
36 JUNE 2008

First HAND

AN INTERVIEW 
WITH DAN ESTY

In 2006, Esty, along with his former Yale
student Andrew Winston, co-authored a
book that serves as a leading primer on
how businesses can prosper by tackling
environmental and sustainability issues
head-on. Green to Gold: How Smart
Companies Use Environmental Strategy to
Innovate, Create Value, and Build
Competitive Advantage (Yale University
Press), details how companies can cut costs,
reduce risks, build brands and generate
lasting value by incorporating environmen-
tal thinking into their business planning. 

One way to do this, Esty asserts, is for
business leaders to clearly recog-
nize the key role that informa-
tion technology and IT systems
play in optimizing energy 
efficiency. But simply reducing
electric bills isn’t enough. IT
managers should also use 
technology to figure out the best
ways to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.
On the management side, Esty contends that
Green IT provides technology executives
with a golden opportunity to broaden their
leadership roles in the enterprise. 

We recently spoke with Esty to learn
about the growing impact Green IT is having
on the corporate landscape — and how
embracing Green IT can ultimately benefit
business leaders.

CSC World: What are the basic business cases
for Green IT and environmental thinking?

Esty: We have found that the environment
has become a critical element for achieving
competitive success in the marketplace, for a
number of reasons. In a world where energy
prices top $100 a barrel, every company
needs to re-optimize its energy-efficiency
investments and conservation efforts. And
that’s become a big IT challenge — figuring
out what your current consumption levels
are and where there are opportunities for
improvement. 

One key way to improve is to bring
information technology and information
management systems to bear on all elements
of energy consumption within the business.
Computer systems can be made more 
efficient so that servers, for example, are
using less electricity, or a system could be
designed that controls heating, lighting and
air conditioning in a way that energy usage 

is optimized. Or it may be bringing informa-
tion systems to bear to improve logistics 
and cut down on energy consumption in 
distribution. So there are a variety of ways
that information systems can help optimize
energy efficiency.

Second, there is growing pressure to
reduce greenhouse gas emissions. Again,
information technology can help optimize
performance against the production of carbon
dioxide and other greenhouse gases. There is
a growing recognition that analyzing data —
that using good information systems — 
is critical to optimizing environmental per-

formance across the enterprise.
Third, I think there is a real

focus on tracking best practices
and understanding who else is
doing what. Information systems
can be critical in that regard —
keeping an eye on the competition
and understanding best practices.

Finally, we live in a time where there is a
great deal of potential exposure for companies
that don’t understand how they’re being
perceived in the world. Information tech-
nology can help the company position
itself in the proper way and then monitor
how the company is being perceived
around the world and around the country.

Information technology can help the company
position itself in the proper way and then 
monitor how the company is being perceived
around the world and around the country.

Long before the Green IT wave hit, Dan Esty was
preaching the importance of sound environmental
practices. Esty, who is Hillhouse Professor of
Environmental Law and Policy at Yale University,
is regarded as one of the leading experts on envi-
ronmental thinking as it relates to the enterprise. 

Turning Green IT 
Into Gold

CSCWorld_JUNE_2008_FINALTG_R3_060108.qxd:Layout 1  6/2/08  1:29 PM  Page 38



37JUNE 2008

CSC World: How can the implementation of
Green IT initiatives provide IT executives with
new management opportunities?

Esty: The whole Green IT concept gives
information managers a chance to play across
a wider range of corporate activities and
position themselves for broader leadership
within the company. So while their tradition-
al role may have been seen as keeping the
computers running and the servers up and
going, there’s a real opportunity in a Green
IT world for information technology types to
contribute to fundamental energy manage-
ment and cost-cutting in the company in
terms of energy efficiency. 

Green IT also allows information man-
agers to be seen as important contributors to
resource productivity and optimizing the use
of inputs, including an array of raw materials.
Environmental metrics can also help a com-
pany in the positioning of new products with
green elements, as well as re-branding around
environmental themes. So Green IT initiatives
help broaden the information technology
manager’s portfolio in a way that contributes
not only to keeping the computers going, but
frankly to a whole range of activities that con-
tribute to top-line growth as well as bottom-
line results.

CSC World: Why has the Green IT movement
become so prominent in today’s marketplace?

Esty: There is an increasing recognition that
there’s a significant opportunity to bring
information technology to bear as part of the

solution to environmental challenges. And
there is a growing world of people — myself
among them — who believe that there is 
a great potential for Information Age envi-
ronmental protection that’s much more
thoughtful, sophisticated, refined and cost-
effective than perhaps traditional solution
control and natural resource management.
So I’m a big believer that technology in 
general — and information technology in
particular — is one of the critical paths to
environmental progress.

recognize that information management 
systems can be a valuable tool for optimizing
energy efficiency. A good bit of the broad-
er effort in areas such as climate change is
going to center on technology breakthroughs,
and information management systems are at
the heart of that endeavor.

CSC World: What about the importance of
government regulations and public policy as
they relate to Green IT?

Esty: As important as it is to focus on innova-
tion and technology development as a critical
path to environmental progress, it has to be

CSC World: Looking forward, what direction
do you see the Green IT movement headed? 

Esty: We are at the very early stage of under-
standing how information technology and
management systems can affect the full spec-
trum of environmental challenges. A lot of
breakthrough thinking is emerging as people

Green IT initiatives help
broaden the information tech-
nology manager’s portfolio 
in a way that contributes not
only to keeping the computers
going, but frankly to a whole
range of activities that con-
tribute to top-line growth as
well as bottom-line results.

It’s critical that people look hard
at the opportunity information
technology presents for improved 
emissions controls and lower
electric bills.

recognized that one of the ways to get there
is through proper incentives. In this regard,
the government and its environmental 
programs are fundamental. The government
needs to create a framework that rewards
good behavior, and, frankly, puts a price on
harm causing. 

The key here is having environmentally
sound and economically effective policies
adopted. I think we are moving in the right
direction with regard to climate change in
particular. I anticipate that we will have 
federal regulations emerging when the new
president takes office. And I also suspect
those regulations will address the issue of
greenhouse gases, creating both an incentive
for companies to reduce their own emis-
sions and a big payoff to anyone who
develops technology that can be sold to
others to help them reduce their emissions.

CSC World: What, specifically, can enter-
prises do to address environmental issues?

Esty: As companies begin to bear down on
opportunities to reduce energy consump-
tion, particularly electricity consumption, 
it turns out that there is a very big oppor-
tunity at almost every company with the
information systems they’re running and
the computers they’re managing. This is
doubly true in services industries, where,
frankly, they don't have big, energy-con-
suming factories. So it’s critical that people
look hard at the opportunity information
technology presents for improved emissions
controls and lower electric bills.

CSC World: Are there any other pressing
issues that need to be addressed?

Esty: There is going to be increased 
pressure within the United States for more
‘e-cycling’ as we sometimes call it, which
is the recycling of electronic waste. In fact,
that is already happening in Europe and
expanding around the world. I think there
will be a lot of pressure on companies to
step up their reuse and recycling efforts. 
If the corporate world doesn’t take that
challenge to heart, I anticipate much
tougher regulations that mandate a signifi-
cant degree of electronic recycling. O
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