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S u s t a i n a b i l i t y :  A n  I n t e r v i e w  w i t h  D r .  K a t h y  M i l l e r  �
 
The perfect person to talk with about sustainability is Dr. Kathy Miller, President of Miller Consultants, who 
has collaborated with clients for 30 years. Kathy describes her company: “we are organizational 
psychologists and organizational development specialists.  We help companies identify and address 
specific things, (whether behaviors, policies, incentives, values) that either help them or hinder them as 
they attempt to carry out their business strategy.”  

First, let’s set the stage. Encarta Dictionary defines ‘Sustainability’ as: 

1) Able to be maintained (viable, defensible, supportable); and 

2) Maintaining ecological balance, exploiting natural resources without destroying the ecological 
balance of an area, (environmental, green, and balanced). 

Did you see sustainability as a natural fit for you r company? 

Kathy says it’s simple “we have always focused on the long-term relationship with our customers rather 
than pushing products or services and engaging in short-term transactions.  Kathy became particularly 
interested in the issues pertaining to the energy and environmental aspects of sustainability while working 
with one of Miller Consultants’ partner companies, MWH Engineering.  

MWH Engineering was building a new business in the area of strategic resource management.  This 
business involved helping companies improve their energy and water efficiencies.  This work uncovered 
some ‘softer’ needs such as how to get employees engaged in finding ways to increase energy and water 
efficiency.  Frequently the work required getting employees to collaborate across unfamiliar boundaries 
within the company.  The groups had differing perspectives and definitions of what needed to be 
addressed.   Kathy says that she realized companies needed help in enabling the collaboration and 
engagement necessary to move these initiatives forward.   

“We also found that employees were talking about the bigger sustainability picture, including values, 
ethics, how to treat people and the environment .  Mobilizing these types of commitments to move 
sustainability forward in a company is a natural fit for our consulting services.”  Miller Consultants “has 
always been driven by values, at the core of their business.” Therefore it is easy for them to connect 
personally to their clients who are pushing towards more sustainable practices.   

What can Psychologists and Organizational Developme nt specialists bring to 
sustainability initiatives?  Isn’t it all about tec hnical aspect of energy and the 
environment?   

Kathy asserts that these technical components are core to many of their clients’ initiatives.  However, “to 
conceptualize and implement new approaches to energy and the environment often requires greater 
employee engagement, widespread collaboration, constant communication, and new leadership skills.”  

“Some companies we work with are just interested in compliance . They want to make sure that they 
aren’t violating any government regulations.  However, many times, that concern with compliance moves 
to commitment to finding new ways of doing things .  They begin to shift their focus from ‘do what we 
have to do today’ to ‘let’s look at what might be in our best interest for tomorrow.”  
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“We have found that, in order to commit to (any part of sustainability, the companies will need to start 
thinking longer-term, how to get in front of a change instead of waiting until change overtakes them.” 

“There are so many stakeholders, for example NGOs (Non-Governmental Organizations like 
Greenpeace) and board of directors who have other commitments that they want to focus on. 
Communications and strategies need to incorporate all of these unusual partners – all with different 
agendas and priorities” emphasizes Kathy.  “Communication needs to take place across all of these 
boundaries.” 

“The communications function-to-function inside companies, are especially critical.  Energy people are 
Operations folks (i.e., out in the manufacturing plant); the sustainability people are frequently in staff 
departments such as Marketing.  Marketing people are eager to spread the word about the good things 
that their companies are doing and sometimes will, unintentionally, make public commitments that 
Operations can’t meet.”  

Does Change Management to support sustainability di ffer from change for other types of 
corporate initiatives?   

Kathy explained there are two sides to this. First is how a company is approaching sustainability: 

1) Compliance-driven, 

2) Cost reductions, being more efficient, 

3) Differentiate themselves from their competitors on their commitment to sustainability.   

“Companies who are using sustainability as a differentiator tend to take on  transformational 
change .  For example, a CEO may have an epiphany about how their company manufactures a product 
and how much harm the company is doing to the environment.  This may lead the CEOs to literally 
transform the company. For example, they may look at how to change the entire life cycle  of the 
product from how it is manufactured to how it is disposed of.” 

“Change management for transformational change is quite different than for simpler initiatives”.  Kathy 
states. It includes:  

�  Adopting a broad look at the world, and where the business fits in to this bigger picture. 

�  Examining how to maintain business for the long-term while, at the same time, delivering 
products that do not harm the world.  

�  Taking on new challenges such as needed policy changes, new hiring and reward processes, 
analyzing the environmental footprint of product delivery and disposal after use.   

“The companies that are dealing with compliance issues only usually aren’t really ready for 
transformational change .  We do an assessment of their level of readiness for change to determine how 
we can assist.  We sometimes find that the leaders leave the compliance-based change to the people in 
functions like Operations.  These leaders, who delegate change commitments to others, aren’t going to 
make any significant changes themselves, and probably aren’t going to invest in anything that will take 
their companies to the bigger sustainability pictur e.” 

Regardless if the change is driven by compliance only or a “sustainability epiphany”, Kathy and her team 
help by assisting people to deal with ambiguity.  Ambiguity frequently leads to anxiety which, in turn, can 
lead to paralysis.  Kathy and her team provide strategies for helping people feel more confident in taking 
the necessary steps. 
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What drives consumers to companies that have a stro ng sustainability stance? 

It’s fairly simple – consumers “get a lot more emotional gain from their purchase”. As Kathy explains: 

�  Social consciousness . There has been a rise of social consciousness brought about by “social 
investing. A growing number of consumers want to invest in companies that want to do more than 
just make revenue by selling products.  They want to invest in companies with a higher purpose.” 

�  Transparency.  “Consumers are looking for information about the products a company provides. For 
example, consumers want to know what’s in the food, what chemicals they are ingesting, is it harmful 
to them or harmful to the environment.” In addition, “consumers look for companies that have 
recyclable products, or companies that will take the product back at end of use and dispose of it in a 
way that prevents harm to the environment” explains Kathy. 

“Companies that are going to be sustainable for the long-haul have to be transparent .” Kathy says trust 
and honesty are key components to transparency. “Green Washing ” Kathy explains “means a company 
makes sustainability statements and/or promises that it doesn’t commit to fulfilling”.   

Many companies that are truly committed to transparency are including metrics pertaining to sustainability 
in their public reports.   “It’s easy to measure compliance but many of our cli ents are also attempting 
to measure the effects of their efforts on customer  and employee loyalty - it’s all connected to the 
long-term view ” explains Kathy. 

What benefits are derived by companies that have a strong sustainability stance? 

Kathy says that cultures which are most able to incorporate sustainability in the way they do business 
have “employees who are more involved in the decisions a company makes.”  This leads to greater 
employee engagement.  As a plus for sustainability, employee engagement goes up in companies 
which are environmentally-conscious.  Those compani es are likely to have reduced employee 
churn and, therefore, reduced cost .” 

“Many companies are now talking about the triple bottom line (TBL) . These sustainable companies, 
which focus on thriving for the long-term, attempt to balance their concerns for profit  and financial 
sustainability , people , and the planet  (environmental)” says Kathy. 

What part do employees play in the sustainability v alue chain? 

Kathy explains the “employee shareholder value chain.  If employees are committed to the company, then 
the customer has a better experience. When customers have a better experience, they tend to become 
more loyal which increases revenue and ultimately shareholder value.   

 

Kathy says that cultures which are most able to incorporate sustainability in the way they do business 
have “employees who are more involved in the decisions a company makes.”  This leads to greater 
employee engagement.   As a plus for sustainability, employee engagement goes up in companies 
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which are environmentally-conscious.  Those compani es are likely to have reduced employee 
churn and, therefore, reduced cost .” 

Kathy,  how does your company address sustainability?   

Kathy says “now that I understand the big picture of sustainability, I understand that we’ve been 
committed to it all along – transparent, long-term focus, values-driven, and concerned for the treatment of 
our people. But now we’re thinking through the third p – planet  or environmental concerns.”   

“We have begun to ask ourselves questions like: how many times do we get on a plane instead of 
working remotely, and what do those decisions do to harm the environment?” Other key questions: 
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 “As we look at our own triple bottom line, we are thinking of how we can reduce costs while also 
reducing our carbon footprint and allowing our empl oyees to live more balanced lives .   One way 
that we have found to approximate this 3-way balance is to hire consultants who live relatively close to 
our clients and who work out of their own home offices.  This business model has allowed us to reduce 
our travel and office space costs and at the same time, reduce our carbon footprint and maximize our 
availability to our clients for the long-term.”  

 

Want to read more on this subject?  

MIT Sloan Management Review  surveyed companies in 2009 on what’s missing to support energy and sustainability 
to identify tools to support culture change and to develop new paradigms for leadership.  The findings are available 
at: �http://sloanreview.mit.edu/special-report/the-business-of-sustainability/ 

Kathy Miller contributes to Derrick Mains, CEO of GreenNurture, C-level series article:  “Human Sigma Engaging 
Employees as Part of Sustainability Initiatives” at: http://www.greennurture.com/ea-16.html 
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Dr. Kathy Miller and Miller Consultants, Inc.  

Since 1980 Miller Consultants has provided bottom-line results to select client partners around the 
globe.   Our consultants are located across the U.S. and Canada.  We have had the opportunity of 
working with some of the most successful companies in the world on long-term, substantive projects.  
We have formed profitable strategic partnerships and have developed lasting friendships.   

We have a strong set of values that we live by and work by.  Our approach is to collaborate with clients 
for the long-term.    We bring our knowledge to the table to help our clients address their problems and 
opportunities.  We share knowledge with our clients and them with us so that we create value together.  
We do not come in as the ‘experts’ who will tell the clients what they should do.   

We have always focused on the long-term relationship with our customers rather than pushing products 
or services and engaging in short-term transactions.  We believe that we succeed only when our clients 
succeed.  In this way, we have focused on being a ‘sustainable’ company. “We have worked with several 
of our client organizations for over 10 years.  We are committed to doing what is in the best interest of our 
ongoing partnership with our clients.  For example, we volunteer our services to our long-term client 
partners from time to time when they are experiencing difficulties.  

Contact Information:  
Dr. Kathy Miller, Miller Consultants, Inc.  
Email: Kathy@millconsultants.com 
Web: http://www.millerconsultants.com 
Phone: 502.452.1751 

 

Author, Sue Morgan, and OnTrack Consulting LLC  

OnTrack Consulting began 5 years ago with my keen desire to share expertise gained through many 
years in the high-tech industry and working with customers across all industries.  Looking back on nearly 
26 years at Hewlett-Packard in R&D, Sales, Sales Operations, Technical Support, Documentation and 
Training, and Marketing there was one common thread running across all of my various roles – a 
passionate focus on the customer.  

In my last 10 years at HP, I created and implemented customer advocacy programs in unlikely places 
such as Research and Development.  Then I moved back to Sales as one of three global HP consultants 
to the strategic sales organization and their key 120 global customers.  I coached the top sales teams on 
consultative selling and creating more profitable customer relationships. 

When I co-founded OnTrack Consulting with my partner, we applied the principles of working with clients 
the same way I coached my HP sales clients, to collaborate, partner, develop and nurture long-term 
relationships, and provide sustained value.  We remain involved and committed to our clients, their 
continuing success, and evolving our knowledge and services to meet their emerging needs. 

Contact Information:  
Sue Morgan 
OnTrack Consulting LLC 
Email: sue@otcem.com 
Web: http://www.otcem.com 
Phone: 864.286.8020 


