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Introduction: 

Issues of economic, environmental and social sustainability are now widely recognised as 

paramount for business survival. So far, however, “sustainability” and “sustainable 

development” have primarily been promoted as a business opportunity (Day & Arnold, 1998; 

Porter& Kramer, 2006). That is, firms cannot only save money by being environmentally and 
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socially responsible, but they stand to make money by taking a leading market position that is 

responsive to growing consumer demands for high quality, environmentally friendly 

products, including technology.  What is rarely discussed, however, from a management 

perspective, is the danger to firms of not pursuing such an agenda. Indeed, the barrier 

commonly cited by the business sector to sustainable development is that it is too costly to 

implement change (Collins, Roper & Lawrence, in Press), an argument lent more weight in 

times of economic recession.  Politicians, sensitive to their short-term election cycles, tend to 

be conservative in mandating such change. On the other hand, consumers and social action 

groups are increasingly active participants in what Beck (1992) terms the risk society, with its 

desire for environmentally friendly production processes. The recession thus potentially 

places the sustainability movement at a crossroads: will it be seen as the passport to a future 

that is not only environmentally and socially, but also more economically viable, or will it be 

put on hold until managers, politicians and economists believe it to be affordable?  If one 

route is chosen over the other, what might the consequences be? 

This paper reports the findings of a survey of New Zealand businesses’ sustainability 

practices, conducted in late 2009 to early 2010. The survey is part of a longitudinal study that 

began in 2003, was repeated in 2006, and has been complemented with interviews and focus 

groups in 2004 and 2007. The latest survey spans a time of global economic recession and 

thus presents a unique view of the tensions between economic growth and sustainable 

development. The results of the survey and their implications are discussed in the context of 

New Zealand’s national sustainability positioning and its valuable international branding as 

‘clean and green’. 

 

Sustainable Development and the Risk Society 

Sustainable development, according to the most popular definitions, involves 

economic growth, but with equal attention to mitigating negative environmental and social 

impacts of development. This has been a difficult message to sell to governments and 

industry that have long operated under a system of free market capitalism, and thus it is with 

good reason that much of that selling has been done in the form of the ‘business case’ for 

sustainability: ‘do well by doing good’. Moral arguments do little to motivate change as in 

practice the economic concerns still dominate (Porritt, 2005). The leaders of change tend to 

be those who, in line with the business case, see and take advantage of the profit 

opportunities in change (Dunphy et al., 2007; Willard, 2002). In the case of social 
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sustainability it may take the form of enlightened employment practices that serve to ensure 

the attraction and retention of good staff. More relevant to this paper, and certainly more 

topical given the prominence of such issues as climate change, is the environmental aspect of 

sustainable development. There is profit to be made in new technologies which mitigate 

greenhouse gases, especially with the introduction of emission trading systems.  

 However, as discussed at length in Beck’s (1992, 1997) seminal work on post 

industrial societies, the winners in ecological modernisation – those who succeed in turning 

environmental imperatives into business opportunities – also produce losers – those who fail 

to move from traditional industrial mechanisms. The process of change is fuelled by public 

concern. Again following Beck (1997), as societies become aware of potential side effects of 

industrial modernisation such as pollution, they perceive the side effects (actual or potential) 

as risk. The establishment of winners and losers amongst business serves to exacerbate the 

politicisation of environmental issues, a politicisation which endures until the new, socially 

acceptable methods become mainstream and the old are forced out of business.  

Whether or not the risks are real or to what extent they are real, is not the central 

issue. What matters is that they are perceived to be risks and that there is some material basis 

for that perception (Adam & van Loon, 2000). As such they become political, with societies 

demanding a precautionary approach. Regardless of the fact that business and governments 

may or may not see a need for change, be it from an environmental, moral or economic 

perspective, the subpolitical (Beck, 1997) uprising of society in response to risk can present 

an ultimatum: change or suffer a fundamental loss of trust, reputation and legitimacy. Indeed, 

the body of research demonstrating consumer demand for corporate responsiveness to 

environmental and social issues is large and growing. A 2008 McKinsey Quarterly report, for 

example, states unequivocally that ‘Businesses must act on global warming and other issues 

to narrow a general trust gap between them and the public’ (Bonini et al., 2008).  

 

The business case for sustainability 

As awareness of global environmental problems grows, especially in relation to 

climate change, the movement for sustainability has also gained momentum. Because 

business is typically held responsible for creating the majority of anthropocentric greenhouse 

gas emissions, as well as other causes of environmental degradation, so too is business 

expected to take responsibility for change to environmentally sustainable practices 

(Shrivastava & Hart, 1995). Because of businesses’ typical adherence to a traditional focus 
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on profit imperatives, this responsibility is most often sold to business in the form of ‘the 

business case’: that there is vast potential for capital growth in sustainable development (Hart 

& Milstein, 2003; Willard, 2002). These opportunities may range from new technology 

development to reputation enhancement. At the lower end of the scale, improved efficiency 

will reduce costs. Much less frequently, warnings are given that echo Beck’s thesis, outlined 

above, that those businesses that do not embrace sustainability will eventually find 

themselves at a competitive disadvantage. Margolis et al’s analysis of the profitability of 

demonstrations of corporate social responsiveness, for example, indirectly points to such a 

disadvantage by finding that although financial returns may be minimal, the risk to reputation 

of not doing good is too great for inaction (Margolis et al., 2007). 

 

The business case for New Zealand 

New Zealand as a nation has the potential to profit enormously from the sustainability 

movement. On the other hand, because of the issues it faces from its geographical isolation, it 

also has strong potential to be one of the losers in a risk averse society. To a large extent, the 

outcome will be dependent upon the overall practices of its businesses as well on the degree 

to which its government is prepared to support sustainability, be it through education, 

incentives or legislation.  The country’s reputation as an environmentally ‘clean, green’ 

country is built upon its natural and diverse scenic beauty, and its small population relative to 

country size. New Zealand’s positioning was given enormous momentum through a Tourism 

New Zealand campaign to capitalise on the release of the Lord of the Rings movie trilogy 

from 2001 to 2003 (Piggott, Morgan & Pritchard, 2004). Each of the three movies was filmed 

entirely in New Zealand, set in diverse scenery ranging from rolling green farm land to 

spectacularly steep mountains.  

It is well known that national branding can be transferable to the image of a range of 

the country’s assets, with a strong brand advantaging products in the eyes of consumers 

(Gnoth, 2002). Certainly, while New Zealand’s positioning was arguably targeted primarily 

at increasing tourism to New Zealand, it has also had a strongly positive effect on other 

industries, such as agricultural produce, including dairy, meat and organic foods, as 

consumers associate ‘clean, green’ with food quality and safety (Clemens & Babcock, 2004). 

A New Zealand Ministry for the Environment (2001) report stated that ‘if New Zealand were 

to lose its clean green image, it would have an enormous effect on the New Zealand 

economy’ and estimated that New Zealand’s clean green image was worth ‘possibly billions 
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of dollars per year’ (p. 5). Taking the positioning a step further, in 2006 the then New 

Zealand Prime Minister, Helen Clark, announced that New Zealand would gradually 

introduce an emissions trading scheme, and that all aspects of public policy would be 

underpinned by sustainability perspectives, with the aim of becoming the first ‘truly 

sustainable’ country in the world (Clark, 2006).  

In principle, achieving national branding is extremely difficult and complex because 

of the multiple and diverse stakeholders, along with the changing circumstances of the 

country itself (Morgan et al., 2002). The construction and maintenance of a competitive 

identity of a country is much more effective if it is a collaborative exercise involving all key 

stakeholders working in line with a common strategy, entailing  

monitoring the external environment, gaining a dynamic understanding of 

opportunities and threats, as well as the competitive forces in the environment. The 

process must involve government, citizens and businesses, all with a shared vision. It 

requires setting and delivering the incentives and managing the factors that might 

affect place buyers' decisions - these factors include image, attractions, infrastructure 

and people (Kotler & Gertner, 2002, p. 254).  

Dinnie (2008) further insists that national positioning should be fully integrated into national 

policy as well as that of key companies. His view is that when brand management ‘informs 

policy-making and becomes implicit in the way the country is run, it can dramatically 

accelerate change' (p. 23).  

 For New Zealand, the potential, not only to lose the value of competitive advantage as 

a sustainability leader but to then suffer the economic consequences of being one of the losers 

in the move for change, is arguably higher than for many. As environmental concerns are 

becoming widespread, individual consumers are increasingly looking for ways in which they 

can personally reduce their environmental impact. One concept that has caught on in this 

context is that of food miles, the distance food travels from production to consumption. While 

the concept was initially conceived in terms of fair trade and support of local producers, 

amongst others, it is now almost exclusively used in relation to carbon emissions and climate 

change. The fact that New Zealand is geographically positioned as far away from Europe and 

the UK as possible, renders it an easy example upon which to build concerns regarding food 

miles. Even though science can challenge the assumptions that New Zealand exported food 

has a higher carbon footprint than that of its competitors (Saunders et al, 2006), such is the 

nature of the risk society that science does not carry the authoritative weight that it once did. 
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Definitions of risk have become much more open to interpretation and hence contested and 

politicised.  

New Zealand has long operated under a laissez-faire, free market based economy. As 

a result, the business sector has predominantly embraced ideologies of economic growth, 

individual rather than collective responsibilities, minimal government intervention in 

business matters and voluntary action for issues such as environmental damage mitigation. 

The New Zealand Government ratified the Kyoto Protocol in late 2002 but with enormous 

resistance from the business sector, primarily on the grounds that the country (and business) 

could not afford the terms of Kyoto (Collins & Roper, 2005). Their responses clearly 

demonstrated that much of the New Zealand business sector firmly adhered to the traditional 

management paradigm whereby 'managers assume that the primary risks they face are related 

to financial and product markets. They assess and manage financial risks in relation to 

economic returns' (Shrivastava, 1995, p.126).  

Not all New Zealand businesses are opposed to sustainable development mechanisms. 

Notable New Zealand based companies including Comvita, Snowy Peak, Trilogy, Icebreaker, 

and Grove Mill Wines, to name a few, have seized the advantages of ecological 

modernisation. Many have placed the concept at the core of their practises and positioning. 

Indeed, entire regions of wine producers have set themselves ambitious sustainability targets. 

These are the market leaders and innovators whose success rests, or at least is enhanced by, 

the national positioning.  

 

Government Attitudes and Practices 

The New Zealand government set out an agenda in 2006 to move the country towards 

a leadership position in sustainable development. In 2007, the then Prime Minister stated that 

without ‘a commitment to greater sustainability in our resource use and way of life, we risk 

not only damaging our own environment, but also exposing our economy to significant risk.’ 

In acknowledging New Zealand’s geographical isolation and reliance upon its ‘clean, green’ 

positioning, she also stated that “More than any other developed nation, New Zealand needs 

to go the extra mile to lower greenhouse gas emissions and increase sustainability” (Clark, 

2007).  

The New Zealand Labour Government was replaced in late 2008 by a coalition led by 

the conservative National Party. In line with the coalition agreement, one of the first actions 

of the new government was to delay the introduction of the emissions trading scheme (ETS) 
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set up by the previous government, and to review climate change policies generally. Much of 

the business sector, however, was supportive of the review because of concern that business 

might be put at an economic disadvantage by international competitors who were not subject 

to such a system. The CEO of Business NZ, a major business association, stated ‘even if 

companies have already spent money setting up systems that may no longer be needed, 

they’re happy at the prospect of a more business-friendly regime in the longer term’ (NZ 

energy, 2008). A modified ETS is now being phased in. Other new initiatives include a 

review of the Resource Management Act (RMA) “to remove the barriers that stand in the 

way of improving New Zealand’s infrastructure and the creation of new industries and jobs” 

(Key press release 3 Feb 2009 ‘Fixing RMA crucial to future growth’). New policy to open 

up public conservation land to mining is also being mooted. 

 

The results of the 2010 survey, especially when compared with the results from 2003 

and 2006, are arguably indicative of the strength of the business case for sustainability in new 

Zealand under a combination of increased economic stress and reduced pressure for 

sustainability practices from government policy.  

 

 

The survey 

The survey of Managing Directors in New Zealand was conducted in late 2009 and 

early 2010 in order to find out what happened to sustainability practices during one of the 

worst global economic recessions in recent history.  There was a 30% response rate.  Out of 

the 736 respondents, 15% had responded to a similar survey conducted in 2003 (Collins & 

Lawrence, 2005) and again in 2006 (Collins, Lawrence & Roper, 2007) allowing, not just an 

overall picture of the nation, but a tracking of individual companies over a 7-year period. The 

study also analyses the drivers and barriers to adopting environmental and social practices.   

The same survey instrument was used in 2003 and 2006. In 2010 it was modified with 

the addition of some questions to reflect new developments in government policy, 

international trends, and changing environmental circumstances. These included questions 

regarding carbon emissions and, with water in New Zealand beginning to be viewed as a 

limited resource, a question about targets for reduction in water use. They also included 

specific questions for the New Zealand Chartered Institute of Management Accountants 

(CIMA) who sponsored the 2010 survey. The key research question that guided each of the 
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surveys was: What is the nature and extent of business adoption of sustainability practices in 

New Zealand? 

Surveys were e-mailed and sent out by post. Respondents could complete the survey 

online or post a hard copy.  Surveys were sent to the Managing Director of each organisation.  

Surveys were sent to members of the Sustainable Development Network (SBN) and CIMA; 

participants of the NZ Shape polling panel which is affiliated with the New Zealand Business 

Council for Sustainable Development (NZBCSD); and companies from the Kompass 

database. The composition of the respondents by organisational membership was: 

38%  SBN 

9%  CIMA 

7%  NZBCSD 

54%  None of the above 

Composition of respondents by company size is represented in Figure 1. Small and 

medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), defined in New Zealand as those with less than 20 

employees, (Ministry of Economic Development, 2009), represent 99 percent of New 

Zealand’s total business population. We break this category down into separate components 

of Small and Medium.  

                                    

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Small 0-9 Medium 10-99 Large More than 99 Don't Know

 
Figure 1: Firm Size of Respondents 2010 

Results 

 

The 2010 survey found that the most common environmental practice was recycling, 

with 79% of firms indicating that they have a recycling programme.  While 66% of 

respondents consider the environmental impact of its products, processes and/or services, 
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only 28% have measurable waste targets and 26% energy targets.  Only 17% of respondents 

stated that they have water reduction targets while 16% had carbon reduction targets.  

Figure 2 illustrates the changes in the adoption of environmental practices by New 

Zealand businesses since 2003.  Despite the economic downturn, there has been a general 

increase in environmental practices.  Interestingly, considering the positive short-term 

economic benefits, waste and energy targets were two practices that decreased in 2010.   
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Figure 21: Environmental Practices 2003-2010 

 

Nationally and internationally, some media reports have challenged New Zealand’s 

“clean green” branding, questioning New Zealand’s commitment to the environment 

(Cumming, 2010; The Economist, 2010; Pearce, 2009).  The survey results show, however, 

that the number of companies basing their marketing on environmental claims such as “clean, 

green New Zealand,” continues to grow steadily, from 17% in 2003 to 30% in 2010. This 

growth makes it even more important that there is substance behind the marketing claims. 

 

                                                            
1 The following is a complete list of environmental practices a respondent could choose from:  Has a recycling 
programme; Has a company environmental policy statement; Produces a public environmental and/or 
sustainability report; Considers the environmental impact of our products, processes and/or services; Develops 
product and service innovations based on environmental benefits; Marketing or image based on environmental 
claims (e.g. clean, green NZ); Has measurable targets for: Employee training programs related to our 
environmental goals; Reducing waste; Reducing water; Reducing carbon; Participates in a voluntary 
environmental program; Has an environment-focused supplier program; Has environmental management 
systems; Don’t know; None; Other (please specify) 
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In the 2003 and 2006 surveys we found that firm size was the primary predictor of the 

adoption of environmental practices, as seen in Figure 3, with larger businesses more likely to 

adopt them than smaller businesses.  The 2010 results are consistent with these earlier 

findings.  In every category, the larger the firm, the larger the uptake was of environmental 

practices.  These results are consistent with international findings related to firm size 

(Gerstenfeld and Roberts, 2000).    

 

 
Figure 3: Environmental Practices by Firm Size, 2010 

 

The challenge for New Zealand is that the majority of businesses are small businesses, 

as stated above.  To achieve any national environmental policy objectives, or indeed to lend 

substance to sustainability-based national branding, small business practices must be 

consistent with the brand. The difference in uptake between small and larger firms is more 

acute when viewed through a comparison of the 2010 figures with those of 2006. Although 

overall there was a slight increase in the uptake of environmental practices between 2006 and 

2010, the practices of small firms shown in Figure 4, shows a decrease of all environmental 

practices except participating in a voluntary programme.  The results for small businesses are 

the opposite of the profile for medium businesses which shows an increase in the uptake of 

all but one environmental practice.  
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Figure 4: Environmental Practices of Small Firms, 2006 & 2010 

 

A breakdown of the results according to affiliations of the respondents adds further 

complexity, but at the same time arguably gives a more accurate representation of the 

situation, given that the 404 businesses with no affiliation are probably more representative of 

New Zealand businesses generally. The firm size of this sub-group is typical of New 

Zealand’s economic profile with 62% of the sub-group being small business, 24% medium 

and 13% large.  As shown in Figure 5, few environmental practices are adopted by more than 

20% of this sub-group while 17% have adopted no environmental practices at all. 

 

 
Figure 5: Environmental Practices by Affiliation 2010 
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Comparisons made between non-SBN in 2006 and those with no environmental 

affiliation in 20102 show a stark contrast in business attitudes during a time of economic 

recession. In 2006, the survey results showed that while all companies across the sample 

increased their uptake of environmental practices compared to 2003, SBN members had a 

significantly greater increase than non members.  Although the 2010 survey results overall 

showed a slight increase in environmental practices despite the recession, those with no 

affiliation to an environmental organisation registered significant decreases in all but two of 

the environmental practices. This would indicate that the two groups have diverged in their 

priorities, with one increasing sustainability commitments, the other decreasing.  
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Figure 6: Environmental Practices of Non-SBN Companies, 2006 – 2010 

 

 

 

                                                            
2 The SBN but not the NZBCSD was part of 2006 survey so results for the latter group are 
not available for comparison.  
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Figure 7: Environmental Practices of SBN Companies, 2006 – 2010 

 

Drivers and barriers to the adoption of sustainability practices. 

To get a better understanding of why environmentally sustainable practices are 

adopted or not, the survey included questions on drivers and barriers: are companies 

receiving internal and/or external “pressure” to improve environmentally; and what motivated 

or prevented companies from adopting sustainability practices?    

 

 
Figure 8: Internal Pressure to Improve Environmentally, 2003-2010 
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Figure 9: External Pressure to Improve Environmentally, 2003-2010 

 

The biggest increase was external, with slight increases in companies feeling pressure 

from customers and competitors.  With the passage of the emissions trading scheme and the 

resistance to the legislation by a lot of businesses, we expected companies to report increased 

pressure from government, but in fact, companies reported a decrease in pressure in 2010 

compared to earlier surveys.  

 

 
Figure 10: Internal Pressure to Improve Environmentally By Affiliation, 2010 
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Figure 11: External Pressure to Improve Environmentally By Affiliation, 2010 

Figures 10 and 11 show the results sorted by affiliation.  It is clear that the companies with no 

affiliation, who we reported earlier as being less engaged in environmental practices, feel less 

internal or external pressure to adopt these practices.  On the other hand, 46% of NZBCSD 

respondents report feeling pressure from customers.  NZBCSD members tend to be larger 

companies, many of whom operate directly in international markets. The link between 

company size and external pressure is supported by figure 12, below. 
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Figure 12: External Pressure to Improve Environmentally By Firm Size, 2006 – 2010 
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Drivers and Barriers 

Cost was reported as the most common barrier (56%) to adopting sustainability 

strategies.  However, cost was also reported as one of the top drivers (30%).  This result 

reflects the complex nature of the perceived costs and benefits related to sustainability, which 

fundamentally links to the degree of acceptance of the ‘business case’.  Companies can often 

get quick payback from some sustainability strategies.  For example, investing in an energy 

audit and making the necessary changes to save energy can lead to immediate savings to the 

bottom-line.  However, extensive capital investment, for example installing solar panels, may 

have positive long-term financial benefits, but may be too costly in the short-term for most 

firms to adopt.   

Figures 13 & 14 show the changes in drivers and barriers from 2003 to 2010.  There 

might be a presumption that there are increased barriers to adopting sustainability strategies 

during a recession, but the fluctuations are only minor.  For example, cost being cited as a 

barrier only increased 5% from 2006 to 2010.  Similarly, there are not many differences in 

drivers, with reputation and brand continuing to be a strong driver.  There is an overall 

downward trend in most of the drivers with a 15% drop from 2006 to 2010 in companies 

citing risk management as a driver, followed by a 12% drop for those same years for 

employees as a driver and 11% decrease for regulations. 
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Figure 13: Barriers to Adopting Environmental Initiatives, 2003-2010 
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Figure 14: Drivers to Adopting Environmental and Social Initiatives, 2003-2010 

 

Discussion 

As a longitudinal study that spans times of economic growth and recession, the survey 

results presented in this report are set to have significant impacts, both in practical terms as 

well as theoretical. The implications are important for businesses as well as for governments, 

nationally and internationally. For New Zealand, the results also have long term implications 

for the nation’s international sustainability positioning. 

If New Zealand business, overall, does not buy into the business case for 

sustainability – ie does not see the economic benefits, then getting beyond compliance is 

difficult. Indeed, New Zealand business is often a strong lobby to government for reduced 

levels of regulation and compliance for business. We saw clear evidence of this with the 

efforts of New Zealand Labour Government of 1999-2008 to develop a sustainability agenda, 

which was seen as increasing costs and reducing economic growth opportunities by 

interfering with market mechanisms. The evidence is that in New Zealand there is now a 

divide in acceptance of the business case for sustainable development, with the recession 

either being seen as an added incentive to innovate and profit from a leadership position, or 

as an argument for entrenchment of traditional economic paradigms. To illustrate this, cost 

has consistently registered as the primary barrier to adoption of environmental sustainability 

initiatives while at the same time cost reduction continues to grow as a driver for 

sustainability initiatives. This response is entirely consistent with Beck’s analysis of the 
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politics engendered by ecological modernisation: those who see and seize the economic 

advantage of change vs. those who do not and who want to maintain a traditional scenario of 

business as usual.  

While New Zealand industry has been ready to accept and indeed profit from the 

country’s clean, green branding, as seen in the continued upward trend in sustainability-based 

marketing, it would appear that there is a lack of connection in people’s minds between the 

sustainability positioning, the country’s actual performance, consumer perceptions, and their 

long term value to New Zealand. In spite of the high value placed on reputation and brand, 

maintaining the integrity of the brand does not appear to be a collective priority.  

Reputation and brand has consistently rated at the top driver for adoption of 

sustainability practices. However, the survey shows that rates of reporting on those practices 

are very low, although higher for large firms than for smaller ones. It will not be by 

coincidence that the NZBCSD, comprising predominantly large companies, requires its 

members to produce sustainability reports.  A KPMG survey found that 67% of companies 

internationally reported their greenhouse gas emissions, compared with only 24% in New 

Zealand (Daniels, 2006). Although motivations for sustainability reporting vary greatly 

internationally, profile and reputation building certainly ranks highly amongst them. Not 

reporting leaves New Zealand businesses open to criticism.  

For many there appears to be a gap between rhetoric to practice. This lack of 

connection between branding and practice has been bought to the fore most strongly by the 

issue of climate change where rhetoric no longer can prevail but concrete and prescribed 

action is demanded of signatories to the Kyoto Protocol. In a market driven economy, 

planning is typically short term and profit focused. As long as this is the case, the 

introduction of national laws to protect the environment is difficult.  

An AccountAbility survey reports the paradox of governments being ‘paralyzed by 

the twin fears that the electorate will not support imposed costs or lifestyle changes, and that 

unilateral action would make their nations uncompetitive’, while at the same time businesses 

‘are starting to develop and market ‘climate friendly’ products and services, but are 

constrained by the lack of clear regulations and emissions pricing’ (AccountAbility, 2007). 

Such is the confusion surrounding times of inevitable change where it has not yet become 

evident to all sectors just where future success and long term viability lie. In post industrial 

risk societies citizens/consumers are demanding that precautionary measures are taken as 

protection against potential and already evident environmental and social consequences of 
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modern technology. The same AccountAbility survey showed that, taken together, 66.4% of 

UK and US residents think that business needs to take climate change more seriously than it 

does, while similar numbers wanted governments to take more action on the issue. New 

Zealand surveys are showing the same trend. 

Climate change, along with the other major environmental (and social) problems of 

the world, is a global issue. It is no longer feasible for nation states to act independently of 

international opinion. This is especially so of countries like New Zealand that rely on access 

to global markets. Although consumers’ concern about climate change does not yet 

significantly impacts on their purchasing choices (AccountAbility, 2007), as perceptions of 

risk heighten, this will change. The other, already emerging, scenario is that citizen 

consumers will put pressure on their governments to regulate for mitigation strategies. Such 

regulation will inevitably be passed on through the supply chain, making sustainable 

development a compliance issue. Porritt (2005) states unequivocally that governments must 

take a legislative role in sustainable development regardless of arguments for market-driven 

solutions, especially in the face of clear market failure to account for the external costs of 

production, such as environmental degradation.  

Porter & van der Linde (1995) maintain that government regulation can actually 

increase the profitability of sustainability initiatives. However, in New Zealand, government 

responses to such issues have varied with ideological leanings as well as economic situation. 

As stated, the previous government made a commitment to sustainability across all policy 

arenas. It also made a grant to the SBN of $750,000 over three years to work directly with 

businesses, especially SMEs, to develop and implement sustainability programmes. The 

current government delayed and diluted the ETS and removed the SBN funding, amongst 

other policies that are seen to favour economic growth over sustainability. In general, a 

National government is considered to be more business friendly, which could be reflected in 

the reported decrease in government or regulatory pressure to adopt sustainability practices.  

In uncertain times, values can change. Indications are that consumers’ values lie 

increasingly in social and environmental protection. In line with this, global companies such 

as Marks and Spencer are increasingly demanding sustainability credentials from their 

suppliers. Thus, New Zealand business needs to be able to both withstand scrutiny in the face 

of issues such as food miles and to provide consumers with what they value in the hope that it 

will offset concerns about air miles.  
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NZ stands to suffer from a loss of legitimacy if it is seen to be failing to live up to the 

claims of the brand. On the other hand, even without the branding, NZ as a small country has 

to maintain a viable and niche position for itself that has integrity and so can stand up to the 

external threats to its economy. Regardless of brand, its producers also have to comply with 

the growing regulatory framework for climate change mitigation and for sustainability more 

generally.  
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