, Jim Stengel, with the
Millward Brown Research Institute) show a 382.3%
growth in earnings between 2000 and 2011, while the
classic market index S&P 5000 recorded a 7.9% drop
over the same period! The Stengel 50 brands were chosen
for having brought sustainable development and
responsibility into the core of their mission and products.
The index includes responsible fast-food chain Chipotle,
cosmetics brands Natura and L’Occitane, luxury brands
Hermes and Louis Vuitton, global coffeehouse chain

Starbucks, organic yogurt pioneer Stonyfield Farm,
smoothies brand Innocent, ecological detergent
manufacturers Method and Seventh Generation, and high-
tech brands such as Apple and Samsung.

It is this revolution – innovation that aims at changing the
world – and the convergence of innovation and
sustainability, that we aim to reveal in this study, while
providing readers with key ideas for active engagement
and, above all, sharing our strong belief that today’s
global sustainability issues are serious enough for
humanity to pay a premium for new solutions.

This is the challenge of so-called "sustainable" innovation
and, along the way, it could also save sustainability 
from the high level boredom in which it is being dragged
by the accumulation of codes of conduct, standards 
and regulatory compliance, which are certainly useful to
pave the way, but are not to be taken for the final
destination. �

1 -  GlobeScan & SustainAbility (2012), The 2012 Sustainability

Leaders.

2 - "Lifestyle of Health and Sustainability" according to studies led

by the Natural Marketing Institute, conducted in most developed

countries.

“The company is the most powerful force 
in the modern world because it combines
human creativity and the power of money.
This force can, and should, get on with 
solving the problems of our times, including
serious or difficult problems.” Anita Roddick

This study is the result of a collaborative work that combines
the viewpoints of many different stakeholders: - Utopies
consultants, sponsors and partners of the study, our clients,
and a number of innovation and sustainability experts and
practitioners. We thank them for sharing their time,
experience and vision.

o Created in 1993, Utopies, the leading French
sustainability strategy consultancy company and think
tank, was responsible for carrying out the study.

o A steering committee consisting of corporate project
partners oversaw and contributed to the study, from its
design to its finalization.

o The Paris Club of Directors of Innovation, one of this
study’s partners, provided expertise early in the process
of designing the study.

o About 30 business leaders, experts and heads of
innovation, marketing and sustainability gave us
invaluable feedback, local knowledge, ideas and
perspectives.

o Hundreds of documents were consulted (eg studies,
surveys, papers, talks), including fifty major sources (see
bibliography) to gain an extensive overview of the main
currents of thought and practices. �
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PREFACE
by Navi Radjou and Marc Giget

The real challenge of innovation today, is not to do more
with more, or even more with less, as we have been wont
to believe in our engineering and business culture.
"Always more" is how progress is defined in the Western
wo r l d .  No  one  was  con s ide r i ng  un i n t ended
consequences, so who cared if this meant using more
resources? At any rate, what other model do we have?
Degrowth, which means to produce less with less, is not
really a satisfactory alternative.
Tomorrow's innovation, discussed in this study by Utopies,
is the one that will do better (qualitatively) with less. Less,
because we now know the planet and its resources are
finite. Less, because the consumers’ purchasing power is
declining. “Doing better with less” sounds like an
oxymoron. The idea somehow challenges or even upsets
us. But this tension generates groundbreaking innovations
we need.

The conventional approach to innovation has its limits, as
Christophe de Maistre, CEO of Siemens France, explains.
By aiming at doing "more with more," companies are
trying to differentiate by impressing customers. However,
this may lead to a “leapfrogging” effect, where the
product becomes overly complex, as changes in features
outpace needs, and the real usefulness of these features
comes into question. In fact, customers may take
advantage of only a small number of available features.

Don’t users of productivity suites such as Microsoft Office
use an average of only 10% of its features? 
Then comes the question of resilience. The more
sophisticated a product, the more fragile and vulnerable
to failure it tends to be, like an immune system that has
never been exposed to microbes. 

Today’s challenge is to define the expected level of quality
by putting yourself in your customer’s shoes. The aim is
not to make an ideal product but one that is good enough
for what the customer wants. Otherwise you might get
literally carried away by a spiral of "more and more",
until you get beaten by competitors making products that
are good enough to meet 80% of current customers’ needs
at a price four times lower than yours.

"The real challenge of innovation is not to 
do more with more, or even more with less. 
No, tomorrow’s innovation is the one that will 
do better (qualitatively) with less." 

DOING MORE WITH 
LESS: THE NEW PARADIGM 
OF INNOVATION

Navi Radjou,
co-author 
of "Jugaad 
innovation"
(Ed. Diateino,
2013) and 
"Frugal 
Innovation"
(The Economist,
2015)
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THIS NEW APPROACH CAN BE 
CALLED FRUGAL INNOVATION.
What we need to do is nothing less than to transform
businesses and the way they innovate. The first problem is
that the structure of innovation remains centralized and
pyramidal, even though the best ideas often come from
the field. Hence, innovation should be less elitist. It should
be free of contempt for novel concepts that do not come
from engineers or scientists. This can be an issue of
corporate culture. 

Next, we must also chart a more ambitious course that a
mere incremental optimization of existing models. We
must not focus on technology alone. Breakthroughs can
also come with new economic models, new partnerships,
and so forth.
Finally, strong leadership is obviously necessary. One
quality required is the tenacity to overcome resistance to
anything new. (In fact, such resistance drives the
incremental approach, since no one takes any risk).
Another required quality is the ability to defend one’s
vision against consultants or market research, with a faith
that can be mistaken for arrogance (remember what was
said about Steve Jobs).

Companies must set new priorities define new indicators
for measuring innovation. Today, companies boast about
number of patents and features they have achieved, but
customers could care less. Firms would do better to assess
how closely they are meeting actual customer needs, and
to integrate new criteria such as sustainability of the
innovations. 

Let us recall that 70% of social and environmental impacts
of a product life cycle are determined upstream, ie during
R&D. The good news is that we now have the tools to
model the environmental performance of a product during
the design stage. 

Furthermore, since the social and environmental impacts
of a product are often related to customer behavior,
sustainable innovation inevitably concerns marketing. 
This is even more true now that we have entered the 

age of maturity, where much of what could be done
upstream in the supply chain, has already been done. 
The head of sustainability at Levi Strauss explained 
that 58% of energy consumption and 45% of water
consumption related to jeans (during its life cycle) occur
out of production, when customers wash and dry the
garment. The head of Levi Strauss (who, by the way, was
previously the Tide detergent brand manager at P&G),
admitted that he personally washed his jeans only once a
year! 

This approach - doing more with less - is a revolution. 
But companies, and the planet as well, have much to 
gain. Companies who innovate to resolve the major
challenges of our times, from poverty to the rarefaction of
resources, will be more successful at winning the loyalty 
of the Generation Y. Most of this generation would find it
more fulfilling to work for committed companies that
behave like responsible citizens. We should remember
that tomorrow’s war will be won upstream by winning the
battle for talents. �

“To measure innovation, companies count the number 
of patents and product functionalities, when consumers do 
not really care. They would do better to assess the adequacy 
of their responses to customer needs, and, of course, to integrate 
new criteria such as sustainability of the innovations”



What are the main challenges facing 
today’s innovation strategies?
The key question is which innovation strategies will get us
out of the crisis, and I don’t see that many ways out. The
first option is the entire field of the sharing economy. 
This is striking, because, in times of crisis, the main issue
is to enable people who have lost purchasing power to
maintain their standard of living with fewer resources. 
This is what happened during the Great Depression, with
the invention of youth hostels, for example.  Modern-day
sharing schemes find new ways to pool resources to
improve the economic system: share a car through
BlaBlaCar, money through KissKissBankBank, meals
through SuperMarmite. Swap clothes or homes. 

The system is very ecological and not entirely new. Thanks
to powerful digital tools, the number of such initiatives is
growing fast. In the summer of 2014 alone, BlaBlaCar
transported 1.2 million people (the equivalent of 4,000
high speed trains). It comes at as no surprise that they’ve
just raised 120 million euros. Furthermore; this approach
fully meets the expectations of Generation Y. In fact, the
issue in France is that the purchasing power of those over

60 is more than triple of those under 30, so everyone
focuses on the older segment. Meanwhile, the youngsters
get by as best they can, swapping on the web, and
building the sharing economy!

Then there is "low cost", which doesn’t necessarily mean
"low price". As a relatively long period of stagnant
purchasing power lie ahead and political leaders can do
little about it, the only way to prime the economic pump
is to buy cheaper. Originally, this market developed for
lower-income consumers (e.g. the down-market Renault
Logan car), but it has come to attract everyone. For
example, when the wealthy are hit by steeper taxes, they
too seek to preserve their purchasing power, so that even
Porsche has a “low-cost” range. The low-cost approach
has gradually become more and more sophisticated. 
It now embraces sustainability and uses digital technology,
with a fundamentally humanistic approach driven by the
users’ needs, creating value for people. Just look at the
Citroën Cactus concept car or changes to the Volkswagen
Golf. There’s a will to simplify and maximize value for the
user, removing useless features. The average European
Union car gained 300 kilos in 15 years but for the last 
5 years it has been losing 50 kilos per year. Products 
are becoming frugal and light. Cars are no longer over-
equipped; tinted glasses, wheel covers, air conditioning
and such are no longer a must. 

It used to be that green cars were pricy. The good news
is that sustainable innovation is less expensive today, since
eliminating useless gadgetry cuts costs. In the end,
demand for cost-efficient products and services is a much
better driver for sustainable innovation than regulation.
The result, in all sectors, is high-performance, simple,
efficient, low maintenance products. Digital tools now give
us the means to make tremendous gains in efficiency and
continually optimize process and products. 

UTOPIES // INNOVATION FOR A BETTER WORLD8 //

REAL 
INNOVATION 
IS SUSTAINABLE
& HUMANIST

3 QUESTIONS ON HUMANIST 
INNOVATION FOR MARC GIGET

Marc Giget,
president of
the Paris Club
of Directors 
of Innovation
and European
Institute of
Creative 
Strategies and
Innovation
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Another challenge is that we want so much to create high
added value for users, that we end up virtually asking
them to design the product themselves. This is a sea
change, for until now, no more than one in 2o people
were considered in the quest for innovation. However,
over the last 30 years, as the average educational level
has risen, it has become increasingly fashionable to have
products designed by particular group of users for their
own particular needs (eg farmer-designed products for
farmers, pilot-designed products for pilots). In all sectors,
we are observing this reconnection with the end-user,
which, at its pinnacle, is called "design-thinking" - an
approach based on prototyping, testing, and co-creativity
involving end-users.

What link do you see between 
sustainable innovation and what you 
call "humanist" innovation?
All of today’s key concepts of innovation date back to the
Renaissance and the definition of progress in the texts of
that time by humanists like Erasmus or Pico della
Mirandola. There are four different purposes: to improve
the human condition, to improve relationships among
people, to improve life in society and to improve our
relationship with nature. So yes, the great wave of
innovation currently sweeping the Earth is fundamentally
humanist, since it’s user-centered. And it is also aligned
with the principles of sustainable development. It’s a bit
like a quotation from Aristotle’s quote once used as slogan
by the French railroad: "Progress is valid only if it is
shared by all." In troubled times like these, innovation must
be inclusive, not exclusive. For example, electricity, the
water system, public education and vaccination were all
breakthroughs that benefitted everyone. 

"Green" innovation and CSR were stuck for a while; now
we must go further, by not working on sustainability in

isolation but by integrating it into every product, service or
system we design. Look, for example, at what they have
been doing in India. It’s called “Indovation” or “Triple A”:
any new development is expected to be Accessible
(including to the disabled) Affordable, and Available 
(for a billion people).

How can we accelerate the on-going 
transformation towards more prolific innovation 
for business and society?
Whatever some may say, I feel that things are moving
ahead quite well in business. Let’s not forget that in
France, there are ten employees and ten consultants for
every entrepreneur. In other words, for the few who act,
there are many more who tell them what to do! In essence,
companies are moving because they are under pressure
from competitors and new players from the digital sector
or Asia. Those who fail to address these issues disappear,
including large groups.

Where things do need to move much more quickly, 
is in the public sector. Our bureaucracies, hospitals,
courts, schools, and so forth have changed little. In the
US, some cities are now creating departments of
innovation. In France, we have the General Secretariat
for the modernization of public action (SGMAP) that is
supposed to be a department of innovation; but is has had
a shaky life. It was created and then shut down by one
president, and then restarted by his successor with the
same staff! We also have the “27th Region”, a laboratory
for a makeover of France’s regional government system. 

Innovation in the public sector is an emerging theme. We
are beginning to see cooperation initiatives between
European administrations, but the inspiration comes also
from more advanced systems, such as in Finland or New
Zealand. �

"Humanist innovation has 
four possible purposes: 
to improve the human condition,
to improve relationships 
among people, to improve 
life in society and improve 
our relationship with nature”



KEY IDEA #1 : 
INNOVATION MUST RECONNECT 
WITH SOCIAL UTILITY AND HUMANISM
"Nowadays, the problem is not to be able to produce
more to sell more, the key issue is primarily the one of the
legitimacy of the existing products. Because if the new
product does not provide a new service or a new
competence, the purchase is only a consumerist act with
negative impacts in terms of impoverishment of the Earth’s
resources, but also stupefying and impoverishing the
people because it requires multiplication of marketing and
communication in order to be sold ... "- Philippe Starck,
an interview with Elisabeth Laville.
Too often today, innovation idles: 90% of the patents filed
worldwide reach expiration without having a chance to
generate any value. They remain at the stage of the
invention but disconnected from needs; they did not find
any utility. In parallel, a number of so-called "innovations"
come to the market without meeting any expectation and
result in commercial failures, even though communication
campaigns were deployed to support them. Over 45% of
new products fail to achieve their sale goals(2). 44% of

products fall short of their profitability targets. 22% of new
references are removed from the market the year
following their launch(3), whereas Novation is talking
about 75% withdrawals after only two years of existence,
which corresponds to the figure of 70% given by the
American firm Booz Allen. There are three main issues
with the deadlock faced by the innovation process.

1/Innovation is what drives economic actors and
policies, and is perceived as the holy grail of

economic growth that all Western countries seek to revive.
The modern economy offers two mechanisms of growth,
says Luc Ferry(4), one based on innovation and renewal of
the offer, (a Keynesian mechanism) "proceeds from the

increased number of consumers and, if possible, the
increase in their wealth"; the other mechanism, inspired
by Schumpeter, postulates that "the real engine of growth
is innovation, making gradually obsolete all the remains
of the past," especially existing products. Either way, the
attractiveness of new products and their ability to
convince potential customers are key.

2/Despite the apparent efforts to limit our resource
consumption, it now exceeds the planet's ability

to renew them. While humanity used a little more than
half of the natural resources available by the early 1960,
today it exceeds global capacity today by more than

50%. 1.5 planets would be required to meet the needs of
humanity and if the current trend continues, we will need
two planets by 2050. Such an imbalance cannot be
sustained for long. In this context, even when successful,
the usefulness or the legitimacy of some new products is
controversial, especially in times when ecological
imperatives suppose avoiding waste of natural resources
to produce new objects with no added value.

3/At the same time, we face a number of unsolved
challenges, some of which are serious and

difficult, particularly in social and environmental areas
(CO2 emissions, lack of clean water, poverty etc.). "The
world is now ready to pay the companies that will be able

“Too often today, innovation idles: 
90% of the patents filed worldwide expire without 
having generated any economic value.”

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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to help us survive.(5)" The conditions for change are
summed up by Harvard professor Michael Porter: "To
reinvent the capitalism, we must move from economic
models based on the destruction of the planet to the
models based on repairing it. - The externalities here
become new opportunities." Not only must innovation, in
any field, be compatible with the resources of a planet,
which we now know are finite, but it should also
contribute to solving the important problems of our times.
Leaders of the largest global companies are increasingly
aware of this. 64% of them reported in 2011(6) that the
development of environmentally friendly products or
services was a "substantial part" of their innovation
strategy.
In other words, to break the deadlock and be successful
again, we need what Marc Giget calls "real innovation",
ie "humanist" change aimed at "improving the human
condition and life in society", sustainable innovation, in
essence and in meaning.

KEY IDEA #2 :
INNOVATION IS THE NEW 
FRONTIER OF SUSTAINABILITY
After two decades of implementation in business,
sustainable development is also in a deadlock. Like
innovation, it is often idling - failing to solve global
problems. Certainly, companies have made efforts, it
takes 30% less natural resources to produce a GDP/GNP
unit than it took 30 years ago. However, overall
consumption of resources doubled over the same period.
Due to the economic growth and the population increase,
the explosion of sales more than offsets the progress made
in most markets. The reason is simple: confined to
philanthropy, to eco-efficiency focused on saving

resources or regulatory compliance and reporting,
today’s sustainable development approach is often limited
to “damage control” operations such as controlling a
business’s license to operate; it is not truly solving the
challenges faced by society.
It focuses on internal policies and system of "corporate"
management but does not transform products, services or
solutions that businesses put on the market. Current tools
for measuring the impact of a product throughout its life
cycle lifestyle tell us that the use phase often has a bigger
impact than the production phase. Only 12% of the
impact of the automobile sector is linked to the production
phase; 80% of the impact resides in the use of vehicles.
The same goes for jeans: 58% of the environmental
impact occurs after the customer’s purchase. Some
"green" or "responsible" offers exist for sure, but in all
markets they remain “niche”, with very little marketing
support to get them out of the rut.
Yet 78% of European opinion leaders now think that
responsible products must replace conventional ones, and
not simply stay a alternative product offering(7). Some
companies like Marks & Spencer, Starbucks, Philips and
Botanic even want to distinguish themselves by committing
to the transformation of most or all of their ranges within
a few years.
Companies like this show the way forward: the
intertwining of business strategy and sustainable
development strategy. They contribute to a vision of a new
kind of innovat ion, based on high social  and
environmental values, daring rather than incremental
moves, co-design with stakeholders, and a willingness to
change whatever it takes: product offerings, branding,
marketing strategy, or economic model.

KEY IDEA #3 :
SUSTAINABLE INNOVATION GOES WELL
BEYOND PRODUCTS OR TECHNOLOGY
Of course, to solve some of the environmental challenges,
technological innovations will be needed, such as
reducing dependence on fossil fuels, and halving
European emissions of greenhouse gases by 2050. In this
approach, it is not enough to be "less bad", we need to

“For sustainable development, the next 
step is the radical transformation of product
offerings, innovation and marketing 
strategies, and business models.”

of european opinion
leaders believe 
that responsible 
products must 
replace conventional
products, and not 
remain confined 
to a niche offer 

78%
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be "radically better" and get down to what Jeremy Rifkin
or the McKinsey firm call "a resource revolution". But this
focus on high-tech innovation and "green growth" tends
to overlook social innovation that is also essential for
sustainable development (eg housing cooperatives
sharing property, community-supported farming,
carpooling, soil microbiology projects to replace
fertilizer). These "low tech" innovations are rarely
patentable, are unlikely to benefit from financing and yet
are essential. We will be unable to progress until we
broaden our vision beyond the technology approach.
Interestingly enough, low tech “innovation” simply means
introducing modern versions of virtuous practices of the
past, like adapting the old system of deposit-return system
to new markets such as telephony) or designing durable
and reparab le  p roduc t s  ra the r  than p lanned
obsolescence.
This means that sustainable innovation is multifaceted and
extends far beyond products; it also includes usage
innovation (eg sustainable mobility – from car pooling to
car sharing), services around the product (eg products
sold with recovery and recycling guarantee services).
Within businesses, innovation may include new economic
models (selling a service instead of a product) and new
modes of organization and governance (e.g. social
entrepreneurs, the social and solidarity economy,
stakeholder involvement). 
The good news is advances in economic models. In the
digital economy, necessity has been the mother of
invention. New business models have appeared for high
social utility projects when old models failed. The business
model canvas constitutes a relevant framework for the
practice of sustainable innovation that opens new
perspectives and facilitates the search for new levers for
developing sustainable innovation (partners, distribution
channels, customers, etc.).

KEY IDEA #4 :
SUSTAINABLE INNOVATION IS A STATE 
OF MIND - AND CANNOT BE LIMITED 
TO ECO-DESIGN STANDARDS, OR R&D.
There is no magic formula for "sustainable" innovation; it
is nevertheless instructive to observe companies of all
sizes, from all sectors and from all continents that have
successfully charted this course.
A first observation is that their capacity for innovation
goes far beyond the possession of the best technical or
scientific knowledge, beyond simple marketing of new
products and services. Indeed, beyond the dedicated
departments, innovation is primarily a matter of culture
that needs to emerge throughout the company. Thus,
according to an annual survey conducted by Deloitte
worldwide, the development of a "strong innovation
culture" appears to be the first success factor of innovation
in large companies. Nearly 70% of French entrepreneurs
consider that innovation is above all a "state of mind"
rather than a new product or process. At the crossroads
of radical, humanist innovation and sustainable
development, there is a "fertile cultural soil" for
sustainable innovation, the fruit of openness and
collaboration, accountability and individual development,
experimentation, and the right to make mistakes.

KEY IDEA #5 :
SUSTAINABLE INNOVATION IS AMBITIOUS
AND RADICAL RATHER THAN INCREMENTAL
"The secret of life is to have a mission, to which you can
devote everything, and, most importantly, that’s totally out
of reach." Henry Moore
When a company builds and develops its activities
around a mission, it strongly influences its innovation
strategy. In an ever-changing environment, companies
guided by the pursuit of a clear and ambitious social
mission provide a framework for effective sustainable
innovation that is consistent with their business.

“Innovation is more than a dedicated 
department, it’s a culture that needs to
emerge across the company.”
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Californian outdoor clothing leader Patagonia’s mission
statement expresses their drive to "inspire the sector and
implement solutions to the environmental crisis." This
rationale has inspired innovation at the forefront of the
textile industry for decades: first bio cotton sector, use of
raw recycled plastic bottles to produce wool fleece,
clothes recovery and recycling, repair service, lifetime
guarantees for  c lo thes,  thr i f t  shop wi th eBay,
communication campaigns valuing sustainability of
clothes rather than their novelty, etc.
Radical innovation calls for radical objectives. Why? First,
because being "less bad (that is essentially the
incremental approach) isn’t enough to be good", argues
Bill McDonough, an architect and designer. Radical goals
do not generate the same solutions as incremental goals.
Innovation does not depend solely on the chosen path but
also on the final destination. Radical goals require
thinking differently, outside of "business as usual",
radically reinventing a product that is not satisfactory -
rather than optimizing it, finding solutions that do not yet
exist, outside the comfortable sphere of what has already
been implemented. This does not prevent one from
experimenting on a small scale with an ultimate goal of
radical innovation. Another argument: a vision and
ambition are the ingredients to mobilize teams, generate
real enthusiasm and change the game. This is something
a conventional action plan with quantified targets rarely
manages to achieve. This is the commitment of the
companies engaged in this transformation: Interface with
its Mission Zero, Marks & Spencer and its Plan A, or
Kingfisher and its NetPositive program.

KEY IDEA #6 :
INNOVATION IS OPEN AND 
CO-CONSTRUCTED WITH STAKEHOLDERS
We are fortunately seeing the end of the “Not invented
here” syndrome, the knee-jerk reaction of automatically
rejecting outsiders’ ideas. The modern company now
draws inspiration from all of its ecosystems (in a win-win
perspective), by identifying players capable of bringing

the company expertise it lacks and helping it design
solutions it could not have come up with on its own.
The one bright side of crisis is that it "offers a chance to
those who want to give new meaning to innovation"(8). In
the past we had something called “top-down innovation”
something produced by R&D and Marketing, to be
applied afterwards. This is giving way to “bottom-up”
innovation, ie fresh ideas from networks, knowledge
exchanges, and passionate amateurs. In recent years,
new information and communication technologies have
revolutionized the model of innovation. A real contribution
infrastructure has been developing for twenty years via
the Internet. There are no more producers on one side and
consumers on the other, but all kinds of "contributors". For
Bernard Stiegler, "a new industrial model is emerging,
that of an economy of contribution”. This started in the
90’s with shareware, and has been spreading to other
media ever since. Wikipedia is a striking example:
whatever criticisms one may make, Wikipedia has
designed a collective intelligence network, which allows
millions of people to contribute. These contributors work
like bees who produce honey but whose value resides in
pollination services, which contributes to the reproduction
of plants, and hence to animal feed and our own survival.
With such an open innovation approach, aiming at
replacing the "not invented here" syndrome by another
that rather claims "proudly found elsewhere"(9), Procter &
Gamble has revolutionized its innovation process. In six
years, new products invented outside the company grew
from zero to 35%, and in ten years, their success rate
increased from 15% to 50%. Open innovation is
particularly relevant to the issues of sustainable
development, where consultation and stakeholder
involvement is key to the definition and implementation of
a strategy. So when the stakeholder consultation meets
open-innovation, it results in the main sustainable
innovation trend: the increasing involvement of
stakeholders in the innovation processes. Suppliers,
customers (e.g. Mystarbucksidea.com) and NGOs all
have their say. They may know the social and
environmental issues better or from another perspective.
All sorts of sources are sought for ideas: collaboration
wi th young innovat ive companies,  "green" or

”When stakeholder consultation meets open innovation, 
it leads to the main trend in sustainable innovation: increasing 
involvement of stakeholders in the innovation process.”
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“sustainable” investment funds or co-innovation with
suppliers. BMW launched i-ventures in 2011 to innovate
in sustainable mobility. 62% of leaders intend to turn to
their supply chain to develop joint innovation projects(10). 
This approach is also based on the idea that the more
firms grow; the less they are successful in terms of
innovation. To bring back the spark of innovation, there is
nothing better than asking their teams to anticipate
societal needs, rather than trying to artificially create
consumer needs. From this point of view, external
collaborations require teams to break with known and
controlled processes to boldly explore innovative
solutions. The laboratory Boehringer Ingelheim has set this
course by signing a 10 million euro partnership of with
the association Ashoka, which brings together social
entrepreneurs and the company employees. The
partnership includes support for selected social
entrepreneurs in the health sector and the mobilization of
3,000 company managers to accompany them. The aim
is that through this experience, the manager will be ready
to create tomorrow's health systems. Similarly, Danone
has organized several "Social Innovation Labs" for its
teams, bringing together staff and special guests (eg
NGOs, bloggers and other stakeholders) to discuss
achievements and define new projects. Among the results
are cross - fer t i l izat ion of  ideas and enhanced
teambuilding.

KEY IDEA #7 :
SUSTAINABLE INNOVATION IS INSEPARABLE
FROM “COMMITTED” MARKETING
Last but not least, sustainable innovation cannot succeed
without proactive and committed marketing. It cannot exist
"on the shelf" waiting to be wisely chosen by a client. It
is essential to create a market for breakthrough
innovation... rather than waiting for the market to be
"ready", with the idea that a company has the customers
it deserves. Supply is changing the demand here and not
vice-versa. The music market did not express specific
expectations about song storage capacities or online
music before iTunes and iPod were advertised. It’s these
innovations that have radically changed the market.
Marketing, whose mission is to create and develop
offerings that fit their market, is essential to the success of

sustainable innovation, more so when it is based on a
different vision of the product, its use, etc. The success of
the Prius is largely due to Toyota’s patient and perseverant
marketing commitment. It took them a good 15 years to
break down barriers to the acquisition of a car that was
more expensive and did not necessarily meet customer
expectations in terms of social status (size, power,...). 
Sustainable offers must also have a high added value for
the customer. The day when a product could be sold for
more only because it was "green" or "sustainable" is
over. Now sustainability is one of the attributes of a better
product, and that's all, without scarifying other consumer
purchasing criteria. Marks & Spencer has understood this
well as shown by their “Most ethical suit in the World" -
made with organic wool traceable to the farm, 100%
certified GOTS, processed without chemicals, lined with
a material made from recycled plastic, recovered buttons,
etc. To ensure that the product would reach the clients
beyond "niche" consumers, the British retailer asked
Richard James, one of the most prominent UK fashion
designers, to design the collection, while keeping the
price affordable. Who could resist? �
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