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First Wisconsin Sustainable Business Council Conference 
 
Conference Overview: 
As stakeholders call for companies to be more aware of their environmental footprint and social 
impact, managers are asked to reevaluate all aspects of their business. From carbon emissions to 
serving the “base of the pyramid”, the issues are varied and complex. The future will bring many 
challenges, and increased cooperation between businesses is necessary to efficiently address 
these issues. If done early and correctly, sustainable management not only adds value to a firm’s 
bottom line, but also makes businesses more attractive to customers and investors. 
 
We invited corporations large and small to attend the inaugural Wisconsin Sustainable Business 
Council Conference in order to start (or continue) the conversation about sustainable business 
strategy. The event took place at Epic Systems’ corporate campus on December 8, 2008 and was 
hosted by the Wisconsin School of Business’ Center for Business, Environment and Social 
Responsibility. It is our hope that this becomes an annual event, and that the attendees contribute 
as much to the success as the speakers. We had breakout sessions throughout the day where 
speakers helped frame the issues, but then audience members had the opportunity to share their 
experiences and ask questions important to them. 
 
Many other states such as Michigan and North Carolina have developed “sustainable business 
networks” or “sustainable business councils.” These groups act as support groups for businesses 
that are struggling to figure out what to do. In addition to serving as a general conference on 
sustainable business, this event will also be the inaugural meeting of Wisconsin’s Sustainable 
Business Council. By the conclusion of this conference, we hope to identify sustainable business 
executives who will serve on a board of directors for a future non-profit. The council is intended 
to serve Wisconsin businesses working with sustainable products, services, and processes. 
Sustainable businesses take full account of the environmental consequences of economic activity 
and use resources that are renewable, replaceable, or regenerative. By doing so, these businesses 
reduce waste, improve efficiencies, and increase employee productivity; all of which decrease 
operating costs and increase margins. Our goal was to establish Wisconsin not only as a 
destination for “sustainable businesses,” but as a home for businesses from all sectors with an 
interest in sustainability. 
 
Holding a “Green” Conference 
We strived to minimize the environmental impact of this conference.  We provided flash drives 
with all conference proceedings and presentations so as to minimize the use of paper.  
AlliantEnergy donated stainless steel water bottles to replace the ubiquitous plastic water 
bottles. The food for lunch was local and primarily organic.  And, the Madison Environmental 
Group calculated the carbon footprint of the conference and we have offset our footprint through 
the purchase of renewable energy credits.  We encouraged all participants to hold future carbon 
neutral events. 
 
 
 
 
 



1.0 Planning Stage: 
 
1.1 Deciding on a vision for the conference 
Who did we want to come to this conference and what are the reasons they should attend? We 
made the following list of people that should attend: 
  

·  Business Executives 
·  Sustainability Coordinators 
·  Business Strategists 
·  Students interested in Sustainability 

 
Since we were primarily interested in targeting businesses, we wanted executives or others who 
have the power to bring change within their corporations. We originally were not planning on 
inviting students for fear it would damage the credibility of the conference, but many of the 
students that attended will likely be the future business leaders of tomorrow. 
 
1.2 Finding a location place and deciding on a date to host the conference 
We contacted many different venues on campus, targeting any site that could host 200+ people 
and have small individual break out rooms. After comparing the prices and dates available, we 
generated a short list of potential candidates. However, the idea was thrown out by the group that 
since this is a business conference, it would be great if we could get a sustainable company to 
host it on their campus. Epic Systems is an industry leader in sustainable business. Its 
headquarters in Verona, WI utilizes natural geothermal deposits to produce energy on-site. When 
developing its new campus, Epic employed sustainable land stewardship by maintaining water 
retention ponds and pledged to only develop a small percentage of the 500+ acre site. In 
reflection of its commitment to sustainability, Epic’s culinary department works with local 
suppliers, and the lunch provided at the conference will feature local and organic cuisine. We 
thought that having Epic Systems Corporation host the conference would be a great way not only 
to generate buzz, but also to lend credibility to the conference. They generously agreed on the 
premise that they get listed as a sponsor and receive 30 seats to the conference. Johnson Controls 
has offered to host the conference in 2009.  
 
1.3 Deciding on the agenda and speakers 
We brainstormed a variety of topics; some were issues that we ourselves wanted to learn more 
about, some were topics that were starting to becoming more relevant to sustainability, and some 
were ideas that we had discussed and studied in previous classes. We then narrowed down this 
list by creating a complementary list of potential speakers for each suggested topic. Some 
speakers were chosen based on the company they work for, while a majority were executives that 
we had either heard speak before or worked with previously. 
 
After contacting all the speakers on the initial list, the final list was compiled when we saw 
which topics were feasible given speaker responses and limitations. We tried to maintain a 
balance between University affiliates and business professionals so that the conference would not 
appear too scholarly or top-down. We wanted the conference to serve as a business-to-business 
discussion, and not as a platform for academic lecturing. We also made a conscious effort to 
minimize the number of consultants we invited to speak, so as to prevent conflicts of interest and 
potentially biased discussions. 



 
1.4 Getting access to distribution lists and other venues of advertising 
We gained access to the list serve of the Fluno Center and sent a "Hold the Date" email. An 
invitation email was also sent to the Green Tier companies, Sustain Dane's list serve, and 
colleagues of Clay Nesler of Johnson Controls. We also drafted a letter to be sent out to the 
Student Organizations within the School of Business. A "blurb" was written and was included in 
the weekly Business Career Center Newsletter and was also posted to the School of Business 
website. 
 
We met with Alisa Robertson, the head of Alumni Relations, to gain access to the School of 
Business's alumni distribution list. She required the invitation email in advance. Once she 
approved the email, she gave us a list of alumni in Wisconsin that hold senior positions in their 
company. Since the list contained over 5000 contacts, we had to manually sort the list and then 
sent out a mail merge to the contacts. 
 
1.5 Creating marketing materials (website and brochure)    
Once the hold the date letter was out, there was a real sense of urgency to finish the website so 
that potential attendees would have access to more information regarding registration, agenda, 
and logistics. We decided it would be most efficient to make our website under the umbrella of 
the School of Business and specifically, under one of our sponsors, the Center for Business, the 
Environment, and Social Responsibility (BESR). We hoped that the inclusion of the 
www.bus.wisc.edu as part of our URL would lend us credibility in the eyes of the business 
people we were hoping to attract. 
 
We knew that it would be necessary to have some type of informational pamphlet to distribute to 
people who might be interested in attending, so we created a brochure using Adobe InDesign. 
We modeled the basic format of our brochure after that of the Sustainable Real Estate 
Development Conference that was held in Madison in October. Each version - and there were 
many as the conference developed - of the brochure outlined the schedule, agenda, speakers, and 
sponsors, as well as providing a background and overview as of the motivation behind the 
conference. Relevant graphics, including a logo for the conference that we created, were added 
to make the brochure more dynamic and interesting. We consciously decided to incorporate the 
color green into the scheme of the brochure to reinforce the environmental focus of the 
conference.  
 
1.6 Gathering sponsors and donors 
In addition to initial sponsorship from the School of Business (BESR), the Nelson Institute, and 
the Office of Corporate Relations, Tom leveraged his extensive network of sustainably-minded 
business executives in order to alert Wisconsin business of the opportunity for sponsorship. 
Some companies gave us a straight dollar amount, while others committed to providing capital 
for specific purchases, such as Alliant Energy's help in attaining the stainless steel water bottles. 
Our sponsors not only come from diverse industries but also include businesses of varying scale 
and reach.  
 
 
 
 



2.0 Implementation Stage: 
 
2.1 Craft a hold-the-date letter   
869 e-mails were sent out to business people across the state asking them to hold the date of 
December 8th. In the short letter, we included a brief overview of the conference and why they 
should attend. In order to maximize the effect of the letter and its credibility, we convinced the 
Dean of the Business School to send it out under his name. The latter had to undergo several 
revisions before it was deemed acceptable. 
 
2.2 Contacting the potential speakers  
Once we decided on the speakers we wanted to invite to our conference, we contacted them via 
phone and email, to confirm their interest in the event and get the date on their calendars. Many 
of the potential speakers had prior commitments or were short staffed at work, and so were not 
able to attend the conference; however, all of the speakers we contacted were thrilled and 
honored to be invited to speak and share their insights with other businesses from around 
Wisconsin. The speakers that accepted were added to the tentative agenda and sent out in initial 
emails.  For the speakers that were not able to make the conference, we quickly looked for 
replacement speakers that could cover the same topic.  We had the most difficulty finding a 
speaker to talk about the Social Side of Sustainability. 
 
2.3 Visiting Epic Systems Corporation 
Once Epic was on board to host, we scheduled a preliminary visit with our contact, Tod Sloan, to 
see the rooms they had reserved for us and discuss any technological and catering needs, as well 
as any other concerns either party might have. Once these details were figured out, we agreed to 
regularly update Tod regarding current attendance numbers, sponsors, and any other issues that 
might come up prior to the date of the conference. 
 
2.4 Second round of emails, informing the potential attendants that registration was now live. 
After dialogue with the Business School webmaster, the registration form went live with a 
database that would track the attendees. Once we got this done, a second round of emails was 
sent to our complied email list that included everyone from the Alumni list, Sustain Dane, and 
Fluno Center list. Registration started flowing in. 
 
2.5 Ordering the supplies for the conference (water bottles, flash drive, books, etc.) 
When we decided that we were going to hold a "green" conference, the first thing we tackled was 
minimizing the use of paper. In order to get rid of printing out the schedules, PowerPoint 
presentations, etc, we planned to purchase USB flash drives and upload all the conference 
materials onto them. Since we could not find a sponsor interested in putting their logo on the 
flash drives, we edited the Conference logo to fit on the drives. The total cost came to $1687 for 
250 units and was ordered through CustomUSB.com. 
 
Next, we decided to get rid of waste from bottled water. Alliant Energy agreed to donate $2500 
for stainless steel water bottles. Alliant ordered water bottles from ImprintItems.com. We also 
cleaned each water bottle before the conference so that we could fill them with water at the 
conference. 
 
Later in the process, we agreed to use the registration money to purchase a book for the 
conference attendees. We decided on Thomas Friedman's newest book, Hot, Flat, and Crowded.  



 
In order to thank our speakers for agreeing to participate in the conference, we purchased 
PoweredGreen seals for their computers and $25 gift cards to Fair Indigo. 
 
2.6 Creating a spreadsheet to help facilitate carpooling 
We created a survey using Google docs and sent it out to all the students that registered for the 
conference to gather information for carpooling while promoting a sustainable way to get to the 
conference. The students replied to the survey and their responses automatically populated into 
Google Docs. We identified what students were able to drive other students and where they were 
going to pick them up on campus.  We inputted this information into a Google Docs spreadsheet 
and sent out an invitation to all registered students to have them sign up for a vehicle that worked 
for them.  In addition, we provided information to students on how to take Madison's city bus to 
the west transfer point and take a shuttle bus to Epic. 
 
3.0 Day of conference:  
 
3.1 Setting up 
For all registered guests, we lined up name tags in alphabetical order and had separate check-in 
tables for the business people and the students. After grabbing their name tags, attendants then 
were moved along to different tables where they could grab up the materials that were promised: 
a water bottle, flash drive, and a copy of Thomas Friedman's new book, Hot, Flat, and Crowded: 
Why We Need a Green Revolution-and How It Can Renew America. Many of our sponsors had 
tables and representatives present for the attendants to mingle with. 
 
3.2 Acting as facilitators 
At the conference, we served as facilitators, not only logistically but also as a means of 
enhancing discussions. At least two of us attended each breakout session to time the speakers, 
encourage the Q & A discussion, and generally keep things moving and focused on the specific 
agenda for that particular breakout session. Logistically, we also answered any questions 
regarding room location, the agenda, our sponsors, and any other questions attendees may have 
about the conference. 
 
3.3 Conducting the survey at the end of the conference 
We created a survey on Google for two reasons. The first of which was to solicit information 
regarding the attendant’s mode of transportation. We wanted information such as MPG and miles 
traveled, so we could provide more accurate information to the Madison Environmental Group, 
who calculated the carbon footprint of the conference. Our goal was to be a carbon neutral 
conference, so we bought renewable energy credits to offset our footprint. 
 
The second reason for the survey was to gather feedback from the conference. We wanted to get 
a feel of what attendant’s main takeaway was, and also ways the conference could be further 
improved upon for next year. 
 
Conclusion 
{Feedback on what went well, what could have been improved, and what we would change for 
next year … we will review the feedback from the survey} 
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