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Our inaugural 2020 research, which surveyed New Zealand sustainability professionals pre-Covid in February 2020, provided a foundation of insights 
on the sustainability profession.  This year’s research, undertaken in January and February 2021, looks back at what has changed in that time.

With the global pandemic having a huge impact on jobs within many industries in the past year, we’re aware that the sustainability profession has not 
been immune. Anecdotally, we’ve heard about sustainability job redundancies and of some organisations suspending their sustainability agendas 
immediately after the level 4 lockdowns last year.  While this research does not pick up on those who lost their job in 2020, we are aware that many of 
these people have since gone on to take up sustainability roles in other organisations, or even set up their own business in sustainability, giving them 
the opportunity to participate in this research in their new role.

While the past year has certainly been hard for many, we also recognise the coming years may continue to challenge businesses as they navigate an 
uncertain economic future alongside increasing environmental and social issues. Sustainability roles bring foresight to a business – a value which is, 
and will continue to be, increasingly valued when working with complexity, disruption and change in a Covid world.

This is why it is encouraging that our 2021 research indicates that despite significant workplace disruption caused by Covid, New Zealand 
organisations are not taking their foot off the sustainability accelerator and are improving the ways in which they support sustainability professionals in 
their roles. 

Five key insights support these findings and are detailed in this report:

1. Organisations have strengthened their investment in sustainability through Covid-19
2. Almost all industry sectors in New Zealand are employing sustainability professionals
3. Sustainability drives organisational purpose and addressing climate change is the top priority now and in the future
4. Sustainability professionals feel more empowered, are experiencing better work-life balance and greater job satisfaction
5. Sustainability professionals are change agents and people skills are critical to development in the role

These insights are truly heartening and provide a sense of optimism for the future. We can see that the sustainability profession is strengthening and 
that organisations are continuing to drive genuine sustainability action, despite the potential economic challenges presented in the Covid-19 recovery. 
Our sustainability professionals’ strength is in their softer skills – leadership, communication, problem solving, relationships and influencing – key skills 
to being an effective organisational change agent in an adaptable world. In a critical year when New Zealand is turning climate legislation into action, 
sustainability professionals and their organisations are ready to step up.

We welcome your feedback and the opportunity to support your sustainability journey through this research.

Dr Sarah Holden, Director Oxygen Consulting

Foreword
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2021 Insights on New Zealand Sustainability Professionals provides a holistic view of the current state of the sustainability profession in New Zealand - 
the role requirements, wellbeing of those in sustainability jobs, future growth areas and the way in which organisations are structuring sustainability.

This report reflects the results of a survey which ran 18th January - 12th February 2021.  The survey was made publicly available to potential 
participants through the networks of Oxygen Consulting, Auckland University of Technology (AUT), Sustainable Business Council (SBC) and 
Sustainable Business Network (SBN), as well as a range of social media platforms such as LinkedIn and Facebook.  

Target participants for this research included any employed people who currently had ‘sustainability’ as part or all their role. The scope included 
anyone in full time, part time or contractual positions within public, private and not for profit sectors. Sustainability professionals who may have been 
made redundant in the last 12 months did not qualify to participate in this research.

Information was gathered at an industry group level only, with a focus on the sustainability professionals employed in New Zealand organisations. 
Organisational sustainability strategies and activities were out of scope of this research.

Anonymity of participants was maintained through the aggregation of results. Furthermore, personal information that could be used to identify 
individuals (e.g. names, email addresses, workplace name), was not collected. 

As the second concurrent year of this research, the 2021 sustainability professionals research compares trends and findings with the 2020 research 
where relevant.  113 people participated in the research in 2021 compared with 130 in 2020.

Wellbeing data was compared against an equivalent AUT general professionals data set for both 2020 & 2021. 441 people participated in this survey 
group in 2021 compared with 442 in 2020.  This was used to compare the New Zealand sustainability industry against New Zealand professionals 
from a variety of alternate industries. 

The research was conducted in accordance with AUT’s Ethics Committee processes (AUTEC Reference number 20/393).

Methodology
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Survey group demographics

Ethnicity Gender Age

80%
13%
3%
3%
2%

New Zealand European
Other Ethnicity
Asian
MELAA*
Māori

62%
37%
1%

Female
Male
Prefer not to disclose

36%
34%
31%
5%
5%
2%

26-35 yo
36-45 yo
46-55 yo 
18-25 yo
56-65 yo
Prefer not to disclose

*MELAA = Middle Eastern / Latin American / African



Five key insights

“  The role of a sustainability professional is to give 
everyone else the eyes to see things differently 
and to redefine what we mean by success



1.               Organisations 
have strengthened 
their investment 
in sustainability 
through Covid-19
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Despite the events of COVID-19, organisations 
increased their sustainability roles

Number of
roles disestablished 

Number of sustainability
roles in organisations

85%
10%
2%
2%
1%

0 roles
1 roles
3 roles
4 roles
More than 5 roles

Less than 1

More than 8 1 to 2

3 to 4

25%

50%

0%

5 to 6

7 to 8

2020
2021

“  COVID meant 
many had to be let 
go - but everyone 
within CSR and 
sustainability 
was retained 
and resourced
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Remuneration pathways remained 
on par with the previous year
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$233,000

$206,250

$156,643$152,273
$143,136$141,375

$108,071$109,500
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Average total remuneration of sustainability professionals
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While more budgets remained unchanged in the past year, the 
majority of organisations grew their sustainability resourcing
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Sustainability resourcing change 2020 vs 2021

Resourcing change

“  Sustainability resourcing has 
increased significantly in the past 
year, there is strong support at a 
board level
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Employment opportunities in 
sustainability are considered strong

Pr
op

or
tio

n 
of

 re
sp

on
de

nt
s 

(%
)

69% of respondents ranked job opportunities 4 or 5 out of 5, where 1 was ‘non-existent’ and 5 was ‘plentiful’

Employment opportunities
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Sustainability employment opportunities in 2021

“  I feel there is a realisation that 
sustainability will no longer 
be a nice to have and instead 
will be a must have.



11

These sustainability job opportunities may mostly be found in 
agriculture, utilities and construction 
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Industry classifications

Perceived industry employment opportunities right now
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67%
65%
53%
44%
42%
41%
41%
35%
34%
33%
27%
20%
17%
16%
15%
15%
12%
10%
9%
5%
5%
4%

Agriculture, Farming and Fishing
Electricity, Gas, Water and Waste Services
Construction
Management consulting
Manufacturing
Transport, Postal and Warehousing
Scientific Research
Engineering
Public Administration and Safety
Architecture & Design
Education and Training
Financial and Insurance Services
Health Care and Social Assistance
Law
Other
Retail Trade and Accommodation
Information Media and Telecommunications
Accountancy
Wholesale Trade
Mining
Advertising
Arts, Recreation and Other Services
Rental, Hiring and Real Estate Services



2.              Almost all 
industry sectors  
in New Zealand 
are employing  
sustainability 
professionals
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Sustainability professionals are represented across a broad range 
of industries, primarily within the private sector and found mainly in 
Auckland and Wellington

Sectors employing
sustainability professionals

Organisational
type 

Regional
distribution

53%
36%
8%
2%
1%

Private Sector
Public Sector
Not-for-Profit
Non-Governmental organisation
Charity

58%
23%
9%
3%
2%
2%
1%
1%
1%

Auckland
Wellington
Canterbury
Taranaki
Bay of Plenty
Waikato
Otago
Manawatu-Wanganui
Tasman

19%
12%
11%
11%
10%
9%
6%
5%
4%
4%
4%
2%
2%
1%

Other
Electricity, Gas, Water and Waste Services
Education and Training
Management consulting
Financial and Insurance Services
Public Administration and Safety
Manufacturing
Retail Trade and Accommodation
Agriculture, Farming and Fishing
Construction
Transport, Postal and Warehousing
Engineering
Health Care and Social Assistance
Information Media and Telecommunications
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Sustainability professionals are located in a wide 
variety of business units within organisations

Location of sustainability roles
within the organisation

23%
16%
8%
8%
6%
6%
5%
4%
4%
4%
3%
3%
2%
2%
2%
2%
1%
1%
1%
0%

Sustainability/Corporate responsibility
Main purpose of business
Human Resources/People
Government/Legal/Regulatory
Corporate/External A�airs
Strategy
Corporate Services
CEO
Facilities
Operations
Finance
Property & Infrastructure
Marketing & Communications
Environment
Executive
Planning
Administration
Customer & Sales
No specific division
Health and Safety

“  Part of the job is to get 
the function of sustainability 
built into everyone else’s roles
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Most sustainability professionals are in dedicated, 
full time roles

Individual role capacity
within organisation

Amount of role focused
on sustainability

75-100% focus
50-74% focus
1-24% focus
25-49% focus

81%
14%
5%

Full time
Part time
Contractor

79%

10%

7%
4%
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Sustainability roles are typically positioned in middle 
management, two steps from the CEO
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Sustainability roles are primarily focused on strategy 
development and implementation
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Activities managed or included in role

Activities most commonly managed by sustainability professionals 

1

2

3

4

5

4.2
4.0
3.9

3.9
3.6

3.6

3.6

3.4
2.8

Sustainability Strategy/plan development
Managing the delivery of sustainability initiatives
Reporting progress to internal stakeholders e.g. 
sta�, leadership teams, Board, parent company
Stakeholder engagement
Measuring or analysing the social, environmental 
or financial impact of sustainability initiatives
Reporting progress to external stakeholders e.g. 
preparation of a sustainability report
Assessing material sustainability risks and 
opportunities
Managing internal sustainability governance
Managing organisational sustainability 
certification programmes

Rated from 1-5, where 1=low priority and 5=high priority



3.          Sustainability drives 
organisational 
purpose and 
addressing climate 
change is the top 
priority now and in 
the future
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Companies are driven to address sustainability 
primarily because it is the right thing to do
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Motivations for organisational sustainability
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63%
60%
41%
34%
29%
23%

Public good/Values based
Purpose driven/Social impact
Competitive advantage
Business transformation
Compliance
E�ciency/Cost Savings

Sustainability motivations

“  Our purpose as an 
organisation is driven by 
our sustainability agenda

“ It is our organisation’s 
kaupapa
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They recognise they could be doing much more 
to address both social and environmental issues

Scale: 1 (‘nowhere near enough’) to 5 (‘enough’). Higher score means organisations are doing more to 
confront environmental/social issues [positive]
Social issues: “Thinking about the world, do you believe your organisation is doing enough to address 
current social problems?”
Environmental issues: “Thinking about the world, do you believe your organisation is doing enough to 
address current environmental problems?”

Extent to which organisations are addressing 
social and environmental problems

Social Issues Environmental Issues

2.71 2.69

1

2

3

4

5

Sustainability challenge
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“  Organisations are 
increasingly playing a part, 
but the scale of the world’s 
sustainability challenges 
are such that we still need 
to be doing more
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Addressing climate change is the top sustainability 
priority for organisations right now

Organisational sustainability priorities
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Topics ranked on scale 1-5, where 1 is low priority and 5 is high priority

Organisational sustainability priorities

1

2

3

4

5 Understanding and managing climate change
Safety and Wellbeing
Energy e�ciency
Internal engagement on sustainability
Waste management
Diversity and inclusion
Sustainable procurement
Sustainability policies, codes and governance
Sustainable transport
Community investment / engagement programmes
Sustainable supply chain
Social license to operate
Iwi engagement & Te Tiriti o Waitangi obligations
Integrating the Sustainable Development Goals
Digital and technology innovation
Sustainable products and service innovation
Water e�ciency
Sustainable labour practices
Sustainability compliance e.g. ISO14001
Sustainable finance or Investment
Sustainable packaging
Product stewardship
Addressing inequality and poverty
Addressing human rights
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It is also the largest future growth 
area for organisational sustainability

Future growth areas

Pr
op

or
tio

n 
of

 re
sp

on
de

nt
s 

(%
)

Future growth areas in sustainability

Climate change innovation & solutions
Decarbonisation
Circular economies
Climate change adaptation
Climate change mitigation
Green finance
Climate impact measurement & disclosure
Supply chain
Product stewardship
Social responsibility
Stakeholder/Community engagement
Waste management
Carbon management
Leadership
Education
Financial recovery
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67%
56%
54%
53%
50%
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4.          Sustainability 
professionals feel 
more empowered, 
are experiencing 
better work-life 
balance and greater 
job satisfaction
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Sustainability professionals are feeling more 
empowered, supported and connected to their teams

Role empowerment

Role support Team connection
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“  I have the support of my GM and the 
CEO, I have the budget and tools 
and am supported in every initiative 
I have invested in
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Work demands have decreased for sustainability professionals, 
now on par with other New Zealand professionals
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Work demands

NZ Sustainability Professionals NZ Professionals

Work demands: (A) I often feel that I am being run ragged from work; (B) I am given too much work to do; (C) I can't 
complete my work in a normal work-day

Scale: 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), with 3.0 being the midpoint. Higher score means higher work demands 
and job satisfaction.

2020 2021
1
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3

4

5 “  I can set my own objectives, 
projects and tasks within 
reasonable boundaries
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Job stress has decreased across the board, but sustainability 
professionals continue to face more pressure than their peers 

Job stress

NZ Sustainability Professionals NZ Professionals

Scale: 1 (no stress) to 10 (extreme stress) – represented as a percentage. A higher score 
means more job stress
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juggle a huge range 
of work…our team is 
excellent at delivery and 
I believe this sometimes 
lets us down because 
the pressure we are 
under is not obvious
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Despite more stress, those in sustainability 
roles are at a lower risk of job burnout 

NZ Sustainability Professionals NZ Professionals

Emotional exhaustion: (A) I feel emotional drained from work; (B) I feel used up at the end of the workday; (C) I feel burned 
out from my work
Cynicism: (A) I have become more cynical about whether my work contributes anything; (B) I doubt the significance of my 
work; (C) I just want to do my job and not be bothered
Scale: 1 (never) to 5 (daily), with 3.0 being the midpoint. Higher score means higher forms of job burnout around emotionally 
exhaustion and feeling cynical about the work being done.

Emotional exhaustion Cynicism
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Risk of job burnout
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“ We have the mandate to get 
on with the job

“  We have great management 
support - we are trusted 
and well respected as 
a team, so if we make a 
recommendation we are 
enabled to make it happen
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With more work-life balance, sustainability professionals 
are  experiencing greater levels of job satisfaction

Job satisfaction: (A) Most days I am enthusiastic about my work; (B) I feel fairly satisfied with my present job; (C) I find real enjoyment in my work
Work-life balance: (A) I am satisfied with my work-life balance, enjoying both roles; (B) Nowadays, I seem to enjoy every part of my life equally well;  (C) I manage to balance the demands of my work 
and personal/family life well 
Scale: 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), with 3.0 being the midpoint.  Higher score means higher work-life balance and job satisfaction [positive].
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5.          Sustainability 
professionals are 
change agents and 
people skills are 
critical to 
development 
in the role
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Growth in cultural competency, leadership skills, people 
management, and strategic skills are a priority for future 
sustainability professionals
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Prioritised role competencies now versus the future
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“  Diverse voices, 
backgrounds and 
experience are 
really important 
- both qualitative 
and quantitative 
skills are valued
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Organisations are boosting their sustainability activities 
with more technical support from external consultants

External consultant use 2020 vs 2021

Yes Not sureNo

Does your organisation use external consultants?
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2020 2021

Carbon Accounting
Assurance/Auditing
Technical/General advising
Climate risk
Energy management
Materiality assessment
Research/Analytics
Waste management
Report preparation
Life-cycle assessment
Strategy

18%
14%
12%
11%
9%
9%
8%
7%
5%
5%
2%

“  Consultants provide specific expertise 
and technical knowledge
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While having a tertiary degree may be useful in getting 
into a sustainability profession, it is less of a priority for 
capability development in the role

Sustainability professionals who believe a 
tertiary degree is necessary for their role

2020 2021
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22%
20%
15%
15%
13%
12%
3%

Learning whilst doing
Networking opportunities
Professional memberships (e.g. SBC, SBN)
Speakers/workshops at conferences
Research/Literature
Online courses/podcasts
University programmes

Year

“  On the job 
learning and 
mentorship is 
crucial as you 
develop as a 
sustainability 
professional
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Enablers to progression: Barriers to progression:

Building relationships and being opportunistic are key 
to progressing in a sustainability profession

Word sizing relates to how frequently enabler was identified.

Question: In your opinion, what are the three current enablers/barriers to progression in a sustainability profession?
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OXYGEN CONSULTING
Oxygen Consulting provides organisations with technical advice and guidance on sustainability practices, assisting clients to maximise their long-term business performance by 
strengthening social, environmental and economic outcomes. 

Its services support all aspects of the organisational sustainability journey, including: assessing material risks and opportunities; carbon management and climate disclosure; 
developing a sustainability strategy and key performance metrics; building sustainability capability and capacity; project management; research and insights, and; 
reporting and communications.

Oxygen Consulting is a member of the Sustainable Business Council, the Sustainable Business Network, and the Climate Leaders Coalition.

Contact: Sarah Holden – Director: sarah@oxygen-consulting.co.nz, 027 620 4406

Web: www.oxygen-consulting.co.nz 

AUCKLAND UNIVERSITY OF TECHNOLOGY (AUT) SUSTAINABILITY RESEARCH 
The sustainability team at AUT researches at the intersection of engagement, resilience and sustainability action and regularly works with business and NGO’s to promote employee 
engagement in sustainability. Its student research also gives it a strong voice to youth engagement in sustainability. AUT scored high in the Times Social Impact awards and 
sustainability teaching is integrated throughout all degrees in the Business School. At present the AUT Business School runs 7 sustainability courses at both undergraduate and 
postgraduate level.

Contact: Marjo Lips-Wiersma – Professor of Ethics and Sustainability Leadership: marjo.lipswiersma@aut.ac.nz; 022 409 3809

Web: www.aut.ac.nz 

SUSTAINABLE BUSINESS COUNCIL (SBC)
The Sustainable Business Council (SBC) is a CEO-led membership organisation with over 100 businesses from all sectors, ambitious for a sustainable New Zealand. Members 
represent more than $87 billion of collective turnover, 28% of GDP, and nearly 160,000 full-time jobs.  The network gives members unparalleled influence and the ability to take large-
scale collective action and is aligned with the Climate Leaders Coalition. SBC is part of the BusinessNZ network and is the New Zealand Global Network partner to the World Business 
Council for Sustainable Development

Contact: Catriona Robertson - Manager Communications: crobertson@businessnz.org.nz, 021 242 7936

Web: www.sbc.org.nz 

SUSTAINABLE BUSINESS NETWORK (SBN)
The Sustainable Business Network (SBN) is the largest sustainable business organisation in New Zealand, with a network of 600 businesses, social enterprises and councils. SBN is 
transforming NZ business to meet the world’s sustainability challenges, with world-class resources, professional training and deeper connections. SBN provides Kiwi businesses with 
the tools and connections to regenerate nature, act on climate and design out waste.

Contact: Fiona Stephenson - Head of Communications and Marketing: Fiona@sustainable.org.nz, 021 233 1053

Web: www.sustainable.org.nz
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