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People -Your team members understand how sustainability connects to their
specific roles — not just in a training module they completed once, but in the
decisions they make every week. They're empowered to surface inefficiencies
and propose improvements, because they're closest to the work.

Process - Workflows are intentionally designed to eliminate waste: wasted
time, wasted steps, wasted materials, wasted human energy. Lean, automated,
and documented processes are sustainable processes.

Performance - You can only manage what you measure. Organizations that
track outcomes — energy use, workflow completion rates, employee retention,
vendor compliance — can course-correct before small inefficiencies become
systemic problems.

From Sustainability Goals to
Sustainable Operation
Most small businesses approach sustainability the same way they approach a New Year's
resolution – with good intentions, a printed policy, and very little follow-through built into how
the business actually runs day to day.

The problem isn't motivation. It's infrastructure.

Operational sustainability is the discipline of designing your business systems — your
workflows, your staffing model, your vendor relationships, your digital tools — so that
responsible, efficient, and equitable practices are the path of least resistance, not an extra
step someone has to remember.

That's a fundamentally different conversation than 'go paperless' or 'buy recycled supplies.'

As both a LEED Green Associate and a Human Resources strategist, I work at the intersection
of two disciplines that don't often talk to each other but should: environmental systems
thinking and people operations. When you bring those together, sustainability stops being a
program you launch and starts being the way your organization functions.
It succeeds when it becomes embedded in three areas:

When these three elements align,
sustainability stops being a cost center
and becomes a competitive advantage.



ESG — Environmental, Social, and Governance — was originally developed as an investment analysis
framework for large corporations. But its logic applies just as powerfully to a 5-person team as to a Fortune
500 company. Think of ESG not as a compliance checklist, but as three lenses through which to evaluate
every operational decision you make.

ENVIRONMENTAL
Responsible resource use that reduces your operational footprint.

Small businesses often underestimate how much control they have here. You don't need a LEED-
certified building or a sustainability director to make meaningful environmental progress. The most
impactful moves are often operational:

Energy-efficient facilities:
Switch to LED lighting, smart thermostats, and Energy Star equipment. These pay for themselves.
Sustainable procurement: Source from vendors who share your values. Ask about packaging, labor
practices, and environmental policies before you sign a contract.
Waste reduction programs: Audit what you're actually throwing away — physical and digital.
Redundant files, unused software licenses, and excess inventory are all forms of waste.
Green building practices: If you lease space, advocate for upgrades. Know your LEED and ENERGY
STAR benchmarks.

The ESG Lens for Operational
Sustainability

The Operational Insight: Environmental sustainability
and operational efficiency are the same thing in
different clothing. Both are about using less to
accomplish more.



SOCIAL

The 'S' in ESG is often the most overlooked,, and for small businesses, it's frequently the most powerful
differentiator. Your employment practices, your culture, and your community relationships are all part of
your sustainability profile.

Inclusive hiring practices: Structured interviews, skills-based assessments, and diverse sourcing
channels aren't just equitable — they surface better talent.

Employee well-being initiatives: Flexible schedules, mental health support, and clear
communication reduce turnover. Replacing an employee costs 50–200% of their annual salary.
Retention is sustainability.

Workforce development and training: Employees who grow, stay. Build learning into operations, not
just onboarding.

Community engagement: Local hiring, supplier diversity, and civic participation build the goodwill
that protects your business when things get hard.

The ESG Lens for Operational
Sustainability

The Operational Insight: Employee turnover is one of
the most expensive and least-tracked operational costs
in small business. Treating people well is a budget
strategy.



GOVERNANCE —Governance isn't bureaucracy. It's the infrastructure that keeps your business from being
run on vibes. For small businesses, strong governance is what allows you to scale without chaos.

Transparent reporting: Know your numbers. Track them consistently. Share them with your team in
ways that connect to their work.

Sustainable vendor standards: Your vendor relationships reflect your values. Build ESG criteria into your
procurement process.

Risk management systems: Document your processes. Cross-train your team. Know what happens if a
key person is out for six weeks.

Leadership accountability structures: Even as a solo operator, build in peer accountability, external
advisors, or formal check-ins against your stated goals.

The ESG Lens for Operational
Sustainability

The Operational Insight: Organizations that
successfully integrate ESG practices are not
simply 'going green.' They are building resilient
organizations designed to weather disruption —
economic, environmental, or operational.



CAPTURE: Standardize How Information Enters Your Organization
Before you can automate anything, you have to control inputs. This means intake
forms with consistent fields, not email threads that have to be decoded. Every
recurring request arrives in a form your system can act on.

Tools: Google Forms, Jotform, Typeform, Monday.com, Notion databases

ROUTE: Automate Assignment and Handoffs
Once information is captured, 'who handles this and when?' should not require a
conversation. Build routing logic that assigns tasks, triggers notifications, and
moves work forward automatically based on rules you define once.

Tools: Zapier, Make (formerly Integromat), native automation in project
management platforms

EXECUTE: Use Templates and Checklists to Standardize Delivery
Execution is where most small business operations break down. Build repeatable
delivery infrastructure: SOPs, template libraries, and checklists that ensure
consistent quality without manager intervention on every task.

Tools: Notion, ClickUp, Asana templates; document libraries in Google Workspace
or Microsoft 365

The Automation Imperative

Here's something most sustainability guides won't tell you: your workflows are your
organization's most overlooked sustainability infrastructure.
Every manual task that could be automated is a recurring drain — on your team's time, your
operating budget, and your capacity to focus on high-value work. Multiply that drain across
weeks, quarters, and years, and you have a significant sustainability problem hiding in plain
sight.
Operational automation isn't about replacing people. It's about redirecting human energy
away from repetitive, low-complexity tasks toward the creative, relational, and strategic work
that actually requires a human.

Your Workflows Are Your Most Overlooked
Sustainability Asset

The Baseline Automation Workflow for Small
Business Operations



COMMUNICATE: Automate Status Updates and Client-Facing Touchpoints
Internal communication overhead is a hidden time tax. Automate status updates,
appointment reminders, follow-up sequences, and report generation so your team
isn't spending hours on information transfer.

Tools: HubSpot, ActiveCampaign, Calendly, automated email sequences

REVIEW: Build Measurement into the Workflow Itself
Sustainability requires data. Build reporting triggers directly into your processes so
you're not manually compiling metrics at end of quarter. When a project closes, a
report generates. When a metric crosses a threshold, an alert fires.

Tools: Google Looker Studio, Airtable dashboards, Power BI, native platform
analytics

The Automation Imperative
(continued)

CAPTURE ROUTE
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CASE STUDY 1

Elevate Community Services (Automation Workflow)
 Sector: Nonprofit / Workforce Development | Size: 12 staff, 200+ participants/year | ESG Focus: Process

Automation

The Challenge
A workforce development nonprofit was running its programs on a patchwork of
spreadsheets, email threads, and institutional memory. Program coordinators were
spending 60–70% of their time on administrative work: data entry, scheduling, status
updates, report compilation, leaving limited bandwidth for direct participant support,
which was the organization's actual mission. Leadership had talked about 'going digital' for
two years. The barrier wasn't technology access. It was knowing where to start.

The Approach
 

Capture: All participant intake moved to a structured form (Google Forms to Airtable).
Every submission automatically created a participant record, eliminating manual data
entry.
Route: Zapier automation assigned coordinators by program track, triggered welcome
emails upon enrollment, and generated task checklists for the assigned coordinator.
Execute: We templated six core process types: initial assessment, workshop
enrollment, employer connection, coaching session documentation, credential
completion, and 90-day follow-up.
Communicate: Appointment reminders, session confirmations, and next-step
instructions moved to automated sequences, freeing coordinators from reactive
messaging.
Review: Monthly program reports, previously compiled manually in 4–6 hours, were
replaced by a live Airtable dashboard. Funders received automated monthly
summaries.

The Outcome
Twelve Coordinator administrative time dropped from roughly 65% of the workweek to
35%. The participant 30-day follow-up rate climbed from 52% to 81%, driven by
automated reminders. Monthly report compilation time fell from five hours to under 30
minutes. And two coordinators previously tied to administrative tasks were reassigned to
direct participant coaching.



CASE STUDY 2

The Challenge
A small consulting firm was growing steadily but operationally chaotic. Every engagement
felt like it was built from scratch. Principals were spending nights and weekends on
deliverables that should have been templated. Vendor relationships had grown
organically, but nobody had ever evaluated them against consistent criteria. Leadership
was committed to sustainability in principle, but had no framework for evaluating whether
their operations actually reflected those values.

The Approach
Talentology facilitated an Operational Sustainability Audit, a structured assessment of
the firm's environmental footprint, people practices, and governance infrastructure.

Environmental: The firm's primary office vendor had significantly higher per-unit
packaging waste than comparably priced alternatives. Switching vendors reduced
packaging waste by ~40% and cut supply costs by 12%.
Governance: The engagement produced the firm's first documented SOPs for client
onboarding, deliverable review, and project closeout. Templates were built for six
recurring deliverable types. Time savings in the first 90 days exceeded 80 hours
across the team.
Social: The firm formalized its internship program, establishing clear learning
objectives, minimum compensation ($18/hour), and mentorship expectations. An ad
hoc arrangement became a structured workforce development commitment.

The Outcome
Twelve months later, the firm's three principals reported reclaiming an average of six
hours per week previously spent on work that templates and SOPs now handled. That
time was reinvested in business development and client strategy.

Advisory Group
  Sector: Professional Services  |  Size: 8 employees  |  ESG Focus: Environmental +

Governance



Here is the truth most sustainability conversations skip over: you cannot values-
statement your way to an operationally sustainable business.

You have to design for it.

That means building systems where the sustainable choice is the easy choice — where
your team doesn't have to remember to do the right thing because the right thing is what
the process produces. Where efficiency isn't an occasional goal but a structural feature of
how work moves through your organization. Where your people, your vendors, and your
resources are managed with enough intentionality that nothing gets wasted — not talent,
not time, not materials, not opportunity.

Small businesses have an advantage that large organizations envy: the ability to change
fast. You don't need a board vote or a 12-month implementation timeline to redesign a
workflow, update a vendor relationship, or build a feedback mechanism. You can start this
week.

The organizations that integrate sustainability into their daily operations today are not just
doing the right thing. They are building the resilience, efficiency, and trust that will allow
them to lead in tomorrow's economy — whatever that economy looks like.

Closing MessageClosing Message
Sustainable Businesses Are Built by Design
Not by Default

Operational sustainability is not about doing more work. It
is about designing better systems — systems that support
your people, honor your resources, and produce consistent,
measurable, sustainable performance.

That is the work. And it starts today.

—  Nikki O’Dell, SHRM-CP, LEED Green Associate

Talentology, LLC provides human capital consulting, ESG operational strategy, and workforce development services to small
businesses, nonprofits, and government contractors in the Washington, DC metropolitan area. Developed in partnership with the
Washington Area Community Investment Fund (WACIF) as part of the WACIF Sustainability Resource Hub
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