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Making the Business Case for 
Sustainable Real Estate
Plus Assessment: A framework to get results
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VALUE-DRIVEN SUSTAINABILITY GETS RESULTS

This white paper explores a methodology to link sustainability to an organization’s established 
values across four profiles: Growth, Impact, Wellness, and Efficiency. The model presented here is 
appropriate for any organization that uses real estate to achieve company goals. 

According to a 2014 global survey by McKinsey and Company, 43 percent of company executives 
(the largest share of respondents) say their companies seek to align sustainability with their overall 
business goals, mission, or values—up from 30 percent who said so in 2012. Additionally, 36 
percent said reputation was important to align with sustainability, and 26 percent cited cutting costs. 
(Source) 

These  results are bolstered by findings 
in the Ethical Corporation’s “State 
of Sustainability 2015” report, which 
found that 68.9 percent of corporate 
respondents confirmed that their CEO is 
convinced of the value of sustainability. 
Even where corporate leaders are 
not fully engaged in sustainability, it 
is increasingly important for strategy 
according to 89 percent of corporate 
respondents to the report. (Source) 

Sustainability investments extend 
beyond internal staff. 46 percent of 
corporate respondents pay external 
organizations for advice and assistance 
with their sustainability strategies.  

Given the breadth of sustainability choices and their technical requirements, it makes sense that a 
corporation is better served to bring in specialists than to build an internal arsenal of sustainability 
talent. 

(Image source)
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INCREASING PRESSURE

In November 2014, President Barack Obama 
brokered a climate change deal with Chinese 
President Xi Jinping. After 20 years of stalled 
climate action, this deal is leading to a global 
agreement on reducing pollution among 195 
member countries. The United States will 
put forth a more aggressive goal to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions by 26-28 percent by 
2025 from 2005 levels. This action means that 
the pressure on businesses to implement and 
report on sustainability programs is intensifying.  

For sustainability measures to have long-term 
organizational benefit they must be closely 
aligned to the established values of the 
organization. With more than 2,000 real estate 
projects over 21 years, Paladino and Company 
has learned that organizations adopt different 
sustainability strategies for different reasons—
and those organizations that understand how 
sustainability helps their business realize longer-
lasting benefits and higher ROI. 

Decisions regarding sustainability must involve 
cross-functional teams of owner executives, 
consultants, facility managers, architects, 
builders, and designers. The framework 
described in this white paper offers a blueprint 
for decision making throughout that complex 
process and the relationships it entails.

The reward for using a framework is that the 
organization reaps greater value and the view on 
sustainability can mature to become a powerful 
tool that drives the desired  business results. 

THE BUSINESS VALUE 

SITUATION  

Because sustainability programs often report 
to marketing groups, many results can go 
undocumented and—worse—unconsidered. 
Only 21 percent of corporate respondents in 
the “State of Sustainability 2015” report said 
their company was leveraging the potential of 
sustainability as fully as possible, even though 
relatively high proportions of respondents 
said revenues and savings are already being 
generated by sustainability. (Source)

Moreover, only a third of the respondents were 
able to say that they were measuring the return 
on investment of sustainability, or that they 
could say with confidence that they accurately 
measure the impact of their sustainability 
initiatives.   

One reason for this gap between effort and 
outcome is that the sustainability measures 
weren’t mapped to desired business outcomes 
and values from the outset.

The pressure on businesses 
to implement and report on 
sustainability programs is 

intensifying. 

(Image source)
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In most cases, corporate leaders endorse 
sustainability programs because of business 
pressures. The realities of climate change are 
secondary to the health and vibrancy of the 
corporation. In other words, companies  invest 
in sustainability because they have to. The 
highest percentage of respondents in the “State 
of Sustainability” report—18.5 percent—intend 
to invest between $100,000 and $500,000 in 
sustainability activity this year. Another 14.9 
percent plan to spend $1 million or more.  
Similarly,  research by economic consulting firm 
EPG found that U.S. and U.K. companies in the 
Fortune Global 500 spend $15.2 billion a year on 
corporate social responsibility (CSR) activities. 
(Source)

However, PricewaterhouseCoopers’ (PwC) most 
recent survey of chief executives did not include 
climate change in the top 19 risks CEOs were 
questioned about because of a lack of interest 
in the subject. (Source) Further evidence that 
CEOs are not engaged on climate change comes 
from the responses to a question about their 
top priorities for government. Only 6 percent of 
respondents listed reducing the risk of climate 
change as a priority, putting it at the bottom of 
the list.

Notably, 87 percent of investors surveyed in a 
2014 PwC sustainability report indicated that 
they expect to consider climate change and 
resource scarcity issues in investment decisions 
in the next 3 years.  (Source) 

The pressure to meet new demands of investors 
has spurred an influx of fact-checking reporting 

protocols and rating systems that do nothing to 
address the business needs of the real estate 
owner or their building inhabitants.  

Despite confusion around reporting protocols 
and rating systems, corporations are moving 
ahead with reporting investments. According 
to the Governance and Accountability Institute, 
79 percent of Fortune Global 500 companies 
produce sustainability reports; more than three 
out of four of these reports are based on the 
Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) Guidelines. 
(Source) According to Ernst & Young, a full 95 
percent of the Global 250 issue sustainability 
reports. (Source) 

In addition to reporting standards, there are 
more than 60 different sustainability rating 
systems defined in the Global Survey of 
Urban Sustainability Rating Tools by Criterion 
Planners (November 2014). (Source) And more 
are released every year.  These reports often 
push sustainability investments to be evaluated 
based on cost rather than worth, which often 
kills the business case for sustainability and 
simultaneously obscures its value.

By aligning sustainability initiatives to the issues 
that are already important to chief executives, 
the investment will be easier to justify and—more 
importantly—will have better returns for the 
business.

The starting point for any sustainability initiative 
should be this important question: what values 
are driving this assessment?
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LEAD WITH VALUES

Sustainability initiatives that align to executive leadership’s established values are more 
readily adopted. An initiative that contradicts their underlying values or organizational 
culture will move slowly, be deprioritized, or not be implemented at all.  

By associating sustainability with the values of the organization, sustainability can drive 
achievement of already established goals. Sustainable initiatives become an effective 
means to accelerate the organization without requiring added costs or delays.

To gain the trust of decision makers, their perspectives must be understood. 
Sustainability’s relationship to their perspectives must be brought to the table and 
communicated with each stakeholder, using their language and metrics to demonstrate 
its value. Get the alignment wrong, and the effort will fail. 
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HOW TO KNOW IF YOUR SUSTAINABILITY INITIATIVES 

REFLECT EXISTING VALUES 

Before you propose a single sustainability solution, you must document the existing values of 
the organization and confirm them with executive leadership. Sustainability must be considered 
in the context of what it adds to the company’s values, which is why we have designed the Plus 
Assessment. 

The Plus Assessment delivers ample context to develop a sustainability platform: a common 
definition of success that aligns sustainability strategies, rating systems, and reporting processes to 
what the organization already values. 

By deeply understanding the values by which stakeholders base their decisions, a potent 
sustainability initiative can be created that removes doubts that an initiative does not line up with the 
business.

Through our work with global companies, NGOs, and local, state, and federal governments, we 
have learned that the organizational values that drive the success of sustainability programs come 
down to four key areas: Growth, Impact, Efficiency, and Wellness. A Plus Assessment identifies 
stakeholder values that determine the success or failure of a sustainability initiative. This in turn 
clarifies how to align sustainability activities to the business. 

The Plus Compass

Each stakeholder who takes the Plus Assessment 
may have varying levels of inclination toward the 
four individual pillars. 

The documented values act as a guidepost in 
sustainability discussions. An exciting sustainability 
concept must map to existing values. Even the most 
creative sustainability concepts will expose hidden 
disincentives, structural barriers, and naysayers if 
they aren’t lined up with company values. However, 
a team that is aligned around values thrives in the 
face of those challenges and can effectively make 
decisions that are as good for the organization as 
they are for the planet. 
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GROWTH

This value is associated with a 
strong desire to attract capital, 
grow the business, and capture 
market share. Companies 
that can translate actions to 
sustainable outcomes have an 
edge in today’s international 
marketplace for capital. 
Consumers and investors 
are increasingly asking for 
measured results that validate 
the sustainable messaging 
put forth in CSR reports. 
Sustainable strategies with 
the power to produce better 
and faster business growth are 
preferred. 

People who value growth may 
be described as: 

•	 Wanting to be the first, 
biggest, or best

•	 Always knowing where 
the competition is 

•	 Driven to increase market 
share above all else

•	 Suspicious of benefits 
that are not monetized

Success is measured by:
•	 Market capture
•	 Industry sustainability 

rankings
•	 Revenue growth

In an independent study of 93 LEED 
rated bank branches, with 469 
non-rated branches owned and 
operated by PNC, it was found that 
the sustainable locations benefited 
from more than $3M in consumer 
deposits, $461.3K increased sales 
per employee, and $675 less in 
costs per employee. 

PNC LEED Branches

United States
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IMPACT

This value treats work as a 
means to create a positive 
impact on the world and 
people. Human, financial, and 
environmental resources are 
used to produce the maximum 
good. Executive leadership is 
connected to the mission of 
the organization and connects 
others to metrics beyond 
financial outcomes. Short-
term gain may be deprioritized 
behind greater long-term 
benefits to the people or 
the planet. The company 
is committed to creating 
positive change and setting an 
example.  

People who value impact may 
be described as: 

•	 Always tracking CSR 
activities of their peers

•	 Looking for meaning 
behind initiatives 

•	 Valuing environmental or 
social results

•	 Invested in soft benefits 
•	 Suspicious of benefits 

that are only evaluated 
through monetization

Success is measured by:
•	 Positive brand impact
•	 Social metrics
•	 Environmental metrics
•	 Resource conservation

The Tower at PNC 

Plaza

Pittsburgh, PA

Named the greenest office tower in 
the world, The Tower at PNC Plaza 
serves as a beacon to businesses 
around the globe about the power 
of sustainable thinking. The building 
is a community builder, workplace 
innovator, and energy responder. 
Its features and technologies will 
contribute to 50 percent less energy 
consumption and 77 percent less 
water use than a typical office 
building. 
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EFFICIENCY

This value prioritizes cutting 
costs and improved operational 
performance and resiliency. 
There is continual pressure 
to affect the bottom line 
and improve efficiency. 
Sustainability performance is 
measured through building 
operations and cost savings. 
The executive leadership 
seeks out new ways to capture 
the benefits of sustainable 
upgrades to make the business 
case for reinvestment in 
existing buildings. Allocating 
funds to their highest and best 
value is imperative. 

People who value efficiency 
may be described as: 

•	 Always looking for 
efficient ways to operate

•	 Driven to prove results 
through return on 
investment calculations

•	 Always having details 
and facts to support a 
point of view

•	 Suspicious of benefits 
that are not monetized

Success is measured by:
•	 CapEx ROI
•	 Utility expense 

reductions
•	 Staff time optimization

Pearl Harbor Visitor 

Center

Honolulu, HI

The goal was to create a ‘flagship 
of sustainable architecture’ that 
maximizes the constrained site 
footprint and limited budget. Wise 
use of technologies and resources 
minimized construction and 
operating costs. The design strategy 
delivered a better visitor experience 
and environmental and financial 
performance than a single, enclosed 
building. Analysis included energy 
efficiency, climate and daylighting 
monitoring and a study into wind 
ventilation strategy.
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WELLNESS

This value prioritizes the impact 
that real estate can have on 
the health and wellbeing of the 
people who use it. The design 
of real estate, air quality, and 
workspace ergonomics affect 
employee performance.  These 
companies strive to attract 
emerging talent and look for 
ways to connect millenials 
and mature professionals. 
There is a primary focus on 
the development of holistic 
workplace strategies that 
address all the needs of the 
individuals while putting the 
good of the group above any 
individual.  

People who value wellness may 
be described as: 

•	 Always building 
community and 
consensus

•	 Driven to improve the 
work environment 

•	 Measuring performance 
through surveys 

•	 Suspicious of benefits 
that have been 
monetized

Success is measured by:
•	 Engagement
•	 Human capital
•	 Retention/attraction

Milken Institute School 

of Public Health at The 

George Washington 

University

Washington, DC

The building is a living model of 
a healthy workplace and learning 
center. Designs encourage 
occupants to maintain active 
lifestyles, with features including 
an open, skylit central staircase to 
encourage walking, a yoga studio, 
green roof, standing desks, and a 
central location that supports public 
transportation.
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About Paladino

Established in 1994, Paladino and Company is a pioneering green building and sustainability consulting firm with offices in Seattle, 
Austin, New York, and Washington, DC. We help organizations to improve the design and operations of their buildings to minimize 
costs, increase profitability, and enhance employee satisfaction.

Our change management consultants, architects, engineers, building scientists, commissioning agents, and business analysts 
advise clients on real estate strategies in industries including commercial real estate, government & civic, higher education, 
hospitality, industrial, multifamily, and mixed use.

Once identified, the stakeholder profiles predict 
how they will evaluate sustainability strategies. 
It describes the behaviors that stakeholders 
are likely to exhibit, their weaknesses and blind 
spots, their preferred metrics, and how they talk 
about success. It provides a window into their 
point of view that allows the team to respond in 
kind with sustainability initiatives that align with 
their perspective.

The Plus Assessment establishes a common 
vocabulary and guideposts by which all ideas 
can be measured. In addition to this common 
vocabulary, business leaders and sustainability 
directors should establish protocols, processes, 
training, and documentation to scale the 
methodology with the complex teams and 
projects that are part of any real estate business.

GROWTH IMPACT EFFICIENCY WELLNESS

Establishing a values-driven framework for the evaluation 
of sustainability initiatives is the first crucial step to initiating 
successful change within an organization. 

The Plus Assessment will be your guide to aligning sustainability 
with business values, and will drive the achievement of 
established goals.
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Keep in touch

www.paladinoandco.com
www.twitter.com/paladinoandco
LinkedIn: Paladino and Company

Tel: 206.522.7600  |  703.270.4900
E:  info@paladinoandco.com


