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Dear Readers, 

How many of you believe that today’s children will be better 
off than we are? This was the question posed by a speaker 
at a popular conference I attended in the summer of 2022. 
Only five out of the 200 people in the room raised their hands. 
It has become much more difficult for us as a society to 
feel optimistic about the future. The massive challenges we 
face, and the profound changes needed to tackle them, are 
daunting. This fear can paralyze us; it can leave us feeling 
powerless, which is counterproductive in difficult times. 

But the future just doesn’t happen, it is something that we 
create together. This takes courage. Courage to face our 
fears, to let go of the old, and to embrace the new. When I look 
around me, I see plenty of creative energy and passion for 
fresh thinking and change. If we are to master the challenges 
ahead, we are all called upon to make profound changes to 
our ways of life and business in fostering socioecological 
transformation. Companies play a key role here – not only 
because they bear responsibility as contributors to many of 
these problems, but also because their ideas, resources and 
commitment are essential to achieving this transformation. 

We hope that this publication encourages you to reflect on the 
kind of future that inspires optimism rather than fear, and that 
you share your vision of such a future with us. We would also 
love to hear your thoughts on the role companies should play in 
this future. Fifteen corporate leaders in Germany have already 
accepted this invitation and shared their views on the future of 
corporate responsibility with us in the interviews featured here. 

Let us inspire you – and let’s keep the conversation going,

Jennifer Hansen

Shaping the future  
– now
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The social and environmental challenges we face today are more 
urgent than ever before. Six of the planetary boundaries have already 
been exceeded. Crossing the boundaries in this way poses a massive 
threat to the stability of the ecosystem in which we live. In doing so, 
we are increasingly undermining the elements of the natural environ-
ment that make our existence on this planet possible. 

And that‘s not all: The ecological crisis is accompanied by other chal-
lenges of a social nature, such as increasing levels of global inequality 
and widening social divisions. The societal role of companies, their 
tasks and their responsibility in the world is therefore a subject of 
intense debate today both within companies and in academia, the 
political sphere and the broader society. 

Milton Friedman‘s slogan ”The business of business is business” and 
the idea of profit maximization as an appropriate primary goal seem to 
have had their day. Companies’ ecological and social impact – that is, 
the value which they provide to society – is increasingly taking center 
stage. 

Economists such as Mariana Mazzucato and Kate Raworth have de-
veloped concepts that re-embed the activities of the business sector 
more strongly in society and the environment. This shift in focus also 
blurs the boundaries between a company’s core business on the one 
hand, and corporate citizenship, corporate (social) responsibility and 
sustainability on the other. Previously, these latter items were often 
thought of only as add-ons, but they are now becoming an integral 
part of corporate activity. This raises the question of what corporate 
responsibility means – and where it might end – in a new way.

INSPIRING THINKERS  

ON THE TOPIC  

Mariana Mazzucato is an Italian- 

American economist and professor 

of the economics of innovation and 

public value at University College 

London, where she is also the 

founder and director of the Institute 

for Innovation and Public Purpose 

(IIPP). Among her other achieve-

ments, she is the author of the 

book ”Mission Economy: A Moon-

shot Guide to Changing Capitalism.”

Kate Raworth is a British econo-

mist who teaches at Oxford and 

Cambridge. In 2017 she published 

”Doughnut Economics: Seven 

Ways to Think Like a 21st-Cen-

tury Economist.” In 2020, she 

founded the Doughnut Economics 

Action Lab (DEAL), which aims to 

translate the ideas of doughnut 

economics into concrete practices.
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Our goal in this study is to enrich the current discussion of the role of 
companies in society with perspectives from the field, and to provide 
food for thought and stimuli. To do so, we have talked with 15 deci-
sion-makers from the business world.

When selecting our interviewees, we took into account the diversity 
and breadth of the business world’s sustainability-focused actors. We 
spoke with decision-makers from various sectors. They work in com-
panies of all sizes; the oldest company was founded in 1756, while the 
most recently founded firm has been in business only since 2015. The 
interviewees additionally approach the issue of good corporate citizen-
ship in different ways – as decision-makers from steward-ownership 
companies, B-Corp certified companies, founding members of the 
Value Balancing Alliance, common good companies and companies that 
work with true cost accounting and the planetary boundaries.

The interviews provide insight into the different perspectives, individ-
ual points of view and respective focuses of the interviewees and their 
companies. Moreover, at the outset, we would like to present – based 
on the interviews and our own views – seven theses for good corpo-
rate citizens in 2035. ✗

There is increasing awareness 
of the need for a fundamental 
transformation of the economy:

OUR QUESTIONS FOR  

THE DECISION-MAKERS

What would make a company a 

good corporate citizen in the year 

2035? 

What steps will companies have 

taken to get there?

What can executives tasked 

with addressing sustainability, 

corporate (social) responsibility 

or corporate citizenship do today 

help their companies focus more 

on sustainability and social value 

creation?

What policy frameworks need to be 

in place to allow this transformation 

toward greater sustainability and 

regenerative economic activity to 

succeed?

From a shareholder approach

From degenerative business models

From a reduction in the  
ecological footprint (net zero)

From treating symptoms

From short-term profit fixation

to a stakeholder approach

to regenerative business models

to an increase in the environmental and  
societal handprint (net positive)

to addressing causes

to long-term social value creation

→
→

→
→
→
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Check-In
The issue of companies’ 
future societal role con-
cerns us all. We will define 
that future role through to-
day’s ideas and visions.

So, before you start reading and 
learning about others’ ideas, 
we would like to invite you to 
ask yourself the questions that 
have inspired this report.

Imagine it’s the year 2035 
and ask yourself:

What do I think it will mean to be 
a good corporate citizen in 2035? 

Look back from that point: 
What will have been the 
most important steps that 
led companies there?

What questions do I current-
ly have about the future of 
corporate responsibility?

In the broader context of the issues at hand, we’ve 
considered whether we should address each other on 
a first-name basis. Some of you, however, may find 
it more appropriate to be addressed in more formal 
terms with regard to your role as a professonal. We 
therefore encourage our readers to consider the fol-
lowing: Would you answer the questions posed here 
differently if you were responding in a personal rather 
than professional capacity?

6



1. Companies are good 
corporate citizens 
if they implement 
regenerative practices.

2. Good corporate citizens 
must examine their 
purposes and internal 
structures, and transform 
their corporate cultures.

3. Good corporate citizens see 
corporate responsibility as a 
catalyst for future viability, a 
fact reflected in their internal 
decision-making bodies.

4. Good corporate citizens 
promote future skills such 
as a tolerance for ambiguity, 
courage and systems thinking 
among their employees.

5. For good corporate 
citizens, transparency 
regarding environmental 
and social impact is of 
central importance.

6. Good corporate citizens 
pursue corporate volunteering 
programs out of self-
interest, to make social 
and environmental topics 
come alive for employees.

7. Good corporate citizens 
develop social innovations 
through co-creation 
with other actors.

7 theses
GOOD CORPORATEGOOD CORPORATE

CITIZENSHIP CITIZENSHIP 2035

7 
th

es
es
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The boundaries between 
profit-oriented core business 
activity and ecological and so-
cial sustainability will dissolve. 
Companies and their economic 
activities are no longer viewed 
in isolation; instead, they are 
seen as being embedded within 
a broader environmental and 
societal context. This in turn 
fundamentally changes how we understand corpo-
rate responsibility. Corporate social responsibility 
(CSR), social commitment and sustainability are no 
longer regarded as add-ons to the core business, 
but are integrated into it. 

Sustainable business in the sense of doing no harm, 
along with CSR activities more generally, have 
today become part of the economic mainstream. 
However, doing no further harm – with all the chal-
lenges that entails – is no longer enough. Compa-
nies are increasingly seeing it as their responsibility 
to make a positive contribution to our world – in 
other words, to move from doing no harm to active-
ly doing good.

In 2035, we will have gone one 
step further, calling companies 
good corporate citizens if they 
implement regenerative prac-
tices. To date, the ecological 
and social dimensions of cor-

porate activity have often been 
viewed separately from each 
other. This divide originates 
in a mechanistic worldview in 
which challenges are usually 
broken down into smaller parts 
to solve them. However, this 
mechanistic worldview is poor-
ly suited to address the com-
plex, interwoven challenges of 

the future. Given the broad range of simultaneous 
problems we must address in the coming years, 
only a systemic and holistic view will do justice to 
the challenges.

Regenerative companies take this holistic view. 
They aim to support the well-being of all people, 
and offer the capacity to regenerate our natural 
world and promote long-term, inclusive prosper-
ity. In doing so, their focus extends even beyond 
restoring, renewing, and/or healing the social and 
ecological systems we all depend on. They addi-
tionally strengthen these systems, helping them to 
renew, restore or heal themselves. CO2 filters, for 

example, can help stabilize the 
climate by removing carbon 
dioxide from the atmosphere. 
But they are not regenerative, 
because they do not directly 
improve the planet’s own ability 
to restore climate stability.

Companies are good corporate 
citizens if they implement 
regenerative practices.regenerative practices. 1

“The boundaries between economic, 

environmental and social sustainability 

won’t shift. They will simply disappear.”

Thomas Schmidt, Haniel

“I propose that all sustainability 

officers should change their 

title to regeneration officer.” 

Christian Kroll, Ecosia
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1The shift toward regenerative 
companies will require profound 
rethinking and ultimately a 
changed mindset among employ-
ees. In the future, in order to help 
facilitate regeneration and jus-
tice, they will have a deep, holis-
tic understanding of the systems 
in which their company is embed-
ded. Systems thinking that acknowledges complex-
ity and takes account of interactions between the 
various social, environmental and economic levels 
will become mainstream as a part of companies’ 
day-to-day operations. This will ensure that in the 
future, companies integrate environmental and 
social factors into all of their processes, and they 
will consider the interactions between these levels 
when making decisions. Thus, regenerative busi-
ness practices will be seen as more than a report-
ing or communication issue, and will be addressed 
beyond the confines of the board level and C(S)R 
officers. It will be regarded as part of the company’s 
core business – and as a prerequisite for everyone 
involved in the organization.

“We must understand social and 
environmental aspects not as 

obstacles, but as an inextricable 
part of the company’s mission.”

Gerhard Behles, Ableton

Mechanistic / linear design

Living systems design

Regenerative 
development

CONVENTIONAL 
PRACTICE

Compliance with legal 
frameworks

GREEN
Relative improvements

SUSTAINABLE
Do no further harm

RESTORATIVE
Return resources/damaged sites  

back to acceptable health

REGENERATIVE
Think in terms of  
whole systems

Degenerative 
development

READ MORE ON THIS TOPIC

Forum For The Future — ”A Compass for Just and 

Regenerative Business” (2021) 

→ PDF Report

Paul Hawken — “Regeneration: Ending the Climate 

Crisis in One Generation” (2021) London: Penguin UK 

→ Interactive website for the book

Carol Sanford — ”The Regenerative Business: 

Redesign Work, Cultivate Human Potential, 

Achieve Extraordinary Outcomes” 

(2017) London, Boston: Mobius

Daniel Christian Wahl — “Designing Regenerative 

Cultures” (2016) Charmouth: Triarchy Press

Adapted from Reed (2016) and Roland (2018)
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2
In the future, corporate respon-
sibility will be firmly integrated 
into the purpose of an enter-
prise. Acting on this responsibil-
ity will not be the task of indi-
vidual departments or people, 
but rather of everyone in the 
company. 

To this end, companies will in-
creasingly create spaces to deal 
with the relevant questions. 
For instance: As a company, how can we promote 
the healthy development of the world and society? 
Which ecological and social challenges do we want 
to help solve?

Future-oriented companies will also redesign their 
internal structures and processes. Today, most or-
ganizations still function with the same fundamen-
tal model as at the turn of the millennium, based 
on hierarchy, a structural-func-
tional division of labor and a 
process-focused approach. 
However, our view of compa-
nies has changed over the last 
several decades, and will con-
tinue to change even more in 
the coming years. We no longer 
see companies as machines 
producing a certain output from 
their input in a predictable and 

controllable manner. Rather, we 
see them as living organisms 
that are constantly adapting, 
learning and developing. And 
we no longer see companies as 
being isolated, but are instead 
increasingly viewing them as 
entities embedded in a broader 
environment. 

This expanded understanding 
of corporate responsibility, 

anchored in the core of an enterprise’s business, 
further increases the complexity facing sustainable 
companies. Companies will no longer be able to 
cope with this complexity through centralized con-
trol, rigid hierarchies and a purely process-focused 
approach. Good corporate citizens will thus be agile 
and responsive in their operations, and they will 
reorganize their leadership structures. 

However, for companies, the 
transformation toward regener-
ative business activity involves 
more than just revising their 
statement of purpose and a 
reorganization of internal struc-
tures and processes. It requires 
a transformation of corporate 
culture. By corporate culture, 
we mean the shared values, 
norms and attitudes that shape 

Good corporate citizens must 
examine their purposes and 
internal structures, and transform transform 
their corporate cultures.their corporate cultures.

“Companies that have internally 

answered the question of why 

they will still exist in the future 

will be much better at dealing with 

their responsibility toward future 

generations. This allows them to secure 

their own future at the same time.” 

Maximilian Viessmann, Viessmann

“In the future, the issue of 

sustainability in particular will no 

longer be subject to centralized 

management because organizations 

will already operate under a 

decentralized structure.”

Nataliya Yarmolenko, Weleda 
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2
the decisions, actions and behav-
ior of everyone who works in the 
company.

In any transformation of corpo-
rate culture, it is important to take 
a critical look at these elements, 
identifying unconscious beliefs 
and opening them up for discus-
sion. On this basis, all employees 
can determine together which 
paradigms and beliefs may need to be questioned, 
adapted or discarded. Ultimately, this also requires 
a change in attitude at the individual level. In other 
words, change is also needed within the people 
engaged in the effort. Initiatives such as the Inner 
Development Goals build this bridge between sus-
tainable development and inner development.

“We could be much, much bigger 

with einhorn and focus on growth, 

but that wouldn’t help the world. 

Instead, we take a lot of time 

for inner work and hope that 

something new will grow out of it.”

Waldemar Zeiler, einhorn 

READ MORE ON THIS TOPIC

Oliver Haas, Klaus North & Claus-Bernhard Pakleppa  

”Transformation. Understanding, Enabling and 

Shaping Profound Change” 

(2022) Munich: Franz Vahlen

Edgar H. Schein & Peter Schein  —  

”Organizational Culture and Leadership” 

(2018, München: Franz Vahlen)

Inner Development Goals 

→ innerdevelopmentgoals.org
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3
As companies have sought 
to come to terms with their 
responsibility, sustainability has 
long been an issue addressed 
primarily at the level of the 
executive board. More than a 
third of German companies have 
a chief sustainability officer, 
which means that sustainability 
is firmly anchored at the top 
management level. 

Overall, the environmental aspect of sustainability 
remains a strong area of focus. This is evident, 
for example, in the EU taxonomy for sustainable 
economic activities that came into force in January 
2022, and which remains the subject of much 
debate. As yet, this has been completed only 
for the two EU climate targets. However, as the 
taxonomy is further applied to the EU’s other four 
environmental targets, including biodiversity and 
the circular economy, it will 
come to encompass additional 
environmental topics.

In the future, however, the 
social dimension will join the 
environmental dimension in 
playing a larger role in the trans-
formation of the economy. Some 
movement in this direction can 
already observed at the regu-

latory level today. At the end 
of February 2022, for example, 
the European Commission’s 
Sustainable Finance Platform 
published its final report on 
a social EU taxonomy. The 
COVID-19 pandemic’s exposure 
of inequalities, along with more 
generally rising concerns about 
social cohesion in many socie-
ties, have both heightened the 
attention being paid to social 

issues. However, it is not yet clear, exactly, what 
this social EU taxonomy will encompass.

New policies, regulations, and reporting standards 
can provide impetus and create a level playing 
field for the profound changes needed for the 
transformation to a regenerative economy. Yet laws, 
regulations and public pressure are not the main 
factors driving good corporate citizens to fulfill their 

corporate responsibility. They 
see corporate responsibility 
as a catalyst for innovation 
and for the future viability of 
their company. This applies 
not only to how they generate 
their money, but also to how 
they invest it. Corporate impact 
investing – that is, investments 
that aim to achieve measur-
able social or environmental 

Good corporate citizens see 
corporate responsibility as a 
catalyst for future viabilityfuture viability,  
a fact reflected in their internal 
decision-making bodies. 

“Sustainability will no longer simply 

mean that we don’t waste resources, 

but we will look more closely at our 

production countries and ask about 

the quality of people’s lives there. And 

we’ll ask how people in our companies 

feel about what we’re doing there.”

Katharina Hupfer, Waschbär

“For me, companies will be good 

companies in the future if they 

make little or no use of natural 

resources and treat people decently. 

Only when these two aspects are 

fulfilled does the profit come.”

Georg Kaiser, Bio Company
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3
impact in addition to financial 
returns – will no longer be a 
niche phenomenon but will have 
become a standard practice in 
2035. 

In the future, social and envi-
ronmental topics will no longer 
be topics considered primarily 
by subject-matter experts 
at the level of the executive 
board. Instead, all those serving on the boards of 
good corporate citizens will be conversant with 
social and environmental issues as well as holistic, 
systems thinking. 

Moreover, areas of responsibility and role models 
are changing even beyond the top management 
levels, for example among those responsible for 
C(S)R. They are becoming change agents for trans-
formation. As such, they will no longer be limited 
to issuing warnings from within their comparatively 
isolated organizational silos, pointing out where the 
company might do less damage. Instead, they will 
actively use their skills to help identify solution-ori-
ented opportunities and help shape the company’s 
core business. In this way, they too will move from 
being an ”add-on” to being an ”add-in.”

 
“In 2035, we’ll be talking as much 

about sales performance of stores 

in different markets at every board 

meeting as we will about sustainability 

goals, social engagement and 

how to better secure jobs.”

Alexander Birken, Otto Group

 READ MORE ON THIS TOPIC

Moses Choi, Claudine Emeott, Ken Gustavsen 

& Ryan Macpherson — “Corporate Impact Investing 

in Innovation” (2021) 

→ Article in Stanford Social Innovation Review

Win Future – People with Impact (2022) 

”The great strategy shift in the strategy theme of 

sustainability” 

→ Podcast with Rene Schmidpeter

Shift  — “Building Bridges for Impact” (2021) 

→ Podcast-series on responsible entrepreneurship  

in the context of the UN Guiding Principles on  

Human Rights
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As the boundaries between a 
company’s core business and 
environmental and social sus-
tainability dissolve, companies 
must make difficult decisions 
more frequently. In an increas-
ingly complex world, decisions 
must be made for which there 
is no definitive right or wrong. 
Or, to put it in the words of the 
cyberneticist Heinz von Foerst-
er: ”We can decide only for those questions that are 
in principle undecidable” (own translation).

The tolerance for ambiguity – that is, the ability 
to endure uncertainty and contradictions both in 
situations and actions, and to accept other opinions 
and points of view – is therefore becoming increas-
ingly important. Those in the business world must 
recognize and accept irresolvable paradoxes while 
remaining capable of acting and making decisions. 
Therefore, good corporate citizens act to promote 
their employees’ tolerance for 
ambiguity.

One future skill cited by almost 
all the interviewees in this project 
was courage. It is hardly surpris-
ing that courage is mentioned so 
often today; profound transfor-
mations into an uncertain future 
are initially frightening. The strat-

egy of sticking with the tried 
and tested rather than taking 
risks is deeply rooted within us.

However, courage is a key pre-
requisite for the emergence of 
innovation. In the Inner Devel-
opment Goals framework, cour-
age is described as: ”The ability 
to stand up for values, make 
decisions, take decisive ac-

tion and, if need be, challenge and disrupt existing 
structures and views.” So how can we build further 
on this capability and enter more courageously into 
the transformation process?

It is much harder for us today than it was in the 
past to imagine a better society in the future. To 
overcome this ”imaginary crisis,” as Geoff Mulgan 
has described it, we need positive images of the 
future. Furthermore, we need to shape transitions 
consciously and wisely. Initially, this must entail an 

explicit appreciation of the old, 
along with rites of passage that 
offer support, form, and a sense 
of assurance for new, unconven-
tional ways of problem-solving. 
Courage must be actively en-
couraged and bolstered by the 
organization’s internal environ-
ment.

Good corporate citizens 
promote future skillspromote future skills such 
as a tolerance for ambiguity, 
courage and systems thinking 
among their employees.

“Particularly with sustainability, 

being able to tolerate ambiguity is 

important. In the world of business, 

we have to be able to deal with the 

tension between ideals and reality 

without letting it frustrate us.”

Nataliya Yarmolenko, Weleda

“If we don’t retrain ourselves 

to have the courage to go 

forward and stop waiting for 

the perfect solution, we will 

continue to go in circles.”

Thomas Schmidt, Haniel
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4
Good corporate citizens also 
promote systems thinking. To 
solve the challenges of the 
future, we must recognize their 
increasing complexity. Systems 
thinkers identify overall contexts 
and underlying structures, rules, 
and processes. They do not focus 
on symptoms to solve complex 
challenges but take the under-
lying root causes into account. 
They are aware that change is nonlinear and pay 
attention to feedback loops and interactions be-
tween different elements. They think in networks 
and ecosystems – in eco- instead of ego-systems. 
In this way, they open up new spaces of possibility.

“At the moment, we’re trying to 

solve the problems with what 

we already know. But perhaps 

we’re at a historical turning 

point, and we should actually be 

doing things quite differently.”

Christoph Selig, Deutsche Post DHL

READ MORE ON THIS TOpIC

Heinz von Foerster & Bernhard Pörksen —  

“Wahrheit ist die Erfindung eines Lügners: 

Gespräche für Skeptiker” (2008, Heidelberg:  

Carl-Auer-Systeme Verlag)  

Geoff Mulgan — “The Imaginary Crisis (and how we 

might quicken social and public imagination)”  

→ Demos Helsinki publikation

David Peter Stroh — “Systems thinking for social 

change: A practical guide to solving complex 

problems, avoiding unintended consequences,  

and achieving lasting results” (2015) Chelsea:  

Green Publishing
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Regulators and citizens alike are 
increasingly demanding infor-
mation about companies’ social 
and environmental impacts. 
However, good corporate citi-
zens will create this transpar-
ency not only to report on and 
legitimize their actions vis-à-
vis these two groups, but also 
to make informed decisions. 
Greater impact transparency thus enables environ-
mental and social considerations to be given equal 
weight with economic considerations in corporate 
decision-making.

One set of tools frequently used to analyze impact 
are so-called logic models or theories of change. 
They depict our assumptions about cause-effect 
relationships, and thus make goals and causali-
ties explicit. In many cases, such assumptions are 
present only implicitly, never 
spoken nor written down, but 
function as silent presump-
tions. Logic models or theories 
of change allow assumptions 
about intertwining relationships 
to be discussed and critical-
ly analyzed. In the words of 
Donella Meadows: ”Remember, 
always, that everything you 
know and everything everyone 
knows, is only a model. Get your 

model out there where it can be 
viewed. Invite others to chal-
lenge your assumptions and 
add their own.” Discussions of 
impact goals allow us to plan 
with an eye to the future, and 
to together orient our actions 
toward intended impacts.

At the same time, simple 
cause-effect relationships do not fully do justice 
to reality, which is characterized by complexity, 
ambiguity, and conflicts between goals. Being able 
to definitively and completely reliably predict what 
impacts will occur as a result of certain actions 
would certainly make many tasks easier. However, 
this is possible to only a limited extent in living sys-
tems, and not at all in the case of innovations. Good 
corporate citizens are aware that it is precisely at 
the systemic level that impacts are often impossible 

to trace, because the rela-
tionships are too complex and 
multicausal.

Good corporate citizens there-
fore have a very nuanced view 
of impact transparency and 
impact measurement – as well 
as of the associated challeng-
es, limits and risks. Aware that 
the use of indicators without 
context and shared discourse 

For good corporate citizens, 
transparency regarding transparency regarding 
environmental and social environmental and social 
impactimpact is of vital importance. 5

“Companies are making a more 

visible, measurable contribution 

to society. This is therefore 

increasingly becoming the basis for 

sustainable business decisions.”

Dr. Melanie Maas-Brunner, BASF

“We no longer feel what it 

means to run a business 

humanely, so that it’s not 

operating at the expense of 

either people or nature.”

Waldemar Zeiler, einhorn
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5
can quickly lead to misinter-
pretations, they use data as a 
starting point for conversation, 
for orientation and for discus-
sion with others.  
They avoid the seductions of 
easily measurable goals and 
focus instead on the important 
goals, even if the corresponding 
impact is more difficult to meas-
ure and prove. When working 
with impact indicators, they ask themselves again 
and again:  
What has to happen so that new knowledge is 
translated into other organizational action?  
And: How do we handle conflicts between goals  
in areas where there is no right or wrong?

When working to increase impact transparency, 
good corporate citizens are able to reduce com-
plexity to the right extent. Reducing complexity 
only slightly can easily produce situations in which 
the individuals involved are overwhelmed, causing 
them to lose sight of the big picture and reducing 
their ability to act. Reducing complexity too much 
can lead to monocausal thinking, a tendency to 
take a wrong turn toward easily measurable goals, 
and lead us to plan and act at odds with reality. 
Good corporate citizens are thus able to strike a 
good balance between the effort expended and the 
knowledge gained.

Impact transparency can reveal 
conflicts between goals, and 
thus provide a better basis for 
decision-making. However, 
the issue of impact is complex, 
and involves more than just the 
measurement of environmental 
and social effects. The various 
methods and instruments used 
are important; but it is above all 
critical that the right attitude is 

present, and that awareness of the relevance and 
complexity of impact is embedded in the corporate 
culture. For good corporate citizens, impact trans-
parency therefore goes hand in hand with organ-
izational development. They direct their focus to 
organizational conditions and factors that make it 
more likely for desired impacts to emerge.

READ MORE ON THIS TOPIC

Donella H. Meadows — “Thinking in Systems:  

A Primer” (2008) Chelsea: Green Publishing 

Sophia Orbach & Ralph Thurm —  

“The First ‘True’ Sustainability Report?” (2022) 

→ r3.0 Case Study

“If companies were no longer 

measured solely in terms of financial 

returns, but also on the basis of 

ecological returns or sustainability 

criteria, then that would be a very big 

lever for transforming the economy.”

Florian Henle, Polarstern
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Targeted corporate volunteering 
programs can push employees 
out of their filter bubble of of-
fice spaces and Zoom calls. By 
drawing attention to our broader 
communal, natural and societal 
environments, they raise aware-
ness of socioecological matters. 
As a result, we can directly 
experience what may previously 
have been considered abstract 
problems, and thus become 
emotionally aware of the need for change.

Furthermore, corporate volunteering programs fa-
cilitate significant changes in perspective. Through 
them, we can break through ingrained patterns of 
thought and behavior, assess things differently, 
and better understand complex systems. When we 
adopt different perspectives, we activate networks 
in our brain associated with 
creative thinking and explora-
tion. This strengthens our ability 
to solve problems, allowing new 
ideas to emerge that go beyond 
the familiar horizon of the core 
business. This can also help 
lay the foundation for (social) 
innovations. Being able to adopt 
other perspectives is also fun-
damental for cooperation within 
teams, as well as across team, 

departmental and even compa-
ny boundaries.

Through the process of socio- 
ecological transformation, 
corporate values are gaining in 
importance as key elements of 
company culture. They provide 
a common foundation and a 
sense of direction for the entire 
company, especially in times of 
profound change. However, it is 

not enough to simply formulate these guiding val-
ues; they must be anchored within the company’s 
operations, and lived out by its employees. Corpo-
rate volunteering can provide a good opportunity to 
make corporate values come alive, and thus better 
anchor them in the organization.

Good corporate citizens therefore no longer view 
corporate volunteering as a 
charitable gesture, but as mu-
tual enrichment. Employees of 
companies can mindfully apply 
their skills within new contexts, 
and thereby support non-profit 
organizations and their target 
groups. Moreover, they can 
benefit equally from the knowl-
edge and skills of external ac-
tors such as non-profit organi-
zations and their target groups, 

6
“It’s important to get employees 

on board with changes. This 

creates a common understanding 

of the values derived from the 

corporate mission, allowing 

everyone to implement these 

values in their day-to-day work.”

Aylin Tüzel, Pfizer

Good corporate citizens 
pursue corporate volunteering corporate volunteering 
programs out of self-interest, to 
make social and environmental 
topics come alive for employees.

“Instruments such as 

corporate volunteering can 

help change perspectives. So 

we ask ourselves how we can 

implement the sense of purpose 

experienced in such activities 

in our core business as well.”

Aysel Osmanoglu, GLS Bank
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engage with people holding 
different values, and adopt new 
perspectives.

For corporate volunteering to 
realize its transformative poten-
tial, good preparation and sup-
port are crucial. Integrating new 
perspectives, reflecting on one’s 
own values and making person-
al changes require structured 
reflection time and interaction. 
These must therefore be part of 
the plan from the very beginning.

With programs understood and designed in this 
way, the term corporate volunteering may change 
as well – and good corporate citizens will in the fu-
ture speak of purpose journeys or learning journeys, 
for example.

  

READ MORE ON THIS TOpIC   

Pino G. Audia — “Train Your People to Take Others’ 

Perspectives” (2012) 

→ Harvard Business Review

Annelie Beller, Paula Berning, Florian Hinze &  

Nahide Pooya — “Ratgeber Corporate Volunteering” 

(2021) Berlin: PHINEO gAG 

→ Ratgeber Corporate Volunteering

Chris Jarvis — TED-Talk “Design employee volunteer 

experiences” (2018) 

→ TED-Talk

“A person who is involved in 

the community, who promotes 

sustainable projects and sees 

meaning in his or her life has a lower 

risk of being overwhelmed by the 

barrage of changes around them 

and is therefore less susceptible to 

mental or psychological illnesses.” 

Markwart von Pentz, John Deere
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7
Today, the knowledge and skills 
found within a single organiza-
tion are often no longer suffi-
cient to develop innovations. 
Cross-sectoral partnerships 
are thus becoming increasing-
ly important. This is true both 
of companies and corporate 
foundations. Many companies 
are therefore implementing 
open innovation formats, expanding their innovation 
activities to include cooperation with external part-
ners such as universities, suppliers, and start-ups, 
with the goal of developing innovative products.

The same method can be used to find solutions to 
societal challenges. Good corporate citizens live 
up to their role by entering partnerships with NGOs 
and associations in the context of corporate social 
innovation. This is because solving the complex 
societal challenges of our time 
will require strong networks 
focused on social innovation.

There are a variety of corpo-
rate social innovation formats, 
including: 

ۅ  The provision of financial 
assistance by companies to 
non-profits or social enterpris-
es so that these organizations 
can develop social innovations.

ۅ  Social intrapreneurship programs, in which com-
panies provide support to employees working on 
innovative projects in cooperation with partners.

ۅ  Corporate impact accelerators, which provide 
recently founded social enterprises or non-profit 
organizations with access to mentoring, expert 
networks and, potentially, funding.

In many cases, the companies, NGOs, and asso-
ciations participating in these 
partnerships do so in order to 
achieve their own goals faster 
or better. In the future, the indi-
vidual benefits for each partner 
will be less important. Rather, 
companies will place a greater 
weight on co-creation in open 
innovation ecosystems with the 
goal of shaping social innova-
tions with other actors.

Good corporate citizens 
develop social innovations 
through co-creationco-creation 
with other actors.

“We will only meet the  

challenges of the future if we  

reach out beyond the business 

community to collaborate 

with other players.”

Alexander Birken, Otto Group

“We’ll see boundaries dissolve –  

not only between departments but 

those between companies –  

as we include more agents across 

the entire supply chain and 

other stakeholders, and become 

more politically engaged.”

Aysel Osmanoglu, GLS Bank
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There is no universally accepted 
definition of co-creation. The 
term is often used synony-
mously with collaboration or 
co-design. Such activities place 
a strong focus on the common 
vision and shared responsi-
bility. Co-creation additionally 
emphasizes the open-ended, 
generative, and creative aspect 
of collaboration, and conveys 
a sense of joint tinkering. In 
co-creative formats, we detach ourselves from our 
own goals and definitions of success. By engaging 
in the collaborative process and embracing the 
different perspectives, we develop innovative solu-
tions that would not have been possible to reach 
alone. 

For this to succeed, trust is an essential prerequi-
site, as actors must be willing to share knowledge. 
This trust arises from cooperating as equals, in 
a process in which participants deal openly with 
mistakes and are willing to accept unexpected 
outcomes.

“That means that when there are  

big egos at the table, we have to 

learn to put the common success 

ahead of our own. As a company, 

I should always focus on solving 

the problem and not primarily 

on my own positioning.” 

Christoph Selig, Deutsche Post DHL

READ MORE ON THIS TOpIC

Patrick Gilroy, Anaël Labigne, Olga Kononykhina & 

Birgit Riess — “Open for Innovation: Why engaged 

firms are more creative” (2019) 

→ ZIVIZ-Report

Emma Marx — “How Co-Creation Works in 

Organizations” (2022) 

→ Article in Neue Narrative

Mariana Mazzucato — “Mission Economy:  

A Moonshot Guide to Changing Capitalism”  

(2021) Frankfurt am Main: Campus Verlag

Geoff Mulgan — “Social Innovation: How Societies 

Find the Power to Change” (2019) Bristol: Policy 

Press)
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Pause for Thought
Which aspects of the theses 
resonate with me?

With which aspects do I take 
issue?

What do the theses have to 
do with my work environment 
specifically? In which ways do 
they affect me?

What would I like to consider 
more thoroughly?
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Annelie Beller: I want to ask you to 

think ahead to the year 2035. What 

will the term “corporate responsibility” 

mean at this point in the future? 

Gerhard Behles: Regardless of 
the decade, I would always link 
corporations’ responsibility with 
the contribution they make to 
society’s well-being. Companies 
are here to make a contribution, 
for example by supplying prod-
ucts or services that society 
needs. Companies are not here 
to generate profit or to enrich 
people who have nothing to do 
with the company. They are here 
to provide a service to society.

The conventional view is often that 

profit-oriented business as a compa-

ny’s core activity is to be viewed sep-

arately from environmental sustaina-

bility or social engagement. Will that 

change in the future?

I think you can distinguish be-
tween two views here. The first 
follows the motto: “The business 
of business is business.” Seen in 

this way, all other issues such as 
social or environmental responsi-
bility are simply factors making it 
more difficult to do business. 

The second view is that com-
panies are here to contribute to 
society. In this case, we must 
understand social and environ-
mental aspects not as obstacles, 
but as an inextricable part of the 
company’s mission. Policymakers 
must provide helpful guidelines 
here, in part to relieve companies 
of the pressure associated with 
the decisions to be made. For 
example, individual companies 
should not be left to decide how 
much CO2 emissions are still 
acceptable today.

Do you have any other ideas  

about what kind of environment  

policymakers could create in order  

to shape the transformation?

Fundamentally, I am not a fan 
of overly detailed regulations. 
However, I believe that general 
outlines must be set, with clear 

targets – and that this must be 
done at the political level. 

In a successful future, a com-pa-
ny should not be able to gain 
distinction simply because it is 
acting in a particularly ecologi-
cally responsible manner. That 
doesn‘t make any sense to me.  
I would, however, find it useful to 
see policymakers deliver clear 
guidelines for companies to 
follow in fulfilling their societal 
responsibility. And that, in turn, 
lies in fulfilling their corporate 
purpose.

If the future looks like what you’ve just 

described, do you think companies will 

still have dedicated sustainability or 

CSR departments?

No, I don‘t think so. Of course, I 
am excited by any company that 
goes well beyond the guidelines 
set by policymakers and thus 
represents an avant-garde. But 
when a company produces an 
industrial good, that also plays an 
important societal role.

BGerhard Behles — Ableton AGInterview with

“The further decision-makers and 
shareholders drift away from the 
company’s actual purpose, the less 
service to society becomes a guiding 
principle for their actions.”
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Gerhard Behles grew up in Munich, where he 
discovered his interest in electronic music as a 
teenager.

After a year at the Institute of Sonology in 
The Hague, Behles moved to Berlin to study 
computer science. He initially worked as an 
instructor of computer-based music, while also 
researching and writing about electronic music 
on a freelance basis. 
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The company should be able to 
fulfill this purpose without hav-
ing to subject itself to a compli-
cated, unnecessary and scat-
tered discussion about its CSR 
responsibilities. 

I believe that accusations of 
greenwashing, for example, 
whether justified or not, often 
grow out of a context in which 
policymakers have not provided 
the necessary guidance. Faced 
with a gap of this kind, business-
people must make their own per-
sonal decisions about corpora-
tions’ responsibility to society. 
However, responsibility of this 
kind is an excessive burden, and 
it exposes companies to a gen-
eralized suspicion of greenwash-
ing. This quite unnecessarily 
destroys trust.

What steps could companies begin 

taking now to create the future you 

sketched at the beginning of the 

interview?

I think we as companies have 
influence within the political 
sphere. We should exert that 

influence by demanding more 
regulation. Or, of course, I can 
make myself part of an avant-
garde by setting an example in 
demonstrating social and eco-
logical responsibility. We need 
companies to show that profit-
ability and sustainability are not 
mutually exclusive. However, 
both of these potential corporate 
strategies are paths to the same 
goal. 

And that goal must be for poli-
cymakers to provide more guid-
ance. For example, we urgently 
need a proper supply chain law, 
as well as a sensible CO2 pricing 
system.

You have clearly defined the goal. 

What competencies or skills do em-

ployees need in order for us to  

get there?

I don’t even know if we really 
need new competencies or skills. 
I think it’s primarily a matter of 
attitude. We need more peo-
ple in companies who go about 
their work with the idea that they 
are there to provide a service 

to society. This mindset can no 
longer be reconciled with cer-
tain courses of action and harm-
ful business practices. A person 
who thinks like this becomes a 
bit more radical, and some half-
hearted compromises become 
so painful that they are no longer 
easy to accept.

How prevalent is this attitude you  

just described? And how can it be 

strengthened even further?

I think that attitude has always 
been there in smaller and fami-
ly-run businesses, and among all 
those who provide a direct ser-
vice to society. But we also need 
to see this attitude in other com-
panies. 

The further decision-makers 
and shareholders drift away 
from a company’s actual pur-
pose, the less service to society 
becomes a guiding principle for 
their actions. I therefore believe 
that there must be a strong link 
between the company’s pur-
pose and its supervisory bodies, 
funders and decision-makers. 

He founded the electronic music project 
Monolake along with Robert Henke, whom 
he met as a student. Together with computer 
scientist Bernd Roggendorf, the pair helped 
develop a new music software program, an early 
version of Ableton Live. In 1999, Behles and 
Roggendorf founded Ableton, and Live rapidly 
became one of the most popular sequencer 
programs for electronic music producers.
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This is why we are also commit-
ted to the idea of steward own-
ership.

What do you think of instruments such 

as corporate volunteering or corporate 

foundations?

I think these are all fine, but 
they’re ultimately not sustainable 
solutions to our systemic prob-
lems. The systemic problems lie 
in the broader issues of decou-
pled responsibility, displaced 
decision-making power and the 
loss of corporate purpose. If all 
companies could in fact pur-
sue their real purpose, while 
also understanding this purpose 
as a service to society, then we 
wouldn’t need all these addi-
tional instruments such as volun-
teering and foundations.

Finally, one more question: If you could 

ask one wise person of your choice any- 

thing about corporate responsibility, 

who and what would you ask?

I think that’s where I would talk 
to a sociologist, because the 
point is to move society for-

ward. And companies are a part 
of that. To understand how best 
to conceive their role, we have to 
look beyond the purely economic 
perspective. We need to discuss 
these issues with a broad range 
of actors, and together ask our-
selves: What does society actu-
ally need?  
✗

Behles remains the CEO and driving force  
behind Ableton today. Working alongside more 
than 500 employees, he is focused on the future 
of Live, Push and other music products.
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B
Jennifer Hansen: I’d like to start by 

taking you on a mental journey into 

the future: What will it mean in 2035 

to be a good corporate citizen?

Alexander Birken: I believe that it 
will be hard to find a successful 
company that operates without 
practicing good corporate citi-
zenship on a daily basis. In the 
last two to three years, the top-
ics of ethical consumption and 
value orientation have become 
part of mainstream discourse. 
And while perhaps not every-
one, including consumers, has 
yet to act with these things in 
mind, this will change. In 2035, 
a company that is not resolute 
in living up to its social, societal 
and environmental responsibili-
ties, will no longer have a license 
to operate at all. Instead of talk-
ing about sustainability or the 
circular economy, we’ll be ask-
ing ourselves: How can we bring 
about major change beyond the 
limits of our own company? We 
see a straightforward example 
of this in the issue of CO2 emis-
sions. In the future, we’ll sell a 
washing machine that is manu-

factured as a CO2-neutral appli-
ance and which uses only a mini-
mal amount of water. But if using 
the machine is to involve sus-
tainable washing, we’ll need sus-
tainable detergents. We’ll also 
need renewable energies to be 
available across the country. 
This shows that sustainability 
depends not just on individuals, 
not even individual players like 
the Otto Group.  
We need instead broad-based 
alliances if we are to make any 
headway on the issue of sustain-
ability.

Will the boundaries between prof-

it-oriented core business activ-

ity, environmental sustainability and 

social responsibility have shifted by 

2035?

The question suggests that 
these are separate areas that 
one somehow tries to connect. 
At the Otto Group, the topic of 
sustainability was defined as a 
core strategic goal even before 
I joined the company in the mid-
1980s. Since then, it’s been 
part of our daily business. Of 

course, we want to coexpand our 
market share and make a strong 
profit. But not without taking 
sustainability goals into account. 
For us, this involves optimizing 
not only our sales, but several 
target figures as well.  
Of course, there are always 
difficult decisions to be made 
when you can’t reconcile 
everything. But we’re talking 
about a number of goals that we 
still want to achieve as a whole.

If sustainability has truly become 

integral to a larger number of corpo-

rate operations by 2035, how will it be 

expressed in their actions?

Business performance will be 
inextricably linked to sustaina-
bility performance. In 2035, we’ll 
be talking as much about sales 
performance of stores in differ-
ent markets at every board meet-
ing as we will about sustainabil-
ity goals, social engagement and 
how to better secure jobs. Our 
metrics for ecological targets 
will be just as stringent as those 
for sales development. Dealing 
with these issues will be a mat-

“We will only meet the challenges of 
the future if we reach out beyond the 
business community to collaborate with 
other players.”

Interview with Alexander Birken — Otto Group
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Alexander Birken, born in Hamburg in 1964, 
was appointed to the chair of the Otto 
Group Executive Board on January 1, 2017. 
Previously, he was responsible for the strategic 
development of various companies as a member 
of the Executive Board. 

He has been in in charge of the Baur Group, the 
Schwab Group, the Witt Group and the Otto 
Group Russia. Since 1 August 2021, he has also 
held the position of spokesman for the sole 
proprietorship at OTTO.
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ter for the entire organization, not 
just management and leadership. 
Everyone on staff will be develop-
ing ideas to move forward. 

Right now, these topics are addressed 

primarily by sustainability or CSR 

departments. Will these departments 

even be around in 2035?

For decades, we’ve had a sus-
tainability unit that works across 
the organization with the individ-
ual companies within our group. 
We’re also massively expanding 
our staff in the various companies 
that deal with CSR on-site.

They are not – and this is very 
important – relegated to a specific 
unit, they work directly with oper-
ational staff. This kind of internal 
competence-building is nothing  
new, as efforts to bring more 
financial knowledge to individual 
departments are already under-
way. There’s also been a trend 
over the last ten years toward 
integrating more tech know-how 
into operations. And now we’re 
adding a unit for sustainability 
issues.

What, exactly, do today’s sustaina-

bility or CSR managers need to do in 

order to properly manage the trans-

formation toward greater environ-

mental and social sustainability?

Well, they clearly need to make 
sure that these goals are prop-
erly resourced and budgeted. 
Because, after all, there is no 
such thing as a free ride to cli-
mate neutrality. There are costs 
associated with achieving this 
goal. Aside from this typical man-
agerial response, however, I 
believe they can also make quite 
a difference in terms of participa-
tion. They can encourage employ-
ees to submit innovative sugges-
tions for greater engagement. 
Organizations often have an 
incredible reservoir of energy and 
ideas. In this way, CRS manag-
ers can strengthen identification 
with the topic. For example, we’ve 
started overhauling our entire 
training program to include more 
and more on the issue of sustain-
ability in our learning paths, as 
we’ve noticed a variety of knowl-
edge gaps in a number of areas.

Apart from expertise, what do you 

think are the most important compe-

tencies that employees and managers 

need right now with regard to trans-

formation?

The days when a company’s top-
level executives answered all the 
relevant questions are long, long 
gone. As CEO, I’m responsible for 
asking the right questions, which 
we then explore and address, 
because I certainly don’t have 
the answers to many questions 
about sustainability myself. 
That’s why we need people with 
a thirst for knowledge, people 
who are curious and creative. 
And we need managers who 
are coaches, who lead the way, 
inspire and who, through clear 
and structured communication, 
create environments in which 
employees have agency. It’s 
time to delegate responsibility in 
the organization through sound 
reverse-flow procedures, so 
that we in management remain 
in touch with what’s happening 
and keep the company headed in 
the right direction. We also need 
a lot more sustainability experts 

From 2002 to 2004, Alexander Birken served as 
Chief Operating Officer of the Spiegel Group in 
Chicago, USA. Birken has been a member of the 
Otto Group Executive Board since 2005 and was 
largely responsible for the successful expansion 
of Otto Group Russia. 

In addition, he carried operational responsibility 
for Human Resources, Controlling and IT at 
OTTO, divisions that were transferred to the 
OTTO Executive Board in 2012.
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than ever before, and we need 
to integrate them even more 
strongly than ever before into our 
operational activities.

How can instruments such as impact 

investing help accelerate the trans-

formation of companies toward 

greater sustainability?

We made one of our most 
important decisions about 
13 years ago when we began 
investing in venture capital for 
the Otto Group. We’ve learned 
so much about developments in 
technology and the digitalization 
of communities. It’s been such 
an overwhelming success that 
we decided last year to also 
invest in individual funds. As 
was the case with digitalization, 
we now need access to those 
leading the way forward with new 
business models, technologies 
and networks. After all, impact 
investments are not simply 
good for society, we also gain 
something from them as a 
company. And if I’m right about 
the hypothesis I put forward 
earlier, namely that we’ll lose our 
license to operate if we aren’t 
sustainable in the future, then 
these are the best investments 
we can make.

Since we’re already talking about 

investments and finances, I’d like to 

ask you the following. You have sev-

eral foundations associated with the 

Otto Group. What roles will corporate 

foundations play in the future you’ve 

outlined?

At the Otto Group, there are 
several issues that emerge from 
within the organization, but 
also from our colleagues and, 
crucially, from Prof. Dr. Michael 
Otto. The important question to 
ask is in what area is a company 

willing to step up and go the extra 
mile? Once this is clear, we can 
ask what’s the organizational 
form best suited to achieve this 
goal? For example, there’s the 
Stiftung KlimaWirtschaft, where 
we made a point of ensuring that 
it was not an Otto Group initiative, 
but something separate, which 
meant that several other 
companies could get involved. 
But our alliances must go further. 
“We will only meet the challenges 
of the future if we reach out 
beyond the business community 
to collaborate with other players.” 
I’m thinking here in particular 
of policymakers, NGOs, trade 
unions, religious organizations 
and other societal actors. 

We need a variety of stakeholders 

working together if we are to mas-

ter the challenges ahead. Let’s take a 

look at politics, for example. What  

can the world of politics do for socio-

ecological transformation? 

We need reliable policy environ-
ments in order to promote invest-
ment but also to clarify how we 
are to report on sustainability 
issues. There are, of course, ESG 
formats and the like, but the tax-
onomy, for example, has yet to 
be determined. Moreover, we 
urgently need a master plan that 
is valid for more than one leg-
islative period. The next step is 
to resolve the conflicting goals 
that exist between the federal 
and state levels. At the moment, 
there are specific interests 
being pursued in individual fed-
eral states that contradict each 
other and the overall goal. And 
we need long-term investment in 
areas such as renewable energy 
sources or in power lines so that, 
in the long term, we in Germany 
and, hopefully, all of Europe can 
draw exclusively on renewa-

bles – without having to resort to 
nuclear power.

If we look back from the year 2035 

and the future you’ve described to 

the year 2022, what will have been 

the most important steps taken to get 

there?

We will need to have been vigilant 
about education on sustain- 
ability issues from kindergar-
ten to adulthood. But it’s not just 
about communicating the facts; 
people need to experience things 
themselves, directly. While in Ice-
land this last year, I was witness 
to the glaciers melting away. It’s 
a privilege to travel there, but I 
realize this has had an impact 
on me, and that feeling is very 
important. So I think we need 
some emotionalization, for  
example, like that seen with  
Fridays for Future. We also have 
to be honest as soon as drastic 
changes occur. When something 
like lignite mining is done away 
with, we have to address the 
question of how to deal with the 
people who live there and their 
job losses. We have to properly 
acknowledge the insecurity and 
fears this creates. We also have 
to exercise patience and accept 
the fact that there are no easy 
answers when it comes to target-
ing transformative change.  
✗
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H
Sonja Sparla: Mr. Henle, I’d like to 

start by traveling mentally forward 

with you to the year 2035. What will it 

mean to be a good corporate citizen 

in 2035?

Florian Henle: Exactly the same  
as it does in 2021 or did in 1921 
or 1821, because companies 
have always had a social 
responsibility. However, 
looking at financial returns and 
measuring a company solely on 
those terms will be, hopefully, a 
completely insane thing to do in 
2035. Really, it’s crazy now, too. 
I hope that common sense will 
have become more widespread. 
That companies will be obliged 
to serve the common good, as 
is already stated in the Bavarian 
constitution, for example. That 
companies will therefore be 
fulfilling their social, societal, 
environmental and also economic 
responsibilities.

In this future, will the boundaries 

between profit-oriented core 

business activity, environmental 

sustainability and societal 

engagement have shifted?

Hopefully! Today, economic, 
social and environmental 
sustainability still often seem 
to be mutually exclusive. Either 
I am totally professional and 
make a lot of money, or I am 
unprofessional by being super 
socially minded and ecological. 
In my view, this is utter nonsense, 
because all three dimensions 
reinforce one another. So it’s  
a matter of “both and,” not “either 
or.”

When these three dimensions are 

more strongly harmonized with each 

other, how specifically will this be 

expressed in companies’ actions?

You can already see the first 
such developments in the 
financial industry, where 
the SDGs are increasingly 
becoming a focus of investment. 
Companies are being measured 
by different KPIs and new 
criteria. In particular, these 
are criteria that are “softer,” 
that reflect the overall 
impact – including social and 
environmental aspects. We’ll see 
even more of this in the future.

In the future you’ve outlined, will we 

still see separate departments for 

CSR and sustainability, or will we see 

more blurred boundaries?

I hope these departments will 
no longer exist. When someone 
refers proudly to their CSR 
department, it’s often crap. I tend 
to think that they simply haven’t 
understood what this is all about. 
Sustainability is so much more 
than a role. It’s an attitude. 
Sustainability is above all a 
mindset, and is a matter for the 
top levels of management. If it’s 
implemented well, it’s simply part 
of the corporate DNA, and then 
there’s no need for a department 
to do it. 

Even if CSR and sustainability depart-

ments are a thing of the past in your 

vision of the future, how can people 

holding responsibility in these areas 

today help transform their companies 

so that they act more sustainably?

That depends a lot on the 
company. If these people can 
persuade others to listen, then 
it might be a good first step 

“Sustainability is above all a mindset, and is 
a matter for the top levels of management.”

Interview with Florian Henle — Polarstern GmbH
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Florian Henle is founder and CEO of Polarstern 
GmbH, a pioneer in trend-setting energy 
products that support a sustainable energy 
future. At Polarstern, he is responsible for 
business development, the energy business, 
finances and marketing.
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to embed these topics firmly 
into the company’s mindset or 
DNA. Particularly if sustainable 
thinking is something new for  
the company, and the company 
first has to warm up to it, then 
it may not be such a bad idea 
to start with a CSR department. 
Their most important job is then 
to show what’s possible in this 
area, and then to keep their eyes 
on the ball, because it  
will be a long-term and drawn-
out transformation.  
However, it shouldn’t be just a 
marketing-style CSR department. 
They need to be familiar with the 
company’s products and core 
business focus in order to be 
able to point out opportunities in 
a serious way.

If structures and tasks are to change 

so much by 2035, what about the 

future of corporate foundations?

Foundations can play a very 
positive role, as at Bosch, for 
example. Foundations whose 
capital is dependent on the 
company are logically going to 
be interested in sustaining their 

source of funding. This long-term 
perspective has to include some 
thinking about sustainability, 
and creates a clear distinction 
relative to companies without 
foundations, which only have to 
answer to the capital market.

These are issues relating to the dis-

tant future. If we instead look ahead 

to the coming months and years: 

What are the most important next 

steps needed to move toward 2035 as 

you’ve outlined it?

Like it or not, the financial 
markets play a very large role. 
If companies were no longer 
measured solely in terms of 
financial returns, but also on 
the basis of ecological returns 
or sustainability criteria, then 
that would be a very big lever 
for transforming the economy. 
The sooner something is done 
about this, the better. Another 
step would be a change in 
societal awareness toward more 
sustainability and sustainable 
consumption. People are already 
starting to think about whether 
they should eat certain foods, 

and about what clothes they’re 
buying, and whether their 
banking and mobility choices 
are sustainable. Many young 
people no longer have a car. 
Transformation is already taking 
place here. Because if all these 
people base their consumption 
decisions more strongly on 
sustainability-related criteria, 
then of course this will have a 
huge impact on the economy.

I want to switch subjects again, to the 

topic of individual-level decisions. In 

your opinion, what skills and attitudes 

do employees and executives need to 

have in order to ably shape this trans-

formation?

The same skills that I would 
otherwise need for a traditional 
company. Just a different mind-
set. Strong leadership is import-
ant. I personally believe strongly 
in leadership by example. I can’t 
preach water and drink wine. 
That doesn’t work, because cre-
dibility is important and will 
remain important.

Working in the field of decentralized energy 
supply, Florian Henle helps to realize and develop 
projects for multitenant buildings (tenant-owned 
generation facilities) and single-family homes 
(home generation). To do so, he relies on intelligent 
and cross-sector networking. Polarstern is also 
a pioneer among energy suppliers in conducting 
itself as a social business, thus supporting a new, 
sustainable form of corporate activity. Among other 
aspects, Polarstern is the first energy supplier with 
a common good balance sheet.
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Following on from the issue of credi-

bility: What conditions do policymak-

ers need to create in order for this 

transformation to succeed?

Politicians can also lead by 
example, for instance if they 
take sustainability criteria into 
account in their tendering deci-
sions, and thus set an exam-
ple in this way. I know this from 
the energy industry, where 
price is still the deciding issue 
in awarding contracts. Cost fac-
tors make the final difference, 
not whether a company acts 
in an environmentally or soci-
ally responsible manner. You 
hardly ever see aspects like this 
considered in calls for tender. 
The public sector wields vast 
amounts of demand-side power. 
This could be used to transform 
society.

The regulatory environment 
is another issue for policyma-
kers. For example, environmental 
investments could be given spe-
cial depreciation rules, or could 
be taxed differently. I would also 
like to see support given to social 

businesses. I hope we see some 
change here, but at the same 
time I hope it doesn’t get too 
bureaucratic.

Finally, one more question: If a wise 

person of your choice could answer 

one question for you about the future 

of corporate responsibility, what 

would you ask them?

I would ask: Why aren’t we get-
ting it? Really, a conversation like 
this should be totally unneces-
sary. Isn’t it funny that Polarstern 
is allowed to take part in an inter-
view like this just because they 
don’t act like complete a**holes?  
What will it take for everyone to 
finally get it? And act on what is 
common sense? So that these 
really basic things we’re talking 
about, which are actually flat-out 
obvious, finally get implemented? 
✗
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H
“The topic of steward ownership is so 
important to us, because it prioritizes 
meaning instead of maximizing profits, and 
stakeholders are given more importance 
than shareholders.” 

Interview with Katharina Hupfer — Waschbär GmbH
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Jennifer Hansen: To begin, let’s take 

a mental journey to the year 2035. 

In this year, what do you think it will 

mean to be a good corporate citizen?

Katharina Hupfer: I believe there 
will be a shift away from selec-
tive engagement and toward a 
holistic incorporation of the eco-
social dimension into corporate 
strategies. In addition, we will be 
focusing more strongly on the 
human dimension. Sustainabi-
lity will no longer simply mean 
we aren’t wasting resources 
ourselves. Instead, we will look 
more closely at the countries 
where our production is taking 
place, and ask about the qua-
lity of people’s lives there. We’ll 
ask how people in our compa-
nies feel about what we’re doing 
there. Taking ethical and scru-
pulous action, both with regard 
to the environment and people, 
will have become increasingly 
important.

Assuming ethical behavior does take 

on greater weight by 2035, will the 

boundaries between profit-driven 

core business activity, environmental 

sustainability and social engagement 

have shifted?

I can only hope so. The most 
important thing is that we 
humans become more consci-
ous, more mindful and more 
attentive. As employees, as 
customers and as members of 
society, we – alongside policy-
makers and companies – bear 
responsibility as individuals. We 
should thus think about how we 
can put social pressure on other 
actors to persuade them to take 
action.

How will corporate activity be differ-

ent in 2035?

People will be paying closer 
attention to many things – for 
example, to who their own sta-
keholders are. If you really think 
about it, you can quickly come 
up with a long list of stakehol-
ders, and see all the things you 
can do for them as a company. 
Of course I can write a sustaina-
bility report and look only at indi-
vidual measures, at what I have 
done externally. But it is import-

ant to take a holistic view of the 
system in which the company 
operates. In addition, transpa-
rent communication within the 
company is becoming increa-
singly crucial. We should talk 
more about the fact that doing 
business doesn’t just mean sel-
ling things and making money.

Many companies currently have CSR, 

sustainability and sometimes even 

corporate citizenship departments. 

What role will these departments play 

in 2035?

These departments will play a 
strong role in coordination. At 
the moment, they unfortunately 
still often meet resistance from 
the rest of a company. Some 
have a direct link to manage-
ment, others have a seat on the 
board. But all of them wrestle 
with the same question: How 
much can we afford? If they can 
convince their top-level execut-
ives, then projects move for-
ward. Otherwise, the process 
stagnates. I’m convinced that 
eco-social issues will have to be 
incorporated into mission state-
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ments in the future. From that 
point on, everyone in a com-
pany – certainly top executives 
in particular – will be responsi-
ble for examining their own area 
and asking, “What can we do to 
enhance sustainability?” Brin-
ging these answers back into 
operations and coordinating 
them will be the task of sustai-
nability departments. They will 
advocate for their topic across 
the company, and collect the 
results in order to make them 
transparent and measurable.

Not an easy task, then. What core 

skills should employees of sustain-

ability, CSR or corporate citizenship 

departments have in order to carry 

out this function well?

I would say that those in charge 
of CSR, sustainability or corpo-
rate citizenship must first and 
foremost be hard-nosed, and be 
able to stick with it. I know this 

from my own company. I’m cons-
tantly reminded there to stick 
to my commitment. It is import-
ant for sustainability managers 
to stay in constant contact with 
executives and the rest of the 
staffers, to be genuinely critical, 
to persist, and to keep pointing 
out new opportunities for impro-
vement.

Many today see programs such as 

corporate volunteering as one such 

opportunity for improvement, and 

even as a way to accelerate the pro-

cess of transformation toward socio-

ecological sustainability. How do you 

feel about this?

Volunteering means experien-
cing important issues firsthand. 
It’s a great way to raise awaren-
ess of the socioeconomic dimen-
sion among employees and exe-
cutives. Donating to something is 
easy. But when I give employees 
the opportunity to take part in 

the work on a Demeter farm, for 
example, it feels completely dif-
ferent to them.  
The top levels of management 
need to be involved in order to 
make such experiences possi-
ble. This is because the top exe-
cutives play an important role in 
supporting the volunteer pro-
gram, and in communicating the 
message that they view social 
engagement as important.

If we look back again from the year 

2035, what do you think will have 

been the most important steps lead-

ing us to this future?

One of the most important steps 
is to realize that eco-social 
responsibility is not the respon-
sibility of this or that company 
department, but that it instead 
belongs in a company’s over-
all strategy. The executive-level 
staffers must make this very 
clear, and allow this commit-

Katharina Hupfer is steward owner and CEO  
of Waschbär GmbH.

She took on the role of steward owner and 
entrepreneur when Waschbär’s previous owner 
stepped down. Before coming to Waschbär in 
2006, she worked in the retail industry, where 
she pursued alternative and sustainable means of 
shaping businesses. 

At Waschbär, Hupfer initially oversaw various 
product areas, then joined the management 
team and carried out the succession process 
in conjunction with the former owner and her 
current co-owner.
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ment to permeate throughout 
the company. Employees should 
have the opportunity to engage 
with socioecological issues as 
part of the company’s organiza-
tional development activities.

They should be educated, chal-
lenged and encouraged to think 
about these issues through a 
variety of methods and pro-
grams. Staff development is an 
important point for the transfor-
mation toward greater sustaina-
bility, because it is the only thing 
that enables trained employees 
and managers to be active parti-
cipants in the process.

You cite staff development as an 

important prerequisite for transfor-

mation. In your opinion, what are the 

most important competencies and 

skills for executives to cultivate?

There has already been a change 
in thinking among top mana-
gers in recent years. Technocra-
tic leadership is one thing, but 
it’s really more about unders-
tanding that you’re leading peo-
ple. That’s where you have to ask 
yourself some questions. How 
can I communicate well? Who 
am I as a person, and what are 
my encounters with other peo-
ple like?

Searching for answers demands 
an incredible amount of personal 
development, and requires you 
to be very open-minded about 
learning new things. Employees 
will also benefit from knowledge 
about good communication, as 
this can be integrated into the 
individual teams. As a manager, 
I’m also concerned with streng-
thening employees’ sense of 
personal responsibility, as well 
as their sense of community and 

team spirit. I think it’s important 
to give everyone on the staff the 
opportunity to connect with the 
meaning of the company.

We should always offer a plat-
form to talk about this meaning, 
and to engage critically with our 
own mission statements. As a 
manager, especially when you’ve 
been thinking about something 
for a long time, such a process 
can sometimes be difficult. But 
that makes it all the more neces-
sary.

What conditions do policymakers 

need to create in order for this trans-

formation toward greater socioeco-

logical sustainability to succeed?

Policymakers play an important 
role. We need an environment 
that rewards companies whose 
operations are environmentally 
friendly, conserve resources, 
protect the climate, and which 
are socially engaged. For exam-
ple, we are a part of the Alliance 
for Sustainable Textiles, which 
brings together a cross-section 
of Germany’s textile industry and 
fosters awareness of the sub-
ject.

Policymakers should in turn 
bring into the mainstream certain 
things that we‘ve been discus-
sing for a long time, for exam-
ple through a supply chain law. 
They should also ensure that 
sustainably operating compa-
nies have support for their acti-
vities, because it is a challenge 
for companies to look at ent-
ire supply chains, for example. 
Ultimately, policymakers should 
also consider innovative forms 
of ownership. At our company, 
we have been able to express 

our societal responsibility in part 
through our ownership structure.

The topic of steward ownership 
is so important to us because it 
prioritizes meaning instead of 
maximizing profits, and stake-
holders are given more import-
ance than shareholders.  
✗
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K
Jennifer Hansen: Let’s begin by trav-

eling mentally to the year 2035: What 

will a company have to do in order to 

be perceived as an agent of responsi-

ble action in society?

Georg Kaiser: For me, compa-
nies will be good companies in 
the future if they make little or 
no use of natural resources and 
treat people decently. Returns 
come only when these two as-
pects have been met. This seems 
absolutely clear to me. However, 
it also means that, once again, 
people need to prioritize things 
other than their own consump-
tion needs. We will have to learn 
to deal with the fact that re-
sources are growing increasingly 
scarce, and everyone, including 
companies, will have to play their 
part in this regard. We define 
ourselves as Germany’s most 
sustainable supermarket, an 
achievement that Environmental 
Action Germany (DUH) has once 
again substantiated, for example, 
in the area of packaging. Nev-
ertheless, I’m not at all satisfied 
with what we’ve achieved so far, 
even though we’ve been working 

on it for 20 years. Just the issue 
of packaging alone is a difficult 
one. 

In this future, will the boundaries 

between profit-oriented core business 

activity, environmental sustainability 

and societal engagement have shifted?

Absolutely. The traditional 
turbo-capitalist company will 
no longer exist. We have to 
acknowledge the fact that no 
company is around forever, that 
companies exist only for a certain 
time and for the needs of that 
time. Less than one percent of 
companies remain in business 
for more than one hundred years. 
Against this backdrop, even large 
corporations have recognized the 
need to continually tweak their 
operations. Some are motivated 
by the potential reward and 
others by hardship. And for 
those in between, the incentives 
are too weak to trigger a broad 
push toward true development 
that leads to a rethink. There is, 
however, an avant-garde of sorts 
that thinks ahead and is therefore 
often better equipped to deal 

with emergency situations such 
as those we currently face and 
which are driven by resource 
shortages. But since most people 
are generally indifferent to these 
concerns or focused on profit, 
it’s up to this avant-garde to ask 
itself – over and over again – how 
can we get the rest of society 
on board? The same applies 
when it comes to dynamics 
within a company: Key decision-
makers may be well-versed in 
the company’s vision, but this 
can be far removed from the 
reality of those who work at the 
checkout stand or in the bakery. 
This means that we have to use 
incentives to promote the issue 
of sustainability.

What will sustainable behavior look 

like in 2035?

Because our resources will either 
be used up or too expensive, 
we won’t have any choice but to 
orient ourselves toward ecological 
and social sustainability.  
At the moment, nearly everyone is 
feasting like there’s no tomorrow. 
But businesses can become role 

“At the moment, nearly everyone  
is feasting like there’s no tomorrow.  
But businesses can become 
role models and make genuine 
contributions.”

Interview with Georg Kaiser — Bio Company SE
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models and make genuine contri-
butions.” 

For the past 20 years, I’ve been 
stating very openly that, unfortu-
nately, my customers pay twice. 
They invest in the right direction 
with their consumption habits, 
but pay extra with their taxes for 
the mistakes made by others. So, 

when it comes to the true cost of 
food, a lot has to change.

What competencies and skills do em-

ployees and managers in companies 

need for the transformation toward 

greater sustainability?

First of all, there needs to be a 
goal and a vision that are defined 

not alone by two or three gray-
haired men or women in a  
cubbyhole. Agreeing on these 
things involves hard work in a 
participatory communication pro-
cess. The power of persuasion 
and being able to get your point 
across are therefore basic skills. 
At the Bio Company, we’re trying 
to communicate more on the 
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issue of sustainability through 
our intranet as a way of fostering 
pride in what we have achieved 
together. But when I inquire 
about these things at individu-
al stores, I notice that many of 
our measures are not catching 
on. We currently have a project 
aimed at reducing packaging that 
features a packaging deposit 
box. However, many cashiers 
are unaware of the project, even 
though it has been communi-
cated through various channels. 
Patience and perseverance are 
the only things that help when 
acceptance of a measure is slow 
to take hold. There are social 

milieus that need very clear mes-
sages. We have to train managers 
to be able to do this. But co-cre-
ative processes can also help 
bring sustainable corporate goals 
more strongly to the attention of 
employees and customers.

Traditionally, sustainability units 

within a company or those tasked 

with corporate citizenship issues or 

CSR are responsible for bringing such 

issues to employees. What role do you 

see these departments playing in the 

transformation process?

I don’t see these units as stan-
dalone departments within an 

organization. They clearly need 
to have the support of the board, 
otherwise they are little more 
than fig leaves. Here at the Bio 
Company, the goals put forth by 
our boards always get their start 
in the sustainability department. 
And then a sustainability report 
says something about whether 
we’re moving in the right direc-
tion, treading water, or may-
be even heading in the wrong 
direction. I need a sustainability 
department to summarize the 
various bits of information from 
different departments and then, 
in turn, provide them informa-
tion regarding requirements and 

Born in 1967, Georg Kaiser lives with his wife  
and five children in Berlin. After his training  
in retail sales and acquiring his degree in 
business administration, Georg Kaiser founded 
the Bio Company in 1999 in Berlin.  
The Bio Company SE, with branches in Hamburg 
and Dresden, is known for its emphasis on 
regional products and is the market leader in 
Berlin and Brandenburg.

Bio Company stores offer only certified organic 
food – preferably those products that meet 
comprehensive cultivation and social standards 
or which meet the production criteria specified 
by organic growers’ associations. 

As Board Chair of the BNN (Bundesverband 
Naturkost Naturwaren e.V.) until 2017, Georg 
Kaiser played a key role in the development of 
the BNN’s quality guidelines.
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other things. I often hear about 
sustainability departments at 
companies being subordinate to 
marketing divisions. This says a 
lot about what’s going on. In our 
company, the person responsi-
ble for quality assurance and the 
person tasked with sustainability 
work directly with me. And it’s 
clear that when they say some-
thing, it’s on par with a state-
ment from the boss. There’s no 
discussion – whether it’s about 
the introduction of foodsharing, 
packaging deposit boxes, or 
something else. Resistance to 
these ideas usually comes from 
issues having to do with con-
venience or a lack of flexibility. 
But without change, there is no 
future.

Let’s take a look at the actors beyond 

the economy. What do you think are 

the most important regulatory condi-

tions we need from politics to compel 

companies to undergo a transforma-

tion toward sustainability?

In my opinion, there is no such 
policy in place. That said, there 
are people in politics who have 
the strength to push new ideas 
forward. My biggest appeal to 
them is to give companies the 
elbow room to get their work 
done. Don’t try to make our work 
too complicated with too many 
regulations! For 30 years now, 
people have been claiming that 
life should be made easier for 
businesses, but so far, no one in 
politics has made this possible. 
How much responsibility can we 
continue to impose on compa-
nies? Complexity has been grow-
ing for businesses, entrepreneurs 
and other people in general, but 
this is not something that can 
continue indefinitely. I would like 
the government to ensure a less 
complex life once again. But this 

will only work if people want less. 
To be a little more specific, I think 
the current tax burden is fine. 
However, by imposing additional 
taxes that punish “bad” compa-
nies, the government could use 
its leverage to create incentives 
for greater sustainability.

Incentives for greater sustainability 

can also come from other areas, such 

as corporate foundations. What role 

can they play today and tomorrow in 

supporting transitions toward greater 

sustainability?

I think foundations are a better 
solution than are entities with 
shareholder ownership, even 
though foundations are slower 
because of all the regulatory 
demands they have to meet. The 
topic of foundations is of particu-
lar relevance when it comes to 
succession issues. As part of its 
own evolution, a company must 
at some point determine whether 
it prefers to pursue a foundation 
solution or a steward-ownership 
model. I find the latter a par-
ticularly charming idea. It’s an 
approach that seems to be very 
popular right now with many en-
trepreneurs such as Alnatura, the 
Völkels or dm. But I’m not at that 
point just yet. In 10 or 15 years, 
I’ll be exploring the question of 
succession. If, at that point, my 
successors have no interest in 
or knack for business, then it will 
be better to structure the whole 
thing in a way that serves the 
company’s purpose which, in our 
case, is sustainability.

If you could ask one wise person of 

your choice a single question about 

corporate responsibility, what would 

you ask?

I don’t think there’s anyone of 
interest who could provide any 

conclusive answers to the ques-
tion of the future of corporate 
responsibility. I therefore take 
comfort in the changes I see 
underway in society. In today’s 
world, the percentage of people 
calling on us to become more 
grounded in society, warmer and 
less distant is growing. And we 
are expected to do this in ways 
that conserve resources or are 
not consumerist in nature. Only 
those companies that see things 
in this way will survive. In other 
words, only those companies 
that act quickly to conserve and 
handle resources as responsibly 
as possible will persist. If some-
one from the future were to come 
back and tell me this were the 
case, I’d be very happy to hear it. 
✗
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K
Jennifer Hansen: Let’s dare to look into 

the future: What will it mean to be a 

good corporate citizen in 2035?

Christian Kroll: In terms of global 
warming and the biodiversity 
crisis, if we continue along our 
current path, we’ll have a massive 
problem by then. I guess we’ll 
have no choice but to take real 
action as if our house were on 
fire, to quote Greta Thunberg. 
This means that every company 
should invest all of their profit 
into solving the problem, which is 
something Ecosia already does. 
Hopefully, big companies like 
Google or Microsoft, which have 
hundreds of billions lying around 
and funnel them into more or 
less senseless investments, will 
realize before 2035 that this ap-
proach is no longer tenable.

Companies will therefore invest their 

profits in solutions to societal prob-

lems. Will the boundary between prof-

it-oriented core business activity on 

the one hand and environmental and 

social sustainability on the other also 

have shifted?

I hope so. Because if it doesn’t, 
things probably won’t look so 
great for the survival of mankind. 
Currently, companies do what 
they do to make money, and they 
also do a whole lot of damage to 
the world. Financial markets and 
wealthy people exert pressure 
on companies to prioritize profit 
maximization over everything 
else. Board members are thus, 
right now, merely the sharehold-
ers’ puppets. To make things 
look a bit better, a handful of 
CSR measures are applied here 
and there to make the whole 
thing look a little “greener.” We 
need to fundamentally change 
this system. Looking forward, 
business models must have an 
overall positive impact. And if 
that’s not the case, then at least 
the full profit should be used to 
not only compensate, but over-
compensate for other things. We 
need to shift away from heavily 
profit-oriented reasoning toward 
a way of thinking that is oriented 
toward the planet, people and 
all other living beings. That’s the 
kind of post-capitalist world I 
would like to see. Whether I really 

believe that this will happen is 
another matter, but at least more 
and more employees and citizens 
seem to think like me and make 
decisions in line with this kind of 
thinking. Hopefully, people will 
run away from those companies 
that don’t follow suit.

If we look at internal corporate govern-

ance, will companies, in the future, still 

have their own CSR or sustainability 

departments?

The fact that we need a CSR de-
partment at all shows that some-
thing’s wrong. I also find the term 
“sustainability” misleading. Either 
you do damage to a system, or 
you improve it. Why should we 
stop with preventing a negative 
footprint? Why not do as much 
good as you can? The term sus-
tainability becomes problematic 
when companies restrict their 
view to their own little universe 
and rest on the laurels of their 
CO2 neutrality, even though they 
can do much more. I propose that 
all sustainability officers should 
change their title to regeneration 
officer.

“The fact that we need a CSR 
department at all shows that 
something’s wrong.”

Interview with Christian Kroll — Ecosia GmbH
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Let’s take the case of companies that 

exist to do as much good as possible: 

What role can and should corporate 

foundations play in 2035?

If a company generates profits, 
and there is no way to run its 
business model in a climate-pos-
itive manner, then some of its 
profit can be used to make a 
positive contribution in other 
areas. This should comprise a 
significant share of the revenue. 
I don’t know where the standard 
will be in 2035.  
Will every company, just like 
Ecosia, then have to spend all the 
money it earns on the climate? 
That would be great. Currently, 
the law requires very, very little, 
and the bar is very, very low. I 
would like to see full transparen-
cy in this areas so that you can 
see immediately that company X 
is not a good company because 
it uses its profits only to enrich 
itself.  
Companies like that should have 
a thick black label on them so 
that I know not to buy anything 
from them.

What important steps do you see tak-

ing us forward to a year 2035 as you 

have envisioned it?

We don’t have a legal framework 
that rewards actors working to 
solve climate change. Currently, 
as a company, you’re still consid-
ered foolish if you are committed 
to solving climate change. In 
today’s world, if you emit tons 
of CO2 or violate human rights, 
you make a greater profit. We 
thus need a regulatory frame-
work to prevent such things 
from happening. Only then can 
our market function. Also, on a 
personal level, it bothers me that 
those who don’t care about what 
happens to the climate can eat 
cheap meat and fly all over the 
place. And the others who do 
care, they pay the higher price. 
The incentives are misplaced. We 
need societal change. We have to 
get away from the idea that we 
have to produce and consume 
more and more. We need pro-
gress – not the kind that involves 
having three cars, but simply liv-
ing a good, healthy life in a world 
that isn’t on fire. That, I think, is 

the luxury of the 21st century. 
We also need different financial 
market regulations. BlackRock, 
for example, wrote a statement 
emphasizing how important 
sustainability is to them. At the 
same time, they also stated 
that energy must nevertheless 
be inexpensive and available to 
all. That’s utter doublespeak. In 
today’s world, people who invest 
in oil and gas companies get the 
highest returns, while those who 
are really looking for sustainable 
investments get the lowest. This 
results in a distribution of power 
that drives things in exactly the 
wrong direction.

Looking once again at companies, 

what role can sustainability or CSR 

officers play in the transformation of 

businesses?

If the sustainability department 
is a subdivision of the marketing 
department, then something is 
wrong with the company’s DNA. 
They always say that the fish 
stinks from the head down. If 
the board, the head of the fish, 
has not understood the issue of 

Christian Kroll is the founder of Ecosia – the 
tree-planting search engine.

He launched Ecosia after taking a year-long trip 
around the world to help people in developing 
countries and do something about climate 
change. The Berlin-based search engine now 
has 100 employees and, thanks to its many 
millions of users, plants a tree every second.
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sustainability, then you should 
make sure that they do. Starting 
a small revolt is not a bad idea in 
this case. We shouldn’t be sat-
isfied with just a touch of green 
here and there, which is what I 
see with many companies – for 
example, banks patting them-
selves on the back with their 
sustainability investments which, 
in reality, don’t even represent 
1.2% of their total portfolio. This 
just isn’t acceptable. We need 
the courage to be honest here.

What skills do employees and exec-

utives need to have in order to shape 

this transformation?

Employees and managers need to 
have solid knowledge of what it 
will take to solve climate change 
and the biodiversity crisis.  
Neither of these two core issues,  
nor anything about global justice, 
were taught to me in college or at 
school. We need to understand 
the system we want to change.

Also, it’s important to be able to 
work with those who have lots of 
power and money.

We want to get them to think 
about change as well. But if you 
just hit them over the head with 
a board in terms of your com-
munication, you lose them, and 
nothing is gained.  
Sustainability or CSR depart-
ments can also help in this regard 
by developing strategies on how 
to get stakeholders to think twice 
and develop an appetite for re-
thinking their approach to things.

This is important because the 
worst thing that could happen 
would be for everyone to bury 
their heads in the sand and de-
clare everything a lost cause.  
We need to be clear about the 
fact that we need a massive 
transformation in society, which 
usually takes several genera-
tions. But we only have five years 
to do it.  
That’s why we have to get out 
of our comfort zone and maybe 
even risk our own jobs at times. 
That’s not easy to do – even for 
board members who really want 
to make a difference. After all, 
they still have the shareholders 
behind them. In this situation, it 

takes courage to prioritize sus-
tainability over returns.

Finally, one more question: If a wise 

person of your choice could answer 

one question for you about the future 

of corporate responsibility, what would 

you ask them?

I’m still puzzled as to how we 
actually fell into this trap called 
neoliberalism and would like to 
ask Milton Friedman what he was 
thinking.

That was a real shot in one’s own 
foot, I think. I don’t even know if 
Milton Friedman meant what he 
said or if he was just acting as 
a mouthpiece for some interest 
groups. After all, a pure profit ori-
entation obviously doesn’t lead 
to things being any better on the 
planet.

So, I would ask Milton Friedman 
how he managed to make it so 
that we all followed the narrative 
of neoliberalism, and how to stop 
that. 
✗
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M
Jennifer Hansen: To begin with, I’d like 

to ask you to take a mental journey into 

the future: What will it mean to be a 

good corporate citizen in 2035?

Dr. Melanie Maas-Brunner: Eco-
nomic success depends on the 
extent to which one is embedded 
within a stable society. A com-
pany can therefore be character-
ized as a good corporate citizen 
only if it contributes to society 
and a fair transformation pro-
cess. The founders of our com-
pany have always understood 
this, and we will continue to act 
as a good corporate citizen, even 
beyond the year 2035. “Good” 
has no expiration date. Societies 
never stop changing. In fact, the 
changes appear to be becoming 
more dynamic. We’ve been wit-
nessing divisiveness in society, 
a drifting apart of interests, and 
an increasing radicalization of 
individual groups, even before 
the pandemic. Our task as a good 
corporate citizen is not to look 
the other way in such cases, 
but to be persistent in seeking 
solidarity with others and initiat-
ing activities that strive to create 

equal opportunity and thereby 
cultivate greater cohesion and 
stability. But to be very specific, 
wouldn’t it be great if, in 10 years, 
our Christmas charities were no 
longer needed? They’ve been 
around for more than 100 years, 
but I’d like to believe that in the 
future, helping disadvantaged 
people will be seen as a task for 
society as a whole. I would like to 
see all stakeholders – civil socie-
ty, public authorities, companies 
– working together in partnership 
to achieve this goal and ensure 
that everyone participates.

Will the boundaries between prof-

it-oriented core business activity, 

environmental sustainability and civic 

engagement have shifted by 2035?

I believe that these borders will 
not have to shift, but that they 
will, increasingly, have to dis-
integrate. This will involve us 
engaging in holistic thinking and 
assigning value to the environ-
ment and society. That’s why we, 
together with our partners, de-
veloped in 2013 the Value-to-So-
ciety method, which makes this 

sort of thing measurable. The 
goal here is to facilitate corporate 
reporting procedures that focus 
not only on economic develop-
ment, but also reflect a compa-
ny’s contribution of value to the 
environment and society.

We brought this idea to the table 
as a founding member of the 
Value Balancing Alliance. My 
colleague on BASF’s Executive 
Board, Saori Dubourg, chairs the 
Steering Committee for the Alli-
ance and, together with partners, 
has been working for many years 
to ensure that we understand 
corporate success as a value 
function for the economy, the en-
vironment and society, and that 
we remain diligent in steering 
things in this direction.

If the boundary between profit-ori-

ented core business activity and sus-

tainability is increasingly disintegrat-

ing, how will see this manifest in the 

specific activities of companies?

Sustainability and sustainability 
criteria will become integrated 
as standards into all structures, 

“The path to sustainable 
development is a never-ending 
journey that will always require 
stewardship.”

Interview with Dr. Melanie Maas-Brunner — BASF SE 
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processes and strategies. Com-
panies are making a more visi-
ble, measurable contribution to 
society. This is therefore increa-
singly becoming the basis for 
sustainable business decisions. 
Sustainability critieria are thus 
growing in importance in terms 
of how we, as a society more 
generally, take action.

Will we still see dedicated corporate 

social responsibility or sustainability 

departments in this future?

Sustainability as an issue will 
increasingly become an issue 
that cuts across all areas, affec-
ting every unit in a company.  
But developments in society 
and the changes they entail are 
never-ending and can therefore 
never be fully resolved. Which 
is why we need to constantly 
adjust our focus and broaden the 
scope of our view so that we can 
stay on top of and help shape 

the trends, developments and 
changes we face. In short, “The 
path to sustainable development 
is a never-ending journey that 
will always require stewards-
hip.” Employees from sustainabi-
lity departments can start taking 
action now to help ensure that 
the entire company is on board 
for on this journey.

What role will corporate foundations 

play?

Corporate foundations will conti-
nue to be an important tool. They 
complement the contribution 
companies make to society in 
ways that go beyond their corpo-
rate activity. The BASF Stiftung, 
for example, is actively invol-
ved in international development 
cooperation and contributes to 
human health and empowerment 
for a sustainable future. It’s the-
refore an essential aspect of the 
company’s purpose.

Turning our focus once again toward 

companies, what skills do you think 

employees and executives need to 

have in order to shape transforma-

tion?

In order to achieve sustainable 
development, we need know-
ledge, skills, a strong set of 
values, and a willingness to 
engage in partnerships. But we 
all have to have the courage 
to take responsibility for our 
actions. This readiness is essen-
tial to our capacity to success-
fully implement such complex 
transformation processes. We’re 
already targeting this goal with 
our CORE corporate values – that 
is, being creative, open, respon-
sible and entrepreneurial – in our 
efforts to develop our business 
and especially our employees in 
this direction.  
✗

Dr. Melanie Maas-Brunner is a member of the 
Board of Executive Directors and Chief Technology 
Officer (CTO) at BASF SE. Born in Korschenbroich, 
Germany, in 1968, Dr. Maas-Brunner studied at 
RWTH Aachen University, where she received 
her doctorate in chemistry in 1995. Before joining 
BASF in 1997, she was a research assistant at the 
University of Aachen, Germany, and the University 
of Ottawa, Canada.

She is responsible for the divisions European Site & 
Verbund Management; Global Engineering Servic-
es; Corporate Environmental Protection, Health & 
Safety; Group Research; BASF Venture Capital..
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“In the future, companies 
will be more about giving 
people meaning.”

Jennifer Hansen: Let’s travel together 

to the year 2035. What will it mean to 

be a good corporate citizen?

Aysel Osmanoglu: In the future, 
companies will do more to ask 
themselves: What does the world 
actually need, and how do I 
respond to those needs? They’ll 
no longer be focused exclusively 
on how to fly higher, faster and 
further, but how to give peo-
ple meaning. That’s why, in the 
future, we’ll be integrating the 
things that make us human into 
a company more thoroughly. The 
next generation will no longer 
want to see work as an ailment to 
be endured. They will invest their 
energy in those areas where the 
company enables them to live in 
ways that align with their ideals. 

Will this orientation toward meaning 

impact the boundaries between prof-

it-oriented core business activity and 

social or environmental sustainability? 

Our definitions of these things 
will change. It will no longer 
be just a matter of orienting 
everything in my core business 

toward profits. In the future, we’ll 
have fundamentally redefined 
wealth as wealth in the sense of 
impact fields, our social rela-
tionships with one another and 
natural wealth. How connected 
are we to nature? How connected 
are we to each other? If I don’t 
address these issues as a busi-
ness, then I will no longer exist.

How will we see this manifest in corpo-

rate activity?

There are two challenges that are 
best approached by questions. 
The first involves asking whether, 
as a company, we have any vision 
of the future. Moving forward, 
can we do things differently? 
For example, do we continue to 
produce vehicles, but only those 
that run on electricity?

Or has this chapter in mobility 
come to an end? If so, how can 
move forward with compassion 
and respect? We take a different 
approach to the second chal-
lenge : To what extent are we 
able to create real utopias in the 
here and now?

Where are these kinds of things 
already taking place, and how 
can we build upon them as 
a company? Do we have the 
courage to question what really 
matters in a company – and to 
reposition ourselves accordingly? 
Are we fit for the future? Do we 
even want to be fit for the future?

Will companies, in the future, still have 

their own CSR or sustainability depart-

ments?

We will continue to see depart-
ments or persons responsible for 
topics such as CSR or sustain- 
ability. But they will no longer 
be about me and my depart-
ment, they’ll be about me and 
my expertise. We’ll see bounda-
ries dissolve – not only between 
departments but those between 
companies – as we include more 
agents across the entire supply 
chain and other stakeholders, 
and become more politically 
engaged.

Civic engagement that goes beyond 

corporate activity is often conducted 

through corporate foundations. What 

Aysel Osmanoglu — GLS Gemeinschaftsbank eGInterview with 
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role will these foundations play in 

2035?

Foundations take on different 
functions. One involves giving 
money for use in specific areas 
like biodiversity, culture and so 
on. In the future, this sort of thing 
will still be required. It’s a differ-
ent matter for companies with a 
less-than-pristine core business 
that try to whitewash this fact 
through their foundation’s activ-
ities. This sort of thing will die 
out. What I find exciting, how-
ever, is another type of founda-
tion, namely those built on the 
steward-ownership model, which 
make it possible for companies 
to position themselves strategi-
cally in an entirely different way 
for sustainability and the longer 
term.

If we come back a bit closer to the 

present: What will have been the most 

important steps taken to ensure a 

future in 2035 that resembles the one 

you’ve outlined here?

The most important thing in any 
change is the people involved. 

We should ask ourselves: What 
skills do we have now, and which 
skills will we need looking for-
ward? We see many companies 
have begun to incorporate emo-
tional as well as reason-based 
skills as part of an effort to see 
people holistically. There are, for 
example, spiritual abilities that 
we need, but also the ability to 
experience a closeness to nature. 
What was once a matter of fact 
now needs to be developed or 
trained. We need the ability to 
connect rational, emotional and 
spiritual issues. Equally impor-
tant are the transformative skills 
needed to cultivate the courage 
to act and get to work, together 
with other companies.

How can an instrument such as corpo-

rate volunteering help employees with 

this process of transformation?

In very concrete terms, instru-
ments such as corporate volun-
teering can help change per-
spectives. So we ask ourselves 
how we can implement the sense 
of purpose experienced in such 
activities in our core business 

as well. How do you bring back 
into the company the things that 
employees have experienced 
outside of the organization dur-
ing their two days as a volunteer? 
But there are also many opportu-
nities within the company to de-
velop these things. For example, 
our colleagues have the oppor-
tunity to lend a hand and work 
on a farm for a week. Or, looking 
at our loan officers, I’m always 
struck by how many different 
people they interact with. Every 
day, they have the opportunity to 
go on an educational journey and 
immerse themselves in a differ-
ent life. What does an organic 
farmer do? What does a conven-
tional farmer do? And what does 
it mean to switch from one type 
of farming to the other? Experi-
ences like these are enriching.

What other important core compe-

tencies do you think employees and 

managers need in order to be able 

to shape the transformation toward 

greater sustainability?

I think the most essential skill is 
to ask yourself: What is my mis-

Born in Bulgaria in 1977, Aysel Osmanoglu later 
emigrated to Turkey with her parents, arriving 
in Germany as a student at the age of 18. She 
studied economics and business administration 
in Heidelberg and Frankfurt/Main and has a 
degree in banking.
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sion? What is my intrinsic moti-
vation? Isn’t it sad to think about 
what we should have done in life 
only just before we die? So how 
do we get people to think about 
getting involved much earlier? 
When we’ve answered the ques-
tions of what we want to do with 
our lives, our intrinsic motivation 
is so great that our creative pow-
er emerges naturally.

There is one actor that companies will 

continue to interact with in the future 

– the world of politics. What regulatory 

conditions do policymakers need to 

create in order to successfully facil-

itate the transformation to sustaina-

bility?

Policymakers should ensure 
a sharper focus on collective 
goods, for example, through the 
question as to who owns the 
soil? Moreover, transformation 
involves a radical realpolitik that 
avoids getting caught up in “Yes, 
but...” caveats. Jobs will be elim-
inated because they’re jobs we 
won’t need in the future. For me, 
a universal basic income would 
therefore be an example of a rad-

ical realpolitik. Let’s just do it now 
and not talk about it for another 
20 years!

One more question to wrap things up: 

If you could ask a wise person of your 

choice one question about the future 

of corporate responsibility, what would 

you ask them?

When I think of whom I’d ask,  
I immediately think of the Da-
lai Lama. The question I’d pose 
would be: How can we frame the 
issues of corporate responsibility 
and socioecological transforma-
tion with a degree of levity and 
humor? 
✗

In 2002, Aysel Osmanoglu started at Germany’s 
Ökobank as a working student. After her training 
at GLS Bank, she became in 2013 divisional 
manager for basic business and back office 
operations. She has been a member of the 
GLS Bank Executive Board since 2017 and 
is responsible for employee development, 
infrastructure and IT. Aysel Osmanoglu lives with 
her family in Bochum.
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Jennifer Hansen: Let’s travel together 

in thought to the year 2035. At this 

point, what associations will we have 

when we hear the terms “good corpo-

rate citizen” or “corporate responsi-

bility”? 

Thomas Schmidt: Not the same 
ones as today. If we want to 
move forward as a society, then 
in 2035, this good corporate 
citizen, as we call it today, will 
be the norm. We’ll wonder how 
there ever could have been suc-
cessful companies that failed to 
pay attention to the social and 
environmental aspects of doing 
business. We will ask oursel-
ves why we didn’t do something 
to stop this earlier. Today, we’re 
already seeing that a growing 
number of consumers are chan-
ging their purchasing behavior 
and giving preference to respon-
sible companies.

This trend will continue to 
expand, and the term will lose 
relevance. It will simply be nor-
mal to be a so-called good cor-
porate citizen.

You mention the different aspects of 

doing business. Will the boundaries 

between profit-oriented core busi-

ness activities on the one hand and 

environmental and social sustainabil-

ity on the other change?

Profit-oriented core business 
activity on the one hand and 
environmental and social sus-
tainability on the other – that is 
how we talk about it today. An 
entity that wants to flourish eco-
nomically supposedly can’t also 
be environmentally and socially 
sustainable at the same time.

This narrative of a suppo-
sed contradiction bothers me. 
I believe every company must 
effectively implement all three 
elements. Thus, in 10 years, 
every successful company will 
automatically also be a sustaina-
ble company.

There will be no other alterna-
tive. The boundaries between 
economic, environmental and 
social sustainability won’t shift. 
They will simply disappear. 

How specifically will this dissolution 

of boundaries be expressed in com-

panies’ actions?

At Haniel, we say: It isn’t a matter 
of economic success and sus-
tainability, but rather economic 
success through sustainability. 
This is what we call enkelfähig 
[Eds: roughly, in a manner faci-
litating the well-being of future 
generations], and it’s precisely 
this approach that needs to be 
integrated into the core of com-
panies. There will be companies 
like ours that pursue this route 
on their own initiative, because 
they believe it’s the right thing 
to do.

But others will have to follow – 
if only because of regulations 
and rules. No matter what moti-
vates us, we all at some point 
will have to internalize external 
costs, for example, especially 
when it comes to environmen-
tal issues. This means that just 
as we record financial transac-
tions today, we will also have to 
keep an accounting of this new 
pool of costs. In the future, it will 

“When I look to Berlin  
or Brussels, what do  
I want from them?  
More courage!”

Interview with Thomas Schmidt — Franz Haniel & Cie. GmbH
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Thomas Schmidt (born 1971) has been CEO 
of Haniel since July 2019. He was appointed 
to the Haniel Executive Board in 2017, and in 
parallel was chair of the Executive Board of 
CWS, a Haniel portfolio company, until mid-2019. 
Trained as an engineer, he began his career in 
1996 holding various positions at the U.S.-based 
General Electric (GE) before moving to  
TE Connectivity in mid-2008, and ultimately 
taking over the role of president at TE Industrial 
in July 2010. Schmidt is a member of the  
TAKKT AG Supervisory Board, and volunteers  
on the board of the AllBright Foundation.
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no longer be enough to write a 
tidy ESG report. Rather, we will 
have to engage with the issue of 
sustainability at the core of our 
business. Companies will need 
to develop products within cir-
cular systems that leave less 
of a footprint and are thought 
through to the end.

You talk about the need to make sus-

tainability a part of a company’s core 

business. What will this mean for cor-

porate governance? Do you think 

there will still be dedicated CSR or 

sustainability departments in 2035?

They will still be around, but 
they will play a different role. 
These departments cannot limit 
themselves to providing assis-
tance and support. Rather, they 
should provide a wake-up call. 
They should hold up a mirror and 
ensure that change is accelera-
ted. I would compare the situ-
ation now with the early days 
of digitalization. At that time, 
we all had our own digitaliza-
tion departments, but real suc-
cess came only when we ancho-
red the topic in the core of the 
business model. This will be the 
case for sustainability and CSR 
departments too. In the future, 
their task will be to contribute 
to corporate strategy. Instead of 
simply playing a supporting role, 
they will actively intervene in the 
core business, taking on more 
responsibility in the process. 
When I started working at Haniel, 
I saw the best ESG reports of my 
career.  
They were all excellent, and wit-
hout exception were backed up 
by KPIs. But when I asked where 
I could see the KPIs reflected in 
day-to-day business, everyone 
looked at me with wide eyes. Yet 
it is precisely this anchoring that 
has to happen, even if it means 

that managers begin to face dif-
ferent demands.

Like many other companies, you have 

a corporate foundation. What roles 

can and will corporate foundations 

play in this future?

I don’t know if the role of the 
foundation will change that 
much. As companies realign 
themselves to combine envi-
ronmental, economic and social 
aspects, companies and foun-
dations will be even more clo-
sely interlinked in the future. At 
the Haniel Foundation, we have 
already extended our focus fur-
ther toward business done in 
an enkelfähig way. And enkel-
fähig business is of course also 
what we are pursuing with the 
company. In other words, I see 
the foundation as offering an 
opportunity to advance our work 
beyond the company.

If you now look again at the picture 

you described for the year 2035, what 

do you think will have been the most 

important steps leading to this point?

For every one of the steps, the 
most important thing is the atti-
tude. We need courage, ideas 
and effective implementation. I 
come from a U.S. background, 
and dove into the German indus-
trial sector from that perspec-
tive. In doing so, I have found 
that we are extremely good at 
assessing and avoiding risks in 
this country. We have forgotten 
the pioneering spirit. But to me, 
entrepreneurship means sim-
ply trying things out, seeing if 
something works and then pivo-
ting again. If we don’t retrain 
ourselves to have the courage to 
go forward and stop waiting for 
the perfect solution, we will con-
tinue to go in circles.

Let’s look at the policy level. What 

role should it play, and what kind of 

environment should it create?

Policymakers must get CO2 
taxation off to a clean start, and 
take care of issues such as mini-
mum wages and supply chain 
legislation. All those issues are 
important. But also, when I look 
to Berlin or Brussels, what do 
I want from them? More cou-
rage! We often go in circles, and 
we’re always looking for the per-
fect compromise. We have to 
get away from that and just try 
things out. We always talk about 
companies having made some 
mistake, and having to learn from 
it quickly. That’s exactly what I 
would like to see in politics. So 
it’s the attitude and the mindset 
that need to adapt.

I have one more question before we 

finish. If one wise person of your 

choice could answer one question 

for you about the future of corporate 

responsibility, what question would 

you put to them?

This is what I’d really be interes-
ted to know: How can we acce-
lerate change processes in the 
area of corporate responsibility 
so that we’re not talking about 
2035, but would instead be there 
by 2027? 
✗
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S
Annelie Beller: To start, I’d be inter-

ested in a look into the future: In your 

view, what will it mean in 2035 when 

a company claims to be a good corpo-

rate citizen?

Christoph Selig: The year 2035 
is an interesting point in time, 
because we will have taken stock 
by then. We will know everything 
we’ve achieved by 2030 as part 
of our ESG roadmap, in line with 
the SDGs. We’ll know exactly 
what our contribution has been, 
and how we have empowered 
our partners to develop problem-
solving capabilities on their own. 
Hopefully, by 2035, we will have 
worked through this agenda 
and will already be tackling a 
new one. I assume that when we 
draw up this new agenda, we will 
again take a very close look at 
where we can make a meaning-
ful contribution in line with our 
strengths and competencies.

Let’s stay in 2035. How will the 

boundaries between profit-oriented 

core business activity, environmental 

sustainability and societal engage-

ment have shifted?

I think by then, the boundaries 
between these areas will have 
become more fluid. Fifteen years 
ago, what is now called corpo-
rate citizenship was a nice add-
on, a charitable approach. Today, 
everyone has recognized that 
there is something like a duty, 
and that it makes sense to ful-
fill with impact goals in mind, in 
ways closely linked to the orga-
nization’s own strengths and 
competencies. I would like to 
see both sides – the core busi-
ness and societal engagement – 
always taking the other perspec-
tive into mind in order to create 
an integrated approach.

My second idea of the future 
relates to the constellation of 
partnerships. If we all focus 
together on solving problems, 
we can achieve a more sensible 
distribution of roles: For exam-
ple, the NGOs governing access 
to the target group, the com-
panies coming in with speci-
fic content offerings, and then 
third parties providing the fun-
ding to build up infrastructure 
within certain issue areas. Many 

companies find it impossible to 
manage when they’re expected 
to bring in the money as well as 
handling the content.

Let’s look inside the companies of the 

future. Will we still have dedicated 

sustainability or CSR departments in 

2035?

I think we will still have them, but 
they will play more of a coordina-
tion role, for instance as project 
managers. The last two years 
have turned us all increasingly 
into crisis managers, thanks 
to COVID-19, the flood disas-
ter, the Ukraine war and all the 
other situations in which we’ve 
had to pull together threads wit-
hin the company in order to have 
a societal impact. The CSR or CC 
department is like a spider in its 
web, working to bundle, coordi-
nate and orchestrate these spe-
cial forms of engagement. Even 
if the boundaries between busi-
ness and societal engagement 
are becoming blurred, there will 
still be a need for something 
like air-traffic controllers in the 
future.

“Even when there are big egos  
at the table, we have to learn to 
prioritize shared success over 
our own success.”

Interview with Christoph Selig — Deutsche Post DHL Group
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So in your opinion, the structures 

within companies will remain quite 

similar. By contrast, what role do you 

see for corporate foundations in the 

future?

That’s an interesting question. 
I don’t think it’s a particularly 
good idea to situate engagement 
exclusively in either the com-
pany or the foundation. Enga-
gement in the company should 
stem from a place very close to 
the organization’s own compe-
tences, strengths and opportu-

nities. Social engagement in the 
foundation can then be comple-
mentary to and expand upon the 
company’s engagement. Foun-
dations can add considerable 
value in this way, for example by 
providing infrastructure, helping 
with scaling or driving collective 
impact. They allow organizations 
to give space to important issues 
at a different level.

What skills do employees and execu-

tives need in order to shape transfor-

mation toward more sustainability?

The good thing is that no one 
today questions the relevance of 
these issues. If I don’t squarely 
face the issue of net-zero car-
bon, I will sooner or later cease 
being a relevant actor in the 
market. I’ll no longer be compe-
titive. Of course I need people 
with expertise in this area. In the 
case of societal engagement, the 
requirements are somewhat dif-
ferent, because the issues are 
so complex that they cannot be 
solved by one actor alone. For 
these issues, we rely on working 
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very closely and intensively with 
others. When working coope-
ratively with people, the most 
important thing is the relation-
ship level. Regardless of what 
you can do and what you’re actu-
ally doing: Whether it works or 
not will depend on whether you 
like each other or not. So I have 
to be socially competent and wil-
ling to enter into long-term col-
laborations and partnerships, 
investing quite a lot in these acti-
vities if necessary. The crisis 
situations I mentioned previously 
showed that in an emergency, 
we can immediately improvise a 
response with others because 
we have already built a relation-
ship of trust beforehand.  
Otherwise, it would have been 
extremely difficult.

What can companies do to strengthen 

this relationship level?

It takes openness and even a 
bit of humility. Let’s use a vivid 
example: Let’s say as a company, 
I’ve looked at the SDGs and have 
identified an issue I want to help 
address. Since I’m not an expert 
on the defined social or environ-
mental case, I now begin looking 
for partners. I can go over and 
say: “Hey, you big environmen-
tal organization, I think you’ve 
been doing it wrong for the last 
20 years. We have the solu-
tion for you, and we’re going to 
implement it with you right now!” 
Of course that won’t work. Ulti-
mately, it comes down to all sta-
keholders bringing to the table 
what they or their organization 
do best in order to help solve the 
problem.

That means that when there are 
big egos at the table, we have to 
learn to prioritize shared success 
over our own success. As a com-

pany, I should always focus on 
solving the problem and not pri-
marily on my own positioning.

What kind of regulatory actions do 

you think are needed from policymak-

ers in order to enable the transforma-

tion to greater sustainability?

I think a similar degree of open-
ness. In all of our programs, we 
have always found that it is good 
to describe a goal. But the way 
to get there? This often has to 
be discovered first. So I have to 
leave a lot of freedom and fle-
xibility in the way the goals are 
achieved. We use the idea of 
local ownership in our work. We 
have defined global partnerships 
and global programs. But we are 
extremely comfortable with the 
fact that Ghana implements the 
guidelines differently than Viet-
nam or Costa Rica. From our role 
at the center, how am I supposed 
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Christoph Selig leads a team of social-
impact enthusiasts at the Deutsche Post DHL 
Group. In the past, he was responsible for the 
development, implementation and management 
of a portfolio of global corporate citizenship 
programs for the group.

Selig has experience in the political sphere, 
having worked in the German Bundestag 
and the German Federal Foreign Office, and 
having represented Deutsche Post DHL in 
Berlin for more than eight years as manager 
for government relations and public affairs. He 
holds an MBA in entrepreneurship with a focus 
on social entrepreneurship and social business.

to know how to best transfer our 
programs for use in a local con-
text I’m not even familiar with? 
To a certain extent, the same is 
true for policymakers. It’s good 
to set ourselves ambitious goals, 
but then also to argue creatively 
and with commitment about how 
they can be realized.

Finally, if you could ask one wise per-

son of your choice about the future of 

corporate responsibility, what ques-

tion would you pose? And who would 

you ask?

There are philosophical discus-
sions going on right now about 
whether our existing worldview 
and how we explain the world 
to ourselves might not need to 
be replaced by a new narra-
tive. At the moment, we’re try-
ing to solve the problems with 
what we already know. But per-
haps we’re at a historical turning 

point, and we should actually be 
doing things quite differently. If 
you meet a person with answers 
to this, let me know! 
✗
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T
Annelie Beller: To start, I’d like to 

travel with you mentally to the year 

2035. What will it mean in 2035 to be 

a good corporate citizen?

Aylin Tüzel: Even today, the 
question is no longer whether a 
company should assume social 
responsibility and commit to 
addressing societal issues, but 
only in what way it should do so.

We can meet the challenges 
of the 21st century only with 
efforts taken across society 
as a whole, and that clearly 
includes companies as actors 
and role models. Therefore, in 
2035, it will hopefully be taken 
for granted that companies are 
playing an effective social role, 
and that this is widely perceived, 
because engagement of this kind 
functions only in sustainable 
cooperation with external 
partners.

If companies take on a stronger role 

in solving the challenges facing soci-

ety as a whole, will the boundaries 

between profit-oriented core busi-

ness activities and environmental and 

social sustainability have shifted in 

2035?

In the future, a company will no 
longer be able to run its core 
business in isolation from envi-
ronmental issues. Sustainable 
business practices are beco-
ming increasingly important for 
success. In addition to tackling 
societal challenges, this invol-
ves political and societal assess-
ments of the company’s own 
products or services, as well as 
efforts to build public trust.

At Pfizer, we are already very 
involved in numerous CSR issue 
areas, for example through our 
long-standing commitment to 
refugees or our environmental 
protection initiatives.

In 2015, we were one of the first 
companies in the world to apply 
to and have our greenhouse gas 
emissions-reduction targets 
approved by the Science Based 
Targets Initiative. The science 
shows quite clearly that there is 
a need for action to achieve the 
goals of the Paris Agreement. 

The temperature increase must 
be limited to 1.5°C in order to 
limit the catastrophic effects of 
climate change. For this reason, 
we have set ourselves the ambi-
tious goal of becoming climate-
neutral throughout the entire 
company by 2030.

Do you have any other examples of 

what it will look like in the future when 

a company’s core business can no 

longer be run in isolation from envi-

ronmental issues?

We are seeing increasing inte-
rest in our understanding of 
topics such as sustainability and 
social issues, as well as our cor-
porate activities in these areas. 
The public wants to take a holis-
tic view of corporate engage-
ment. On the one hand, this rela-
tes to the core business: pro-
duct quality and safety, research 
and patient programs. However, 
there is increasingly a focus on 
topics such as diversity, inclu-
sion, the environment and social 
engagement as well. At Pfizer, 
we work on therapies that make 
a difference for people with 

“The more companies commit 
to addressing societal issues, 
the more important corporate 
foundations become as well.”

Aylin Tüzel  — Pfizer Pharma GmbH Interview with 
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serious diseases. Our new glo-
bal approach in the areas of the 
environment, social engagement 
and governance, or ESG, streng-
thens the corporate mission and 
in the future will be even more 
closely linked with our corporate 
activities. This year, our second 
global ESG report was published 
as part of the company’s Annual 
Report. Personally, I am curi-
ous to see whether more unified 
EU reporting requirements, for 
example, will strengthen com-
panies’ implementation within 
these CSR fields of activity.

If ESG issues become still more 

closely linked to corporate activities 

in the future, what roles will sustaina-

bility or CSR departments play?

Successful work in the area of 
corporate responsibility always 
requires a focused strategic 
approach, coordination, mea-
ningful investments and over-
sight. None of these aspects can 
be relegated to secondary con-
cerns. For this reason, in the 
future there will continue to be 
staff members who are primar-

ily responsible for the areas of 
corporate citizenship and CSR. 
However, the underlying issues 
such as sustainable manage-
ment will be an everyday part of 
the work in all areas of the com-
pany. It’s important to get emp-
loyees on board with changes. 
This creates a common unders-
tanding of the values derived 
from the corporate mission, all-
owing everyone to implement 
these values in their day-to-day 
work.

Since we’re talking about values: 

What roles will corporate foundations 

play in this future you’ve outlined?

Corporate foundations are an 
expression of civic engagement 
and a clear sign of democratic 
participation. By virtue of their 
function, they are designed to 
make a long-term commitment to 
societally relevant issues. Cor-
porate foundations can thus 
usefully complement a compa-
ny’s social or sustainable enga-
gement. For example, the Pfi-
zer Foundation provides funding 
and resources to programs that 

promote science and innova-
tion, strengthen health systems, 
ensure access to high-qua-
lity care, and provide disaster 
relief. In this regard, companies 
and foundations have a close 
relationship, because the more 
companies commit to addres-
sing societal issues, the more 
important corporate foundations 
become as well.

Beyond the corporate foundations, 

what contributions can those in 

charge of CSR or sustainability make 

to the transformation toward greater 

sustainability today?

In companies, topics such as 
sustainability, diversity or ethi-
cal behavior never affect just 
one department or team. They 
are part of the culture, and are 
thus shaped collectively, with 
each individual playing a role. 
In this regard, CSR and sustai-
nability departments help peo-
ple grasp the big picture, serving 
both as mediators and leaders. 
They provide orientation, pro-
mote mutual exchange and guide 
the sustainability reporting. In 

Aylin Tüzel chairs the Executive Management 
Board of Pfizer Pharma GmbH, and is addition-
ally country manager of Pfizer Germany. After 
joining Pfizer Turkey in 1992, she worked in sales 
and marketing and was responsible for various 
indications and products, holding roles including 
marketing director, business unit lead for prima-
ry care and business unit lead for specialty care. 
She gained international experience as cluster 
lead of the Vaccines Business Unit for Turkey, 
Kazakhstan, Israel and the Southeast Region. In 
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addition, they can use various 
tools to strengthen employee 
engagement within the company. 
For example, through corporate 
volunteering programs, they pro-
vide low-threshold access to 
activities that express the com-
pany’s values, and to societally 
relevant topics such as inclu-
sion or environmental protec-
tion. In our experience, this does 
not have to be presented to the 
workforce as a comprehensive 
package. On the contrary, it can 
add considerable value when 
employees themselves help to 
develop engagement opportu-
nities. This also makes the sus-
tainability of employment even 
more intense. Last fall, we hos-
ted the Pfizer Engagement Days 
for the twelfth time. We incorpo-
rated numerous ideas from our 
workforce, from making waff-
les to planting trees to renova-
ting social facilities. In addition, 
we learned a number of lessons 
over the course of the pandemic. 
In the future, we always want 
to think about including digital 
offerings in our employee enga-
gement portfolio so we can open 

this up to colleagues throughout 
Germany, for example those wor-
king in the field.

Your corporate volunteering exam-

ple shows that everyone can make a 

contribution to improving sustaina-

bility. What competencies and skills 

do employees and managers need in 

order to advance this transformation?

For both management and 
employees, the first step is to 
understand the relevance of sus-
tainability. And then an open, 
courageous approach to the 
topic within the company is rele-
vant. Because it will also always 
be a matter of taking innovative, 
new paths and stepping out of 
one’s own comfort zone in order 
to formulate goals, integrate 
them into the corporate values 
and set in motion everything 
necessary to achieve them.  
✗

2018, Tüzel moved to Berlin with her family and 
took over responsibility for the Vaccines Busi-
ness Unit in Germany. In May 2021, she was ap-
pointed country manager and chair of the Exec-
utive Management Board of Pfizer Germany.  
Tüzel is a passionate ambassador for inclu-
sive leadership that encourages and inspires a 
growth mindset and bold decision-making.  
She is also a strong advocate for women in lead-
ership positions.
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V
Jennifer Hansen: To start, I’d like to 

travel with you mentally to the year 

2035. What will it mean in 2035 to be 

a good corporate citizen?

Maximilian Viessmann: The most 
pressing question of our time 
already revolves today around 
how we can design living spaces 
for future generations. This 
will continue to gain relevance, 
and by the year 2035 will have 
become the central determin-
ant of corporate responsibility. 
Because the closer we get to the 
deadline of achieving the net-
zero target by 2050, the clearer 
we will see whether our actions 
today are bearing fruit for future 
generations. And that is what we 
must measure ourselves against. 
Every company must therefore 
become a climate solutions com-
pany as well.

Will this focus also have shifted the 

boundaries between the profit-driven 

core business activity and social and 

environmental sustainability?

Without profit, no company 
exposed to global competition 

can survive over the long term, 
not even in 2035. However, com-
panies whose view is limited to 
short-term profits will disap-
pear from the market. Profit wit-
hout simultaneous sustainable 
action and societal responsibility 
will become almost impossible to 
find. The one aspect will no lon-
ger be able to exist without the 
other two.

How specifically will this relationship 

be expressed in a company’s actions 

in 2035?

Business activity is becoming 
increasingly multifaceted. For 
example, Viessmann’s state-
ment of purpose is: “We shape 
living spaces for future genera-
tions.” We are already consist-
ently aligning all our actions with 
this principle today: from provi-
ding an integrated range of solu-
tions geared to renewable ener-
gies, to sustainability campaigns 
in which our company members 
and our partners in the trades 
have contributed over one million 
trees to reforestation efforts, to 
our social engagement through 

the Viessmann Family Founda-
tion.

You mention your own corporate 

foundation. What role will corporate 

foundations play in 2035?

I firmly believe that the role of 
corporate foundations will grow 
in importance and relevance.

A statement of purpose can 
sharpen a company’s self-con-
ception, as well as that of its 
employees. Moreover, founda-
tions can further fill this mission 
statement with life.

Foundations can do this in many 
ways – for instance via social, 
societal or charitable activities. 
They offer a great opportunity to 
extend value chains to include 
what is indirectly and directly 
related to the company’s pur-
pose.

In this future you’ve outlined, will 

there still be internal departments for 

CSR and sustainability?

“Companies whose view is 
limited to short-term profits will 
disappear from the market in 
the future.”

Maximilian Viessmann — Viessmann GruppeInterview with 
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Max Viessmann is CEO and member of the 
Executive Board of the Viessmann Group.  
The family business bases all of its activities 
around the mission statement: “We create living 
spaces for generations to come.” Creating 
living spaces for future generations – that is the 
responsibility of the Viessmann family business 
and its 13,000 employees worldwide.

Viessmann oversees the group’s digital and 
cultural transformation, and is also a key driver 
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Sustainability and social 
responsibility will be integral 
elements of every company in 
2035. However, as with other 
key themes that run throughout 
the company – corporate 
strategy, for example – it will 
still be important to give them 
an organizational home with an 
overarching coordinating role.

I see this task as continuing 
to be located within CSR or 
sustainability departments. 
Their contribution is the rigorous 
and systematic management 
of sustainability and social 
responsibility across all areas 
of the company. This includes 
all aspects of operations, 
from purchasing, product 
development, production, 
packaging and shipping to 
the selection of cooperation 
partners and service providers.

Of course, both CSR 
departments and the corporate 
foundations we just discussed 
can work toward sustainability 
and social responsibility 
even outside the context of 

operational processes. Indeed, 
transformation only succeeds 
when everyone is working in the 
same direction.

In addition to the concrete efforts 

made by all employees, tools such as 

strategic corporate impact investing 

can also contribute to transformation. 

What do you think about this?

It is natural to pursue the com-
pany’s mission statement in part 
through investments. What these 
look like in specific terms is 
very individual, and will depend 
strongly on each company’s 
statement of purpose. At Viess-
mann, for example, we entered 
into a strategic partnership with 
an indoor farming company in 
2021. 

This is a highly relevant issue for 
the future in the world’s metrop-
olitan regions, where both land 
and water are becoming increa-
singly scarce.

In addition to partnerships of 
this kind, which expand our field 
of activity to include the design 

of living spaces for future gene-
rations, we make very targeted 
investments in forest and moor-
land areas in order to preserve 
them in the interests of climate 
protection.

Let’s turn from investment back to 

employees. What skills do they and 

their managers need in order to shape 

transformation toward more sustain-

ability?

It requires empowerment 
through transparent information, 
coupled with a sense of respon-
sibility and the spirit of co-crea-
tion.

And very importantly, the trust 
that allows communication on an 
equal level with everyone in the 
company, along with the right 
digital tools and platforms to do 
this.

Trust is a good keyword as we turn 

away from companies to look at the 

political level. What kind of regulatory 

conditions do policymakers need to 

create in order for this transformation 

to succeed?

of its largest business area, climate solutions. 
This ranges from heating systems to climate 
solutions for heating, refrigeration, optimal air 
quality and individualizable indoor climate-
control systems, all using future-oriented and 
climate-friendly systems, digital tools and 
services. 
Viessmann is also a member of the National 
Hydrogen Council of the German Federal 
Ministry for Economic Affairs and Climate 
Action, and sits on the Advisory Council of 
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From policymakers, the most 
important things are a sta-
ble regulatory environment and 
ideology-free, pragmatically rea-
lizable decisions. Companies 
need reliability in order to imple-
ment the transformation suc-
cessfully.

Suppose your predictions from the 

beginning of the interview come true. 

What steps will have led us to the year 

2035 as you sketched it?

More action! We already have 
plenty of knowledge. It’s now 
a matter of using transparent 
and fact-based communication 
to arrive at the right decisions 
and take action. This includes 
the courage to make the right 
changes. Companies that have 
internally answered the ques-
tion of why they will still exist in 
the future will be much better at 
dealing with their responsibility 
toward future generations. This 
allows them to secure their own 
future at the same time.

That almost served as a conclu-
sion. But before we finish com-

pletely, I have one last question. 
If one wise person of your choice 
could answer one question for 
you about the future of corpo-
rate responsibility, what ques-
tion would you put to them?

How can we ensure – both fas-
ter and better – that all compa-
nies are putting their energy and 
passion into creating the right 
climate solutions, so we can pre-
serve and positively shape living 
spaces for the generations to 
come? 
✗

the German Cancer Research Center. He is 
additionally a member of the German Startups 
Association. Before joining the 105-year-old 
family business, Viessmann was a management 
consultant with The Boston Consulting Group 
and an angel investor in Europe and Asia.

He holds degrees in industrial engineering from 
the Karlsruhe Institute of Technology (KIT) and 
the Technical University of Darmstadt.
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vP
Annelie Beller: I’d like for us to start 

by looking toward the future. What 

will it mean for a company like yours 

to be a good corporate citizen in 

2035?

Markwart von Pentz: For me, 
corporate citizenship means 
being thoroughly grounded in 
our own operations centers. 
Exactly what that looks like 
varies from country to coun-
try, as societal, infrastructural, 
and cultural and religious envi-
ronments differ. Even in Europe, 
where civil society is well orga-
nized, we see a growing need 
for corporate citizenship, a need 
that is rapidly growing, in fact.

By the year 2035, we will need 
to be able to offer employees 
opportunities to engage in cor-
porate citizenship at various 
levels. The company will thus 
serve as a sort of bridge in this 
manner. For us, the highest form 
of commitment involves not just 
giving money through an endow-
ment, but combining this with 
our activities and enabling emp-
loyees to get involved in ways 

that align with their interests. 
Why not spend three hours of 
each quarter packing groce-
ries for the needy or serving as 
a mentor to facilitate the emp-
owerment of people and cha-
rity organizations? I hope that 
by 2035 this sort of thing has 
become a mainstream activity.

Let’s stay for a moment in the year 

2035. Will the boundaries between 

profit-oriented core business activ-

ity, environmental sustainability and 

societal engagement have shifted by 

then?

Companies will still have to turn 
a profit, otherwise they will 
deprive themselves of their live-
lihood in the medium and long 
term. John Deere, however, is a 
prime example of how the afo-
rementioned issues are intert-
wined. In agriculture, we have 
incredible opportunities to work 
sustainably. Using less fertilizers 
or sprays and applying organic 
farming practices offer a huge 
opportunity for us to combine 
business with societal and sus-
tainability issues. Sustainabi-

lity can drive our business model 
forward because we don’t just 
make machines, we can offer 
holistic solutions, ecosystems 
and circular systems.

Aside from this, I can also see 
our employees volunteering to 
contribute to environmental sus-
tainability by making it possi-
ble for them to participate in the 
relevant agricultural employment 
models.

Do you think we will still have ded-

icated CSR or CC departments in 

2035? What will they look like?

Today, we have a small unit that 
lies between Government Affairs 
and HR that carries out this func-
tion. But activities in this area 
are increasing, and employees 
are demanding more and more. 
Employees today expect us to 
provide them opportunities to 
get involved with the commu-
nity in ways that foster sustaina-
bility. I therefore believe that the 
department will grow and posi-
tion itself even more broadly 
throughout the organization.

“Companies should not serve as 
a substitute for religion, but they 
are increasingly providing ethical 
standards for many employees.”

Markwart von Pentz — John Deere GmbH & Co. KGInterview with 
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At the beginning of our talk, you 

emphasized specifically the impor-

tance of employee community 

involvement. What contribution can 

corporate volunteering make to trans-

formation?

It simply feels good to give 
something back to society – and 
not just in the form of money 
through donations, but by offe-
ring yourself as a person. The 
desire to help others is deeply 
rooted in us as people.  
That’s why corporate voluntee-
ring, for example, is so popular, 
and why we’ll continue to pro-
mote it more strongly across 
all of our businesses. At the 
same time, however, it seems 
that in recent years, unfortuna-
tely, many people have retreated 
from voluntary work with orga-

nizations like the fire depart-
ment, Malteser International or 
the Red Cross. It also seems that 
less people are taking part in 
church activities. Many of these 
institutions, in addition to wor-
king for the broader good, have 
given people something to iden-
tify with and provided the guar-
drails that help them distinguish 
the good from the bad as they go 
along in life. “ 
Companies should not serve as 
a substitute for religion, but they 
are increasingly providing ethi-
cal standards for many emp-
loyees.” This makes CSR all the 
more important as part of a com-
pany’s values.

What competencies do you think 

employees and managers need in 

order to help shape social and eco-

logical transformation in a company?

I’ve already mentioned the canon 
of values that I consider to be 
very important if we are to stay 
on course in an increasingly fast-
paced world. I therefore think 
that the ability to keep our feet 
on the ground and remain ste-
adfast as we face all the uncer-
tainties brought on by these 
changes is one of the most cru-
cial things for all of us. A com-
pany can also cultivate resilience 
through sound CSR measures. 
A person who is involved in the 
community, who promotes sus-
tainable projects and sees mea-
ning in his or her life has a lower 
risk of being overwhelmed by the 
barrage of changes around them 
and is therefore less suscepti-

Markwart von Pentz has been co-president 
of John Deere’s Worldwide Agriculture & Turf 
Division since 2007.  
He has been responsible for the European, CIS, 
Asian and African markets as well as for the 
equipment solutions that provide value to small 
ag and turf care customers since 2020.

After sixth months as a John Deere student 
trainee in 1988, he joined the company’s 
European audit department as an auditor 
in 1990. He then held several positions of 
increasing responsibility in the Mannheim 
factory and held assignments in project 
management as well as European marketing. In 
1999, he was appointed Managing Director of 
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ble to mental or psychological ill-
nesses. 

If we shift our focus toward politics, 

what kind of regulatory environment 

do you think politicians need to pro-

mote for companies so that we can 

successfully achieve transformative 

change? 

We need different regulatory 
rules and better incentives. For 
example, I can imagine a system 
in which companies can achieve 
a certain score in order to be 
considered good companies. As 
a reward, they then get other 
subsidies, grants or a better tax 
rate. So far, very little in the area 
of corporate social responsi-
bility has been promoted other 
than the deductibility of donati-
ons made to non-profit organi-

zations. The state would be well 
advised to launch more measu-
res like these instead of trying 
to do everything itself, because 
the efficiency of privately funded 
projects is, in my view, incompa-
rably higher than that of state-
run projects.

One last question as a wrap-up: If 

you could ask a wise person of your 

choice a question about the future of 

responsible corporate behavior, who 

would you ask and what would you 

ask them? 

I would most like to talk with 
the Pope. I find it distressing to 
see the Church undermine itself 
because it is out of step with the 
transformative change already 
underway. The less guidance 
the Church provides, however, 

the more other actors must get 
involved by providing ethical 
guardrails and standards.  
We companies should step in 
here, ideally not to replace the 
Church, but to complement it. 
Therefore, my question to the 
Pope would be, “What can we 
do to help keep the Church from 
rapidly losing relevance?” 
✗

John Deere International. His other leadership 
roles in marketing included those for the United 
States and Canada, and later for Europe, Africa, 
South America and the Middle East. A graduate 
of the University of Hamburg, von Pentz has a 
degree in business administration with a focus 
on technology. 

He is a member of the advisory board of the 
German Equipment Manufacturers‘ Association 
(VDMA), a member of the regional advisory 
board of Deutsche Bank AG, a board member 
of the U.S.-Russia Business Council and 
a member of the board of trustees of the 
Heidelberg University Foundation. In May 2020, 
the University of Hohenheim awarded him an 
honorary PhD in Agricultural Sciences.
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Y
Jennifer Hansen: To start, I’d like 

to travel with you mentally into the 

future. What do you think we will 

associate with the term “corporate 

responsibility” in the year 2035?

Nataliya Yarmolenko: My vision 
of the future is that corporate 
responsibility will become so 
self-evident that we won’t even 
have to talk about it. Or to put it 
another way, in the future, cor-
porate responsibility will be part 
of corporate success.

I don’t think we’ll have made it 
that far along in 13 years, but the 
number of companies that take 
on and exercise this respon-
sibility will grow. Some will do 
so out of conviction and others 
because it’s trendy or what their 
customers want. Companies 
like us that are already sustai-
nable will continue to make pro-
gress in this area, as sustainabi-
lity and corporate responsibility 
are not static things, but paths 
of development. We’ve been a 
sustainable company since our 
founding in 1921. We’re nonethe-
less always looking to improve 

and have decided, for example, 
to acquire a B-Corp certification. 
And although we successfully 
completed the process last year, 
we now have to re-certify every 
three years. And that’s a good 
thing! Constant improvement is 
the only way we can continue to 
be a role model in sustainable 
management and build on this as 
we move forward.

Your response points to a shift in 

the boundaries between core prof-

it-oriented business activities, envi-

ronmental sustainability and social 

responsibility by the year 2035. What 

do you think this will look like?

In today’s world, the realms of 
ecological, social and economic 
sustainability are often at odds 
with each other. In the future, the 
boundaries between them will 
disappear, or they will at least be 
less clear. In any case, they will 
no longer exclude each other. 
It’s already clear to me that sus-
tainability can’t be viewed as 
an add-on in our work; it has 
to be integrated into a compa-
ny’s core business. If we follow 

this thought through to its logi-
cal consequence, what busines-
ses do will shape how corporate 
responsibility is experienced.  
For example, we cultivate all our 
raw materials on an area that 
covers just under 250 square 
kilometers. This means that, as 
we grow our business, our orga-
nic farmland grows with it. In our 
company, our core business and 
sustainability are automatically 
tied to each other.

How will this link between a core 

business and sustainability be 

expressed in corporate activity spe-

cifically?

Companies will eventually aban-
don the idea of maximizing their 
short-term profit. They’ll recog-
nize that this a necessary step to 
take in order to achieve not only 
environmental and social sus-
tainability, but financial sustai-
nability as well, because those 
companies that seek to maxi-
mize their short-term profits will 
no longer prove successful in 
the future. We need to think and 
act with an eye to the long term, 

“Particularly with sustainability, being able to 
tolerate ambiguity is important. In the world 
of business, we must be able to deal with the 
tension between ideals and reality without 
letting it frustrate us.”

Nataliya Yarmolenko — Weleda AGInterview with 

76



As a member of the Executive Board of Weleda 
AG, Nataliya Yarmolenko is responsible for 
marketing and communication. Born in Russia, 
she later moved with her family to Odessa in 
Ukraine. After studying medicine, she worked 
as a physician in Odessa. It was during this 
period that she became acquainted with 
anthroposophic medicine, which she practiced 
at her own therapeutic center. 
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and we need to be mindful of 
the company’s role in nature, the 
environment and society. True 
cost accounting – which involves 
taking into account, for exam-
ple, the cost of air or water pollu-
tion associated with the produc-
tion of raw materials and goods 
– offers a practical example of 
how to go about implementing 
this. Fortunately, more and more 
people are discussing this. The 
prices for products will thus ini-
tially increase, but if we don’t do 
anything to change the status 
quo, society will simply have to 
pay in other ways in the future.

In the future you’ve outlined here, will 

we still see dedicated corporate citi-

zenship or sustainability departments 

in companies?

If we’re talking about the next 
13 years, then we will still need 
sustainability managers as a 
staff position within a company. 
At the same time, however, it’s 
important to pursue transforma-
tion  across the company as a 
whole, not just through a sepa-
rate department.

Managers and employees have 
to experience these topics not 
only as the product of expert 
knowledge, but as part of a com-
pany’s strategic orientation. 
Knowledge about sustainabi-
lity and competencies should be 
anchored in those areas where 
business decisions are made, 
for example in production or 
marketing departments. In the 
future, the issue of sustainabi-
lity in particular will no longer be 
subject to centralized manage-
ment because organizations will 
already operate under a decen-
tralized structure. 

What will have been the most impor-

tant steps taken to get us to your 

vision of the year 2035?

The steps must come from com-
panies and the state. We need 
framework conditions and stric-
ter regulations.  
There must be greater clarity on 
issues of transparency and sus-
tainability in reporting obligati-
ons. We started voluntarily pro-
ducing sustainability reports 
back in the 1990s. And for the 

last ten years, we’ve published 
an integrated annual and sus-
tainability report every year. We 
want to continue improving on 
this.

We’re considering a form of 
inclusive reporting that inclu-
des an accounting process not 
only for capital but also for our 
values. This will be placed in 
the context of the Sustainable 
Development Goals, the Paris 
Climate Change Agreement, and 
planetary boundaries.

In any case, corporate respon-
sibility must be integrated into a 
company’s purpose. This brings 
us to the topic of a company’s 
purpose and meaning. The youn-
ger generation is looking for 
meaningful work and sustaina-
ble products, which is why being 
purpose-driven will prove crucial 
to the success of a company in 
the future.

That sounds like a lot of work for 

those employees tasked with sustain-

ability. What role can corporate cit-

izenship and sustainability leaders 

She has been with Weleda since 2002 and, as 
Regional Director, has successfully developed 
the markets of the Eastern and Northern Europe 
and Middle East regions.  
wwwShe has been a member of the Executive 
Board since January 1, 2019.
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play in expediting the transformation 

process?

Sustainability managers don’t 
have an easy job. They need to 
drive transformation forward 
within old structures and cultu-
res. They need the strength to 
inspire others, and they must 
be able to convince them on an 
emotional level, because you 
can’t really make any headway 
with rational goals alone. In addi-
tion to being good analytic and 
strategic thinkers, they need 
to be pragmatic enough to put 
things into practice. Ultimately, 
however, I would like their role 
to be one of constant disruption. 
As you can see, the job of sustai-
nability managers, if taken seri-
ously, is complex. I don’t envy 
them.

You just mentioned putting concrete 

tools into practice. What do you think 

instruments such as corporate volun-

teering or corporate impact investing 

can do to promote transformation?

Corporate volunteering is a great 
way for people to get invol-
ved . However, it also needs to 
be used correctly. We can’t let 
it lead to people suffering burn-
out because of the volunteer 
work being added on to their 
day-to-day work. And likewise, 
it must not lead to weakened 
state structures. While corporate 
volunteering is already relati-
vely well established, the instru-
ment of corporate impact inves-
ting is currently gaining traction. 
At Weleda, our calculations show 
that our finance carbon footprint 
exceeds our product carbon 
footprint. In other words, how we 
handle money has a much grea-
ter impact on our carbon foot-
print  than our product handling 
does. 

Since our products are sustai-
nable, this comes as no sur-
prise. Nevertheless, even we at 
Weleda, which doesn’t prioritize 
profit maximization, have to think 
about how we can deal with this. 
We’ve decided to develop a car-
bon management plan that will 
allow us to consider the impact 
of finances on our carbon foot-
print.

What skills do you think employees 

and executives need to have in order 

to promote transformation?

First and foremost, of course, 
they need expertise in sustaina-
bility. In addition, emotional and 
spiritual intelligence helps both 
managers and employees think 
systemically. Something I’ve 
noticed over and over again is 
that particularly with sustainabi-
lity, being able to tolerate ambi-
guity is important. In the world 
of business, we have to be able 
to deal with the tension between 
ideals and reality without letting 
it frustrate us.

Not all ideals can be implemen-
ted one-to-one and immedia-
tely. In addition to patience and 
pragmatic idealism, it also takes 
a certain amount of courage 
to change in order to stay the 
course.

What kind of regulatory actions do 

think are needed from policymak-

ers in order to make transformation a 

reality?

We need clear, reliable, consis-
tent regulations. And within this 
framework, we need a free eco-
nomy. We also need a level play-
ing field, in other words, there 
must be no disadvantages for 
those companies that operate 
sustainably.

I have one final question. If you could 

ask a wise person of your choice one 

question about the future of corpo-

rate responsibility, what would you 

ask them?

Since we work in the consumer 
products sector, I would ask: 
What types of consumption will 
we see in the future? How do we, 
as human beings, exercise cons-
traint while also leading a happy 
and contented life?  
✗
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Z
Jennifer Hansen: Let’s travel together 

into the future. What do you think it 

will mean in 2035 to be a good corpo-

rate citizen?

Waldemar Zeiler: In 2035, we will 
be past the tipping points and 
in a situation of absolute crisis 
management. A significant share 
of these crises will have been 
caused by companies. But at the 
same time, businesspeople can 
provide skills that are important 
for managing the crises. I ima-
gine it would be very interes-
ting if someone who had previ-
ously dumped poisons into the 
sea suddenly had to rely on the 
help of everyone else to get that 
sea clean again. We’ll be busy 
picking up the pieces, and I don’t 
know whether the social glue will 
still be holding together.

At the moment we are contribu-
ting more and more to the crises, 
and to increasingly less social 
justice.

We’re adding to the climate cri-
sis, and to the dwindling bio-
diversity. I was considerably 

more optimistic a few years ago. 
That’s one of the reasons I’m 
taking a sabbatical. Activist work 
and just dealing with everything 
going on right now is overwhel-
ming. This makes it really hard 
for me to put myself in 2035. 
Twelve years with all the threat 
scenarios we have in front of us? 
That’s a grim idea. I would have 
an easier time thinking about the 
next five years, because speci-
fically with regard to the climate 
crisis, we at least have a chance 
to turn the tide.

Then let’s think about the next five 

years: What will taking responsibility 

mean for companies in five years?

I would recommend that 
everyone do just the minimum 
to ensure that the company 
survives and gets to the break-
even point. And then put the 
company completely at the 
service of society and the 
planet. We need to suspend 
growth, give up the associated 
KPIs over the next few years, 
and invest the time this frees 
up in the big problems of our 

time. If all companies could 
spare just 20% of their time to 
solve these problems, it would 
generate tremendous power and 
innovation.  
We need this energy, which is 
just being wasted on more and 
more growth.  
At einhorn, we are committed 
to operating in the doughnut 
economy. We don’t yet know 
exactly how this kind of business 
will look for us in specific terms. 
No one does. But instead of 
using that as an excuse, we 
want to find an answer to this 
question.

Companies will probably always have 

to deal with conflicting goals, and 

there will always be questions with-

out clear answers. How will compa-

nies in the future make decisions in 

situations that pose dilemmas?

The great thing about sharehol-
der value is that it’s so simple. 
Everything can be subordinated 
to this one goal, and it simplifies 
every decision. I think we have 
to develop alternatives for KPIs, 
and that’s extremely difficult.

“Giving employees space to 
do inner work is definitely part 
of a company’s responsibility.”

Interview with Waldemar Zeiler — einhorn products GmbH
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We can definitely do it. But we 
are already so heavily socialized 
into our current system. We no 
longer feel what it means to run 
a business humanely, so that it’s 
not operating at the expense of 
either people or nature. It’s going 
to take a long period of reflection 
before we learn this again.

There’s a lot of talk right now that the 

boundaries between profit-driven 

core business activity and social 

and environmental sustainability will 

shift. Do you believe this too?

This debate is incredibly rational, 
and we know that rationality 
has gotten us nowhere. But the 
whole world has today become 
irrational. You now can’t tell 
ahead of time how your own 
relatives and friends will position 
themselves in any crisis.  
And in this situation of maximum 
confusion, in which I also find 
myself, it is totally difficult to 
tackle a global challenge. I 
think we have to approach it in 
a fundamentally different way, 
and much more through feeling. 
If people don’t feel it, it won’t 

matter what kind of great theory 
and rationale there is behind it. 
We therefore have to learn to 
be in harmony with ourselves, 
and to know: What’s going on 
inside myself? Why do I act the 
way I do? I’m in the middle of this 
myself, in a very long process. 
More clarity in these questions 
helps us to connect genuinely 
with others instead of just 
throwing the best arguments at 
each other. This is why we do 
inner work at einhorn as well as 
new work.  
Otto Scharmer refers to an 
update of consciousness. I used 
to hope that someone would 
snap their fingers, and bang, 
there would be a consciousness 
update right there. However, 
it takes a lot of individual work 
to get there. Not everyone can 
afford that.

You can’t meditate for an hour  
a day if that means you can’t pay 
your rent. Those of us who are 
in power and have the resources 
have a responsibility to make 
sure that this journey is even 
possible.

Do you also see it as a company’s task 

to give employees the space to do 

inner work?

Giving employees space to do 
inner work is definitely part 
of a company’s responsibility. 
Because where do they spend 
so much of their lives? If you just 
make sure the companies aren’t 
going out of business, and then 
free up the rest of the time, you 
can do an incredible amount with 
it. We could be much, much big-
ger with einhorn and focus on 
growth, but that wouldn’t help 
the world. Instead, we take a lot 
of time for inner work and hope 
that something new will grow out 
of it.

So it takes a personal transformation. 

And if we look at structures inside 

the company: In the future, will there 

still be corporate sustainability and 

corporate citizenship departments, 

or fairstainability departments like 

yours?

These departments shouldn’t 
exist in the future. Today, howe-
ver, we’re still a long way from 

Waldemar Zeiler, born in 1982 in the broad steppes of 

Kazakhstan, is turning the business world upside down. 

He is a purpose-driven entrepreneur, a serial failure, and 

author of “unfuck the economy.”

Zeiler is chief executive unicorn of the “fairstainable” 

company einhorn, which he founded with Philip Siefer. 

The firm sells various products such as vegan condoms, 

menstrual cups and organic tampons. 
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having the issues handled by 
these departments in the DNA of 
every company. With five peo-
ple out of a total of 25, our fairs-
tainability department at ein-
horn already has a lot of power 
in terms of numbers. But I’ve 
heard from inside large corpora-
tions that most of these depart-
ments have no power at all, and 
are more of an add-on.  
Sustainability departments are 
often fighting losing battles, and 
have to contend with an oppo-
nent that can’t be defeated. 
For this reason, I can only hope 
that these departments at first 
get larger and gain more for-
mal power – but with the even-
tual goal of dissolving themsel-
ves. You can find this in the New 
Work theories of Frederic Laloux, 
for example. Here, there is no 
longer a central function in com-
panies, even in large companies. 
Instead, there are small units 
that manage themselves in a 
very entrepreneurial way, taking 
on a quite large number of func-
tions and thus also having gene-
ral responsibility for the world 
immediately around them.

What do you think will have been the 

most important steps taken by com-

panies to get to a perhaps slightly 

less catastrophic future?

Companies and founders have 
project implementation skills 
that they have to contribute. 
But they can’t do this like Elon 
Musk, in order to win applause 
for it. They have to put themsel-
ves at the service of society, and 
get satisfaction from feeling that 
they’re making an impact. We 
have to rely on cooperation bet-
ween different kinds of stakehol-
ders – policymakers, government 
administrations, the business 
sector, civil society. Mariana 
Mazzucato has described this 
quite well, calling it the Mission 
Economy. That’s where we have 
to get to. Businesspeople and 
founders play a very important 
role here. Many entrepreneurs, 
including myself, still have to 
learn how to fill this role while 
also making space for actors 
from other sectors.

That’s quite a big shift in mindset 

for businesspeople. How do we get 

there?

I can only speak from our expe-
rience at einhorn. We gave away 
the company so that it belongs 
to itself. We’ve also learned 
that having reservations about 
each other doesn’t help. Labe-
ling companies as the bad guys 
doesn’t motivate them to move 
in the right direction. But I also 
understand NGOs and activists 
who find it disconcerting that 
companies are now being ack-
nowledged for addressing the 
mess they made. We need to for-
give each other, even if it’s hard, 
and look at how we can give 
recognition and appreciation 
to everyone involved. It’s also 
important to create spaces.

A year ago, we started an expe-
riment. It’s called Brafe Space, 
and was started by Rolf Schro-
emgens of Trivago. We’ve joined 
forces with activists, investors 
and businesspeople, and created 
spaces where you can be brave 
and safe. The most striking 

His unicorns work in a self-determined way without 

hierarchies, when they want to and from where they 

want, and to the extent possible determine their own 

salaries. This is in part why the unsaleable company 

now belongs to itself. Zeiler studied international 

business in Maastricht and Manila, and then worked in a 

management consultancy before founding startups with 

support from the Berlin incubator Rocket Internet and 

Team Europe, among other sources.
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moment for me was when a very 
opinionated activist, one of those 
who lets herself be chained in 
the street, talked to investors, 
and they suddenly found they 
had made a solid human con-
nection even though the battle 
lines had seemed to be much too 
sharply drawn. This resulted in a 
nine-month program where we 
paid an anonymous, unconditio-
nal basic income to people who 
couldn’t afford things otherwise. 
To be able to take time is a pri-
vilege. This is normal for foun-
ders or business people, but not 
at all for activists, because they 
have to earn their bread on the 
side. Through the basic income, 
we wanted to get everyone sit-
ting at the table as equals. We 
businesspeople have the most 
resources, and if we need ever-
yone at the table, the distribu-
tion question comes up, because 
time is money. And that in turn 
was something the businesspeo-
ple invented.

What kind of regulatory conditions do 

you think policymakers need to cre-

ate for the transformation to some-

how succeed?

We have to figure that out toge-
ther. But for this too, many more 
spaces need to be created 
where people from civil society, 
the political sphere and the busi-
ness world can explore toge-
ther in a safe space. It doesn’t 
help for politicians to hand down 
petty orders, even if they are 
always totally rational. No one 
feels them, and if no one feels 
them, no one will really imple-
ment them with conviction. For 
people to feel this, they need to 
be brought together. And this 
needs to happen in safe spaces, 
where even politicians are safe, 
and it’s not just about defending 

yourself or avoiding anything you 
could be criticized for.

Then to close, I would have one more 

question. If one wise person of your 

choice could answer a question for 

you about the future of corporate 

responsibility, what question would 

you put to them?

I would like to hear from Milton 
Friedman what he thinks of his 
original radical idea now, with 
the consequences we see. And 
where he thinks we may have 
taken a wrong turn. Maybe have 
him and Karl Marx discuss it. But 
then we have two dudes again. 
No, that’s no good. So let’s do 
Milton Friedman and Karl Marx, 
and we’ll have them talk with 
Mariana Mazzucato and Maja 
Göpel. And Naomi Klein is there 
too.

And then maybe Kate Raworth.

That’s right. Okay, exactly these 
four, these four have a conver-
sation with Karl Marx and Milton 
Friedman. I think that’s great. 
✗
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Check-Out
What was new for me?

What surprised me and why?

What things do I experience in 
similar ways?

What things do I experience in an 
entirely different way?

What (new) questions do I have?
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Each company will have to answer this question for themselves in 
developing the strategies and solutions that render their business 
models and activities sustainable and forward-looking. We at PHINEO 
can help you with this process. Our transformation consulting services 
do more than offer standard answers. We draw on proven, made-
to-tailor methods and tools that provide guidance along the way to 
becoming a socially and environmentally sustainable and regenerative 
organization. With arrangements designed to strengthen your 
company’s innovative and creative power as well as your capacity to 
manage your activities with impact goals in mind, we help you develop 
and implement new, made-for-you solutions.

Get in touch with us today!

In view of the challenges and important tasks that lie ahead, the big 
question facing companies today is:

How can we help create a 
future that is worth living?

Sonja SparlaAnnelie Beller

→ annelie.beller@phineo.org

→ jennifer.hansen@phineo.org

→ sonja.sparla@phineo.org

Jennifer Hansen
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