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INTRODUCTION

Many U.S. companies are in the midst of major sustainability initiatives to improve the efficiency of their 
operations and reduce impact on the environment. The initiatives are taken for reasons ranging from 
lowering the operating costs of their buildings to complying with regulations or from satisfying client 
demand for efficient tenant space to being viewed as a leader in sustainable operations in their 
industry or city. 

This ebook looks at the evolving sustainability landscape in commercial buildings, particularly office 
buildings. It examines new research showing what types of sustainability initiatives businesses 
are taking, how top corporate leaders value sustainability, and how they measure the ROI of their 
sustainability initiatives. The ebook also examines the role tenants have in sustainability initiatives they 
seek from building owners and managers.

A survey in spring 2021 found that eight of 10 U.S. companies surveyed say that sustainability is an 
operational imperative and they have initiatives in place. The survey involved almost 1,200 business 
executives, who work in companies of 50 employees or more in various industries, including 
manufacturing, construction, architecture/engineering, banking, logistics, communications, retail and 
more than 20 other broad industry groups. The survey was a partnership between Honeywell and The 
Business Journals.

The top priorities for sustainability initiatives the companies expect to take over the next year will focus 
on the physical space where companies operate. The respondents ranked their priorities in sustainability 
investments, and the order of the highest-ranked priorities focused on boosting energy efficiency, 
improving water use and recycling and adding carbon-neutral energy sources. 

The executives also shared how companies view sustainability, who sets the roadmap for sustainability 
initiatives, and what drives sustainability. The companies they lead are large users of space as the owner 
and as the tenant. 
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Business leaders face a difficult journey as they recover from the disruptions of the pandemic, aim to 
restore profitability and continue sustainability initiatives, according to McKinsey.

“Large-scale investments in renewable energy, advanced manufacturing technologies or alternative 
materials may appear harder to justify in an environment when many organizations are reexamining their 
costs, product portfolios and capital plans,” McKinsey states. 

“Sustainability doesn’t have to come with a hefty price tag. When companies optimize their operations 
whether to increase productivity, improve quality or reduce cost – better environmental performance 
can be a byproduct.”

SUSTAINABILITY ACROSS 
OPERATIONS AND INDUSTRIES

RETAIL

IT OPERATIONS

MANUFACTURING

DISTRIBUTION

Sustainable design can include LED lighting, HVAC energy management systems, recycled 
flooring and sustainable materials. Other industry practices include the increased adoption 
of recycled packaging, preserving structures through adaptive reuse and using more solar 
and wind power.

Sustainable efforts can include moving applications to the cloud, moving servers to 
cooler climates, reducing the energy needed to power computers through workstation 
power management, replacing outdated legacy systems that require more energy than 
new technology, purchasing equipment rated for energy efficiency and recycling 
old equipment.

Environmentally friendly practices in these buildings include reducing materials waste, 
using recyclable and sustainable materials, using sustainable packaging, reducing 
chemical inventories, adopting energy efficiency management programs, and 
using technology to destroy pollution before it leaves the plant. As in other sectors, 
manufacturers are focused on sustainability initiatives, HVAC efficiency, and alternative 
energy sources such as solar, hydroelectric, and wind.

Initiatives include building centers close to customer bases or preferred modes of 
transportation, deploying micro-fulfillment, installing skylights to reduce the need for 
electric lighting, using technology to optimize delivery schedules and installing quick-
open/close loading dock doors to reduce HVAC needs.
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Nearly all respondents (93%) of the sustainability survey said sustainability is a lasting trend. Eighty-
seven percent say it is viewed as a long-term investment rather than a cost, and 84% say their 
companies can generate economic value by identifying and addressing social problems that intersect 
with their businesses.

WHY SUSTAINABILITY 
INITIATIVES ARE PURSUED

(A) Sustainability is a lasting trend
(B) Sustainability in our company is viewed as a long-term 
investment rather than a cost
(C) We can generate economic value by identifying and 
addressing social problems that intersect with my company
(D) Investing in climate change initiatives could lead to 
significant new product and service opportunities for 
our company
(E) Sustainability as a business opportunity is primed to 
be exploited
(F) Sustainability is changing the way we measure and track 
financial performance
(G) My company lacks the ability to link sustainability 
practices to financial performance
(H) The expense of incorporating sustainability in my 
company outweighs the benefits

27
%

84
%

67
%

66
%

58
%

34
%

A B C D E

93
%

87
%

F G H

A development that could affect the sustainability movement in the years ahead is growing calls to make 
environmental, social and governance reporting mandatory. Companies and investors often cite the 
lack of consistent and reliable sustainability disclosure as a key obstacle to integrating ESG into their 
businesses and investment processes, according to ESGToday.

The Biden administration is expected to set targets to reach net-zero emissions by 2050, according to 
Harvard Business Review. Many major U.S. companies are already aligning their business strategies 
with net-zero emissions by 2050 or sooner, including Amazon, Apple, Ford, Microsoft, Walmart, 
Uber and Verizon.

Survey respondents are taking developments tied to sustainability seriously – 70% say they have 
integrated sustainability into their strategic planning processes. Meanwhile, 66% say these efforts 
are aligned and integrated with their company’s purpose and mission, and 60% say sustainability is 
integrated into their products and services.

% Who rated statement “somewhat/strongly agree”

Statement Agreement
(Base=those knowledgeable of company sustainability initiatives)
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WHY SUSTAINABILITY 
INITIATIVES ARE PURSUED

Integrated into strategic planning

Aligned and integrated with our company’s purpose and mission

Integrated into product and services

Direct reporting line from sustainability office to executive team

Our company’s KPI’s include sustainability

We have a Chief Sustainability Officer

Sustainability is embedded in compensation/bonus of other 
executives or all employees

CEO pay/bonus linked to achievement of sustainability KPI’s/goals 8%

60%

38%

37%

19%

9%

70%

66%

How Sustainability Is Integrated Into Companies
(Base=those knowledgeable of company sustainability initiatives)

For companies that don’t have sustainability initiatives in place, 31% plan to do so within the next two 
years, 20% will act in the next three to five years, and 15% will get involved in five years or longer. Yet 
34% of respondents say they don’t believe their companies will ever participate in sustainability efforts.

The top three drivers of sustainability investments in surveyed companies are customer or consumer 
demand (43%), cultural/social trends (31%) and regulatory requirements (29%).

Company/
Brand
Trust

Strong
Customer

Service

Recommended
By Peers

43% 31% 29%

Customer or 
consumer 
demand

Cultural
and/or social

trends

Regulatory
requirements

Top Three Drivers For Sustainability Initiatives In Companies
(Base=those knowledgeable of company sustainability initiatives)
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For companies that plan to take sustainability initiatives, the three highest priorities are:

• Business strategies that maximize revenue or minimize costs.
• Operational strategies that mitigate and ultimately help eliminate business disruptions.
• Compliance with changing local, national and multinational regulations.

PRIORITIES IN 
SUSTAINABILITY INITIATIVES

The highest-ranking sustainability initiatives are: building energy efficiency measures, waste recycling 
and plastic circularity, and water use and recycling.

(A) Business strategies that maximize revenue or 
minimize costs
(B) Operational strategies that mitigate and ultimately 
eliminate business disruptions
(C) Compliance with changing local, national and 
multinational regulations
(D) Decarbonize operations and achieve carbon 
neutrality, primarily through the reduction or elimination 
of greenhouse  gases and carbon emissions
(E) Sound management of chemicals and waste
(F) Software, technologies and services that pay for 
themselves over a reasonable time frame
(G) Sustainable packaging to reduce plastic waste

35
%

31
%

21
%

17
%

13
%

A B C D E

46
%

37
%

F G

Ranked 1st Or 2nd By Company With Regard to Sustainability Initiatives
(Base=those knowledgeable of company sustainability initiatives)

Building energy efficient measures

Waste recycling and plastic circularity

Water use and recycling

Green power (solar, wind)

Packaging recycling

Supply chain

Direct greenhouse emissions

Chemical discharge

Carbon credit purchases

Fleet electrification

Fuel switching

42%

65%

53%

51%

48%

48%

79%

73%

High Priority For 
Sustainability Initiatives 
In Companies Within 
The Next 12 Months
(Base=those knowledgeable of company 

sustainability initiatives)

26%

29%

27%

*Rank 4 or 5 on 5-point scale
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The respondents in the survey were large users of office space and many have multiple locations. Half 
occupy more than 100,000 square feet of office space and 41% of the executives say their company 
has more than 200,000 square feet of office space. Companies that occupy between 10,000 square 
feet and 100,000 square feet were 40% of those surveyed. 

Sixty-five percent say their companies own their office space, while the rest are strictly lessors, and 
one-third have multiple locations.

SUSTAINABILITY INITIATIVES
IN OFFICE SPACES

(A) We have multiple office locations, we own some 
and lease some
(B) We have multiple office locations and own all 
those spaces
(C) We have one office location and own that space
(D) We have multiple office locations but only own our 
primary location, we lease the rest
(E) We have multiple office locations and lease all 
the space
(F) We have one office location and lease the space

35
%

31
%

21
%

17
%

A B C D E

46
%

37
%

F

Own Vs. Lease Office Locations

Owners
65%

Leasors
35%

For those who own office locations, 60% will invest in new technology to enhance sustainability 
initiatives in the next six to 12 months. In discussing office space leasing, 53% say they have discussions 
with new tenants about the sustainability goals of the tenant company.
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Most executives say they already have these sustainability initiatives: energy efficient lighting, HVAC 
optimization and waste management.

Energy efficient lighting
HVAC optimization

Waste management
Smart building controls

Indoor air quality solutions
Electric vehicle charging

High efficient boilers and chillers
Solar and other renewable energy solutions

Energy backup and battery storage
Water reclamation and conservation measures

Recycled building materials
Smart glass/windows

Green roof space
Elevators that optimize traffic flow

None of the above

40%

67%

63%

53%

51%

43%

84%

71%
Included In Current
Office Locations Owned

(Base=those who own office locations)

37%

39%

37%

24%

3%

17%

12%

For those who lease office space and are aware of the sustainability initiatives of the space, the features 
mentioned most often are: energy efficient lighting, HVAC optimization and waste management.

Energy efficient lighting
HVAC optimization

Waste management
Indoor air quality solutions

Smart building controls
Recycled building materials

Electrical vehicle charging
High efficiency boilers and chillers

Energy backup and battery storage
Smart glass/windows

Water reclamations and conservation measures
Elevators that optimize traffic flow

Green roof space
Solar and other renewable energy solutions

29%

64%

60%

59%

47%

41%

91%

72%
Features In Current 
Office Space

(Base=those who lease office 

locations and are aware of features)

21%

26%

24%

21%

10%

9%

SUSTAINABILITY INITIATIVES
IN OFFICE SPACES
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Sustainability is becoming more visible as commercial real estate developers increasingly embrace 
more sustainable construction methods. Many pursue Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design 
(LEED) certification, which results in lower operation costs, reduced energy usage and greater resale 
value. While these projects may involve greater upfront costs (about 1% to 2% more for a $50 million to 
$500 million project) the extra cost can be recovered quickly.

New and retrofitted sustainable buildings can lower operating costs by 9% over 12 months and a 13% to 
14% decrease over five years, according to a report by Dodge Data and Analytics.

For property managers, the benefits of these buildings include reduced heating, cooling and operating 
costs, the ability to lure tenants that want to work in environmentally friendly structures, and the ability 
to lease to tenants willing to pay a higher price for what they consider premium office space. 

For tenants who want to be an employer of choice, a green building can be an advantage in attracting 
workers. A survey from the U.S. Green Building Council found that employees who work in LEED-
certified buildings are healthier, happier and more productive than employees in conventional buildings. 
In addition, 85% of employees in LEED-certified buildings say their access to quality outdoor views and 
natural sunlight boosts their overall productivity and happiness, and 80% say the enhanced air quality 
improves their physical health and comfort. Other benefits for tenants include the likelihood they will 
strengthen their business brand by being associated with a sustainable office space, savings on utility 
and operating costs, and the ability to qualify for various tax breaks.

“We welcome and embrace the enhanced attention and urgency around tackling climate change 
and making gains across environmental, social and governance pillars,” says one respondent. “We 
are determined to strengthen and further build our culture of diversity and inclusion. Our bold new 
sustainability commitments demonstrate we are all-in to help drive healthy buildings, healthy people and 
a healthy planet for our employees, shareholders, customers and all our stakeholders.”

  Sustainability guidelines and regulations being pursued this 
  decade that impact owners and tenants of office spaces.

Companies use a wide variety of metrics to measure the performance of their sustainability initiatives, 
ranging from internal measurements, LEED requirements, greenhouse gas-carbon emission, the 2030 
Challenge for carbon-neutral buildings and compliance with government regulations. 

The Biden administration has taken executive action to prioritize climate issues and has appointed a 
“climate czar” to oversee the implementation of its agenda, and a number of U.S. states continue to 
address climate change.

RETURN ON SUSTAINABILITY
INVESTMENTS
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“People, planet and profit” is the triple bottom line for companies now that sustainability in commercial 
real estate is here to stay. Surveys show that building owners, tenants, their clients and their consumers 
are concerned about reducing the environmental impact of business operations and they are committed 
to sustainability investments that reduce environmental impact, improve business efficiencies and 
reduce operating costs.

Like energy, time is much too valuable to waste, that’s why it’s important to create a sustainability plan 
now. One that will help you reduce resource consumption, avoid waste, and comply with the changing 
environmental and governance requirements. Speak with a Honeywell sustainability expert to guide 
your organization on a path to a sustainable future.

CONCLUSION
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