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The shift

Corporate sustainability innovation has become a
central lever of competitive advantage—fueling
growth, guiding strategy, and delivering
measurable outcomes for both business and
society. The pressure to act is rising as regulation,
competition, and market expectations converge.

Leading companies are moving beyond
compliance-led CSR to embed innovation
partnerships at the core of how they operate. By
aligning purpose with performance, they're
unlocking new markets, accelerating innovation,
and building the trust today's business
environment demands.
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REGULARTORY PRESSURE:

50,000+ EU
companies

now face mandatory ESG

reporting under the CSRD
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COMPETITIVE NECESSITY

86% of
corporations

Mmaintained or increased
innovation investment
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INNOVATION GAP:

$2.53 trillion
R&D spent

yet many innovations still
come from outside
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MARKET OPPORTUNITY

$13 trillion
procurement

market is demanding
more transparency
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Here's what

most companies
get wrong:

They view impact as a compliance
exercise rather than an innovation
accelerator that drives revenue growth
and cost reduction.

The Early Movers featured in this report took a different
approach. They used impact partnerships to:

e Drive innovation beyond the limits of traditional R&D
* Reduce costs through circular economy solutions

e Access hew markets via entrepreneur networks

e Build resilient supply chains with impact suppliers
Attract top talent motivated by purpose-driven work

The bottom line: They're not just meeting ESG
requirements—they're leading their industries with
innovations their competitors can't easily replicate.




After 20 years of facilitating cross-
sector partnerships, we've seen what
separates one-off pilots from

scalable, strategic success.

This guide captures those insights, along with
examples from global brands that have turned bold
ideas into measurable outcomes for both business
and society.

The future of business is already being built.
We hope this guide helps you lead it.

/
What's inside

» 5 key trends driving the shift from CSR to
strategic innovation

e Examples from early movers like IKEA,
adidas, Bayer Foundation and Tencent

e Replicable strategies your team can
implement across markets and functions

e A quick readiness check to help you get
started today
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corporate strategy

These aren’t forecasts. These trends are already changing how
companies grow, compete, and lead. Sustainable innovation is
now a core pdrt of business strategy.
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companies

now face mandatory ESG
reporting under the CSRD

TREND 1

Regulation is
raising the bar

Over 50,000 companies are now subject to the EU’s Corporate
Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD), setting a new
standard for transparency and accountability on
environmental and impact.

For some, this has triggered a scramble to meet new reporting
demands. But for more strategic teams, compliance is becoming
a driver of deeper operational change.

Rather than treating ESG as a checkbox, these companies are
using it to challenge legacy systems, reset sourcing standards,
and build transparency across their value chains.

Compliance isn't the finish line—it's the starting point for innovation
that aligns business performance with societal expectations.




TREND 2

Innovation moves
beyond boardrooms

Leading organisations are moving beyond R&D silos and adopting
open innovation models that tap into external ecosystems—
where new solutions are already being built and tested.

Over 10 million social enterprises worldwide generate $2 trillion
annually. These ventures work close to the problem, adapt quickly
through real user feedback, and reach product—-market fit in
challenging environments that test true viabillity.

Companies that can consistently identify and integrate these
proven external solutions are building innovation capabilities that
pure in-house R&D cannot match.

The future belongs to those that combine their scale and
resources with the speed, relevance, and validation of
entrepreneurial innovation.
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R&D

in 2024, yet many innovations
still come from outside
corporate walls.




Your next innovation could'come from

an entrepreneur in Lagos, Séo Paulo, or '
Jakarta—not your headquarters.
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10 Million+
social
enterprises

ventures operating with
market-tested impact
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200 miillion
jobs
created

by social enterprises,
boosting economic
inclusion and resilience.
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$9.2 trillion
per year
investments

needed through 2050
to transition to a net-zero
economy
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90% of
executives

believe sustainability is
Important in business

TREND 3

Foundations serve
as strategic bridges

Corporate foundations are evolving from grant-makers to
growth enablers. No longer operating at arm’s length, they now
serve as strategic connectors—linking social entrepreneurs to
teams in innovation, sourcing, R&D, and product.

This shift turns foundations into engines of both social impact and
commercial value. Beyond funding promising ventures, they
accelerate their integration into the business by offering:

Hands-on support and technical guidance

Access to relevant business units and decision-makers

e Exposure to frontier markets and emerging technologies

Early insight into unmet needs and scalable, tested innovations

When corporate foundations align with business priorities, they do
more than advance social goals—they help unlock innovation, build
trust, and open new pathways for growth.



https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2022/06/why-sustainability-is-crucial-for-corporate-strategy/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2022/06/why-sustainability-is-crucial-for-corporate-strategy/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2022/06/why-sustainability-is-crucial-for-corporate-strategy/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2022/06/why-sustainability-is-crucial-for-corporate-strategy/

TREND 4

From pilots to
procurement

Procurement is no longer just about cost control. Today, how
companies buy—and from whom—is becoming a key driver of
innovation, equity, and long-term value.

Across industries, social enterprises and diverse suppliers are
outperforming traditional vendors in adaptability, cost-efficiency,
and relevance. Their deep ties to communities and proximity to
pressing challenges give them a sharper view of unmet needs and
emerging opportunities.

Leading companies are moving beyond one-off pilots. They're
embedding impact suppliers into their core supply chains through
long-term, strategic partnerships.

The result? More resilient value chains, access to new markets and
customer segments, and real progress on ESG and DEl

commitments—not as a side initiative, but as a business advantage.

46% of
companies

already require suppliers to
meet sustainability criteria

A

/ $13 trillion

global procurement
market is demanding
transparency like never before




employees

would rethink their job if
company values aren't upheld

TREND 5

The talent
magnet effect

Recent research reveals that 55% of employees would reconsider
their employment if their company failed to live up to its stated
values, with top performers being among the most likely to leave.

Companies with genuine impact partnerships aren't just retaining
employees. They're influencing who applies, who stays, and how people
develop. These partnerships create a talent flywheel: purpose-driven
work attracts high performers, meaningful projects build skills, and
employees become ambassadors who draw in more top talent.

Employees gain exposure to entrepreneurial thinking, community
insights, and fresh problem-solving approaches—experiences rarely
found in traditional roles. This unlocks untapped talent pools,
strengthens internal innovation, and builds a culture of purpose that
sets companies apart.

When people can point to real change they've helped create, work
lbecomes more than a job. It becomes a personal and professional
growth platform that salary and benefits alone can't match.




Early Mover
Case Studies

Leading brands are proving that partnership-led innovation drives real
business value. With Impact Hub Network, early movers like these are using
impact collaborations to lead their industries.
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Foundation V
Entreprene :

How do we scale foundation impact to
create lasting systems change across
multiple regions?

In 2024, Bayer Foundation partnered with the Impact
Hub Network to scale the Women Entrepreneurs Award,
supporting 15 women-led ventures across Latin
America, Africa & the Middle East, and Asia Pacific.

Focused on health and food security, the programme drew 2,276
applications—a 43% increase from the previous year—through
local activations in 9 countries, 13 amplification partners and
Impact Hubs global reach.

Winners received €25,000 and joined a six-month accelerator
with mentorship, peer learning, and global visibility. Through
powerful storytelling and strategic PR, the initiative reached over 5
million people globally, amplifying our collective impact.

This partnership demonstrates how aligning corporate goals with
trusted, on-the-ground networks can unlock and scale inclusive
innovation in critical impact sectors and regions.
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2,276 5.2 million
applicants media reach

scouted across 109 countries to amplify the stories and

\ (43% increase from previous year) Innovations
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3.68 million
received
medical care

—resulting in improved
health outcomes
through treatment,
diagnoses, access to
medications, and
prevention.

\

Local action for global impact:
How 15 women-led enterprises serve half a million people
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$3.93 million
in additional

\

income

was generated
supporting rural
families’ livelihoods
and contributing to
stronger rural
economies.
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69k+
smallholder

\
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farmers

gained access to new
markets, with 46,500
smallholder farmers
accessed training to
improve their productivity
and diversify their crops.
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1.1k tons of
organic
material

were diverted from waste
streams, either recovered
as edible food or
repurposed into new
products.




Foundation

What worked

Strategic alignment: Directly connected to Bayer
Foundation’s focus on health and food security
Localised scouting: Worked with Impact Hubs and
partners on the ground to ensure cultural relevance
and community trust

In-person recognition: Award ceremony and
programming hosted in Berlin for global visibility
Tailored mentorship: 25+ hours of 1.1 support per
awardee from local and global experts
Peer-to-peer learning: 400+ hours of structured
knowledge exchange and community building

What you can replicate

Align foundation goals with the priorities of relevant
bbusiness units

Define clear success metrics from the start

Design global frameworks adapted to local contexts
Partner with organisations that bring deep cultural
and regional insight

Invest more than capital by offering access to
networks, resources, and credibility




Sustainab
Chains

How do we innovate sustainably across
a complex global supply chain?

IKEA partnered with Impact Hub Network to scout for
circular economy solutions, focusing on specific
supply chain challenges like sustainable foam and
glue alternatives.

In 2023 and 2024, IKEA partnered with Impact Hub to pilot two
groundbreaking innovation initiatives focused on sustainable
materials. Through the Glue Program, the partnership sought
pioneering innovators exploring the potential of bio-based
board adhesives.

More recently, the IKEAFoam Collaboration called on innovators
to replace fossil-based PU foam with bio- or recycled-foam
solutions—themes central to IKEA's journey toward 100%
renewable or recycled materials by 2030.

These programmes engaged global innovators through scoping
and scouting, demonstrating how purpose-aligned partnerships
can fuel circular innovation at scale—and help a retail leader
reimagine materials for a sustainable future.
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634 126+
solutions cities scouted
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What worked

Global reach: Leveraged 120+ Impact Hubs and specialised
scouting teams to find global solutions

Fine-tuned collaboration: Designed iterative engagement
between innovators and IKEA teams to align expectations,
adapt solutions, and ensure mutual learning

Innovation + procurement alignment: Connected R&D
goals with supply chain reality

What you can replicate

Start with clear ROI and impact criteria for partnerships
Use global networks for solution scouting

Connect innovation with procurement from day one
Focus on solutions that reduce costs OR increase revenue,
not just impact
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“adidas -
Community Lab

How do you build authentic
community impact that drives both
social equity and business innovation?

adidas partnered with Impact Hub Network to build and
scale the Community Lab — a programme supporting
BIPOC social entrepreneurs working to make sports more
inclusive and accessible.

Originally piloted in Portland, the initiative has since expanded to
five cities across North America, supporting 25 ventures and
reaching more than 41,000 customers.

Participants gained access to funding, mentorship, and peer
learning opportunities, with tailored support in areas such as
branding, finance, and impact measurement.

This partnership reflects a powerful evolution in brand innovation—
prioritising deep, authentic engagement that builds trust, drives
long-term impact, and strengthens brand purpose through
community-rooted action.

\

$2.2Mil $3.93M+
cash grants revenue

Non-dilutive funding Revenue circulated

\ distributed through communities /




What worked ‘ What you can replicate

Co-creation at the core: Developed with Find natural intersection between your brand and

community voices, not just corporate strategy community needs

Place-based delivery: Locally rooted rollout Design with lived experience at the center

across five North American cities Treat communities as partners, not beneficiaries
High-trust model: Participants received funding Blend funding with skills, visibility, and growth support
plus hands-on support and visibility Use brand platforms to amplify community-led

Deep impact: 150+ new business connections and solutions and diverse voices
23 partnerships formed Engage employees as mentors, not just volunteers

NP
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Tencent

CarbonX

How do you accelerate carbon innovation
through strategic partnerships and global
ecosystem engagement?

As part of Tencent’s commitment to climate innovation,
CarbonX Program 2.0 was launched to accelerate emerging
low-carbon technologies with catalytic funding and global
support.

Impact Hub led the strategic amplification and applicant outreach
of the programme across five key markets, activating a dual-
pronged approach: direct scouting through the Impact Hub network,
and a global communications campaign amplified via trusted
partners and social media.

This ensured both high-quality pipeline generation and widespread
visibility among carbon innovation ecosystems.

\

600+ 180,000+
applicants audiences

scouted across 50 countries Reached across key social

k media platforms /




What worked ‘ What you can replicate

e Strong thought leadership: Served to position
Tencent as a leading voice in carbon innovation
Direct outreach and scouting: Direct, personal
outreach by local Impact Hubs successfully
converted high-potential leads into quality
applications
Continuous engagement: Global and regional Q&A
sessions offered potential applicants the clarity and
confidence they needed to join the programme

v Pair cohesive brand and communications strategy
with direct scouting in industry networks
Design programmes with clear goals and value for
participants and stakeholders
Treat communities as partners, not beneficiaries
Blend funding with skills, visibility, and growth support
Leverage partner and industry networks to scale
solutions and impact




artnersh|p ' =2
pathways

The most successful partnerships don’t happen by chance—they
follow a repeatable pattern. This section lays out the key phases
companies move through to turn collaboration into strategic impact.



Across all early mover examples, one message is
clear: the future of sustainable innovation lies in
partnerships that are practical, measurable, and
deeply rooted in community needs.

Whether you're leading sustainability, building innovation
pipelines, or scaling foundation programs, there's growing
demand for:

e Translating ESG ambition into daily operations that drive
business results.

e Co-creating with ventures who live and understand the
challenges you want to solve.

e Using partnerships to test, learn, and scale with integrity and

The pq rt ners h i p measurable outcomes.
Remember: Today’s grant recipients could be tomorrow’s
Success pqttern strategic partners.




A p rove n There’'s no one-size-fits-all model for corporate sustainable

innovation. But the partnerships that deliver lasting change

" tend to follow a common rhythm: grounded in community,
pd rt n e rS h I p pd t hWOy designed for impact, and built to scale.
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Align with Structure Deliver Learn and
purpose for agility with care amplify

Set clear goals and design Define KPIs, timelines, and Scout, select, and support

with local context in mind. budget. Choose flexible with care. Ensure strong Track what matters. Use
Strong partnerships reflect modules that match your coordination and stay agile data to learn and storytelling
internal priorities and real- ambition—whether launching, with real-time feedback and to grow trust, visibility, and

world conditions. scaling, or evolving. learning loops. long-term momentum.




Partnership
readiness check

Before launching a new sinnovation initiative—or deepening an existing one—it’s
worth pausing to assess your internal alignment, capacity, and clarity.

Ask yourself:

0 Do we have clear business objectives beyond "doing good™?

o Do we have internal champions to lead the initiative?

O Is there budget or resourcing allocated for the next phase of this work?

o Can we commit to a minimum of 6 months?

O Are we ready to measure both impact and business value from this initiative?

O Are we open to external partnerships, including grassroots and global solutions?
0 Does this effort align with current leadership priorities or strategic plans?

If you answered “yes” to three or more, you're ready to start a partnership
conversation.
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