
March 20-21 ○ SMU Cox School of Business

MASB SPRING SUMMIT 2025

Neil Bendle
Professor, University of Georgia

Turning Negative Disruption Positive 
Through Sustainable Marketing



2 MASB Spring Summit ○ March 20-21, 2025 ○ Southern Methodist University Cox School of Business

Project 
Sustainable Marketing Accountability

(Neil Bendle, Sarah Colamarino)

Project 
Objective

Expected
Outcome

Issue
Addressed

Marketing is being called upon to play a central 
role on corporate sustainability initiatives.  This 

includes brand purpose, compliance, 
communication, adoption areas, product 

development & go-to-market strategy.  Yet, 
there remains a lack of clarity in how marketing 

can fulfill its sustainability role.  

Provide tools/solutions for marketers to address 
sustainability and contribute to & measure the impact 

and perception.

2024 - 2025When

Strategy

Provide expert advice to 
the ISO TC289 Brand 

Sustainability Reporting 
initiative.  Compile 

sustainability definitions 
for the Universal 

Marketing Dictionary.  
Work with suppliers in 
the space to create and 
disseminate a resource 

guide.   

ISO Standard for Brand Sustainability Reporting, 
definitions for sustainability terms, a white paper with 
cases, and a Marketing Sustainability Resource Guide

https://marketing-dictionary.org/s/sustainability/
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Team Members

1. Neil Bendle, UGA, Co-Lead

2. Sarah Colamarino, Presciant Co-Lead

3. Johanna Frösén, Aalto University School of Business

4. Alison Pepper, 4As

5. Alfred DuPuy, Brand Finance

6. Marissa Jarratt, 7-Eleven

7. Alan Hart, Deloitte

8. Gerhard Hrebicek, European Brand Institute and ISO TC289 
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Question 

What do you think when you hear “sustainability”?

◼ Common definition (from UN Brundtland Report in 1987):

◼ Sustainability is meeting the needs of the present 

◼ without compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs.
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Sustainability is meeting the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs

which implies

Sustainability is much broader than just traditional environmental concerns

You need to succeed environmentally, socially, and economically

Can’t have a good quality of life while damaging environment
• E.g., air pollution kills ~7m annually worldwide (WHO)

Environmental problems require societal solutions
• E.g., people must feel preserving rainforest is in their interest

Won’t achieve societal goals without economic progress
• E.g., poor people won’t voluntarily stay poor
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Why is this something MASB can aid in?

1. Sustainable Marketing has a major accountability challenge
1. Consumers often don’t believe claims
2. Managers don’t know how to financially justify their decisions
3. Investors are sometimes skeptical

2. Sustainability is surprisingly data heavy
1. At the heart of sustainability is knowing whether it works and for whom

3. Governance, the G of ESG, speaks to effective marketing and brand management 

4. Key to success is likely to be linking environmental and social aspects of 
sustainability with commercial/economic aspect of sustainability

1. A lot of potential for this in marketing, e.g., how brand equity is impacted by sustainability

5. Sustainable marketing accountability & broader marketing accountability share 
problems

1. Why is it hard to show the value of marketing?

2. Often for same reasons it is hard to show value of sustainability
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Why is it hard to seize opportunities in Sustainable Marketing?

Sustainable marketing is all about the long-term and investing in this

◼ Note many common marketing approaches have similar characteristics

When you are investing for the long-term in sustainability you face problems

Even when things are commercially beneficial you might pursue them

Why do you think that might be?
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Why might commercially successful sustainability opportunities be missed?
A. Our Impatience

◼ Human beings like rewards now, we over-discount

B. Job Insecurity
◼ Managers don’t want to lose their jobs while waiting for long-term benefits to arrive

C. Foolishness of Common Sense
◼ People often think it wise to take small safer wins versus much bigger less certain wins

D. Trap of Political Polarization
◼ Sustainability can be seen as “political” & marketers don’t want to risk being seen as 

political

E. Managing can’t persuade investors of benefits
◼ Managers might see benefits but can’t credibly demonstrate them to external 

parties/investors

F. The Impact Of Financial Accounting
◼ Mostly malign
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MASB and financial accounting
Much of MASB’s work has been to try & understand how to support marketing/achieve 
marketing accountability in a world where financial accounting doesn’t do us any favors

1. Increased brand value is a major way to show the benefits of marketing & sustainability 
1. This is not really something financial accounting captures well

2. Greater customer loyalty is a major way to show the benefits of marketing & 
sustainability

1. This is not really something financial accounting captures well

3. Higher customer WTP is a major way to show the benefits of marketing & sustainability
1. This is not really something financial accounting captures well

4. Increased awareness is a major way to show the benefits of marketing & sustainability
1. This is not really something financial accounting captures well

5. Innovations/opportunities/partnerships…. are major ways to show benefits ……
1. These and many more things are not really something financial accounting captures well
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What can MASB do?

1. We can work to help marketers produce a business case for sustainability

2. This might be a business case for a specific investment

1. E.g., contracting with a renewable energy provider

3. Or showing the value of an entire strategy of sustainability

1. E.g., is there a financial return to being a mission-driven organization?

4. Or showing the value of a certification/joining a standard

1. E.g., becoming a Living Wage Employee or B Corp Certification
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The business case approach

There are positive examples we can draw upon

1. At the last summit Brand Finance outlined how they link sustainability to commercial 
outcomes

2. We can link to customer metrics like CLV to show an increase in
the value of the customer asset

3. Trust matters to business success, sustainability and good
governance can be critical to building this

We can provide assistance to marketers in this
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My SPECCS model
I have produced a SPECCS model to help
people see financial benefits of sustainability

Note

Business case must be holistic often works
through benefits in multiple areas

Beware double counting

Key factors, like risk mitigation, can
appear in several places, e.g., lowering
discount rates & helping partnerships

See my MASB webinar:
https://themasb.org/valuing-sustainability-investments-sep-25-webinar/

ROI

Strategic 
Partnership

s

Products

Employees

Customers
(incl. much 
marketing, 

e.g., 
brands)

Community

Savings

https://themasb.org/valuing-sustainability-investments-sep-25-webinar/


13 MASB Spring Summit ○ March 20-21, 2025 ○ Southern Methodist University Cox School of Business

Strategic Partnerships

Creates trust & ability to plan
Lowers legal $ & reputational risk
Helps coordinate
Generates demand for partners 
helping regulatory goals
But benefits long-term, irregular, & 
hard to measure

Products

Stakeholder consultation creates 
additional insights 
New needs to address
Less price competition
Spurs innovation
Benefits significant, but take time

Employees

Lowers recruitment, retention costs
Access to talented employees
Motivation increases productivity
Limits HR failures
But benefits rarely measured & 
spread over many years

Customers

Lowers acquisition, retention, & 
development costs
Increases customer lifetime value
Increases brand value
Customer management easier
But $ impact harder to see in short-
term, assumptions help, e.g., CLV

Community

Smooth permits/regulator attitude
Philanthropy shows purpose
Reduces lawsuits
Impacts other elements, e.g., 
employee relations
But tend to be very long-term 
effects, felt over generations

Savings

Create less waste
Fewer inputs/energy needed
Often easiest benefits to see &
part of wider justification
Some savings arise quickly but 
likely full benefit felt over many 
years, e.g., 10% off energy bill
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Challenges to address
We only expect interest related to sustainable marketing accounting  to increase

◼ What can drive pace of adoption of sustainable practices?

◼ How to market sustainability (and sustainable marketing) so it resonates
▪ Need for creative & credible marketing

◼ Reporting issues arising: how will US businesses square conflicting pressures?
▪ California reporting rules impacting many firms that operate in the US

▪ EU CSRD (although a small delay) is putting in more reporting requirements

▪ US federal government going opposite direction

◼ Fighting both greenwashing and greenhushing (MASB definitions)
▪ Greenwashing is the act of misleading others into believing that a product, service, or other 

offering is more sustainable than it is

▪ Greenhushing occurs when actions that are genuinely sustainable are deliberately downplayed
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What next?

1. We are producing a white paper to help elevate the idea of sustainable marketing 
accountability

2. We will input definitions to the Universal Language Dictionary

3. We will seek to collect examples of best practices

4. We want to stimulate discussions on showing the value of sustainability

5. We will contribute to MASB’s other activity, such as work with ISO
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Reading homework

←Bit more radical Bit less radical →

If lazy here         
is a 

podcast
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Thank You!
For (much, much) more visit my 

Marketing Thought website 

https://neilbendle.com/

https://neilbendle.com/
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