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Government, Fortune 500s, non-profits, academia — Jeana Wirtenberg has worked for them all.

CHRIS PEDOTA / STAFF 

“Internal governance and social consciousness … along with planetary concerns have been missing and need to be integrated into the equation so that everyone wins,” says Jeana Wirtenberg. 

What interests her most, however, is not what each can do alone, but what partnerships they might forge together.

That idea is woven throughout "The Sustainable Enterprise Fieldbook: When It All Comes Together," the product of a three-year-old writing collaboration of 29 researchers and business leaders that Wirtenberg spearheaded. A launch event will be held Thursday at Fairleigh Dickinson University's Madison campus.

Intended for a diverse readership, the book is organized into five sections and nine chapters, each devoted to a different element of what is often defined as the triple-bottom line of people, profits and planet.

Wirtenberg, director of external relations and services for FDU's Institute for Sustainable Enterprise and owner of a consulting firm, spoke with The Record about the book and the future of our planet.

Q. What will readers discover in the Fieldbook that they won't find in other materials on sustainability?

I have at least 75 books I've looked at related to the topic, and there are very few to none that focus on what I call the human side of sustainability. Social science, behavioral science, organization development — these are huge fields with enormous bodies of knowledge that have not been applied to this area. Our book brings together all three pillars of sustainability: people, planet and profit. A lot of what's out there has focused on the environment, which is great, but this is more for the masses, the average business leader or manager.

Q. There's an interesting story behind the subtitle.

I had this epiphany [about 10 years ago] that the only way to solve the intractable problems in society was by creating collaborative, hybrid organizations across institutions and sectors. Academia brings the body of knowledge. Business offers lessons in doing it cost-effectively. Government would bring the issue of serving society. And non-profits has its emphasis on good works. But it's the in-between spaces where the answers lie. I went to dinner with my son, Justin, who was 8 or 9 at the time, and explained this to him. He said, "Oh, you mean when it all comes together." I said, "Yeah." That's been my mantra ever since.

Q. For business leaders who want to get on the road to sustainability, what immediate steps do you suggest?

There is a three-day program I developed for the American Management Association that seeks to answer that question. One of the fundamental things we've learned is you have to develop your sustainability strategy in the context of your business. The book takes you through some questions to answer, like where the greatest risk and opportunities are for you. If you're a GE, you're focused on making money through sustainability in new product introductions such as their Ecomagination initiative. If you're Wal-Mart, you want to save money, so their sustainability strategy is tied to smaller packaging and using their market power to change the whole supply chain. But there are easier things everyone can do, like calculate your business's carbon footprint or use energy-efficient light bulbs.

Q. There is an online component to the Fieldbook project. What do you hope happens there?

I was sitting on a beach in Jamaica working on the book and it just hit me that no book would ever be sufficient, since it's not about an answer; it's about a journey. We have so much information in the book, but there's so much new happening every day. We wanted to invite people's participation to submit ideas, best practices, tools, as well as have a place for blogs and discussion groups. So we decided to create a Living Fieldbook [thesustainableenterprisefieldbook.net]. We also have a Facebook page and a virtual reality space on SecondLife.com. I have an avatar there now doing presentations.

Q. Could some of the cultural changes have minimized the damage wrought in the ongoing Wall Street crisis?

We need a seismic shift in how we think about the role of business and government. While businesspeople still think about it from the Milton Friedman "business is about maximizing profit" perspective, I think of the triple bottom line. Internal governance and social consciousness — i.e., taking care of people's well-being — along with planetary concerns have been missing and need to be integrated into the equation so that everyone wins.

Q. Is greenwashing, in which companies make dubious claims of environmental virtue, more widespread?

It's a very big problem. Last week, I presented at a health and beauty aids conference, where they talked about naturals versus organics. But there's no regulation, so people can say anything is natural. People are just using it to push products that are neither sustainable nor green nor healthy. It's a problem because there are a lot of good things happening in companies but you can't get your message through because people think you're greenwashing. The challenge is to regulate markets so there are certifications and people can trust that products have that stamp of approval.

Q. So how about the big picture — are you optimistic?

I'd say we're at a tipping point — we're either going to destroy our planet … or we will step up to the plate and adopt a global preservation mindset. We're at a moment in history where we need to choose a path as a species. I see so many wonderful, thoughtful people seeking that new path, and I hope that the book will contribute in some small way to helping shape a new level of consciousness.
