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The Pathway to Sustainability
How sustainability trends can create opportunities in the retail and consumer-facing marketplace

There is growing consensus that ‘sustainable value creation’ is a business priority, with companies around 
the world beginning to develop new products, services and business models with sustainability in mind. 
This paper looks at some of the trends and opportunities that are likely to affect businesses and consumers 
in the years to come, and the programmes of change which top performing retailers and consumer-facing 
businesses have started to adopt. 

In a rapidly changing world, sustainability related 
‘megatrends’ are having increasing implications for 
companies’ top and bottom lines. Long-term challenges 
such as resource scarcity, demographic shifts and climate 
change are redefining societal expectations, public 
policies, regulatory frameworks, and hence business 
environments and investment outcomes. 

So what exactly does sustainability mean for business? 
According to the International Institute for Sustainable 
Development (IISD) “sustainable development means 
the adoption of strategies and activities that meet the 
needs of the enterprise and its stakeholders today, 
while protecting, sustaining and enhancing the human 
and natural resources that will be needed in the future”. 
Executives are becoming aware that their response 
to this challenge will profoundly affect the resilience 
and competitiveness – perhaps even survival – of their 
organisations.

Key concepts
At its core, sustainable development is about creating ap-
propriate balance between three key issues: 

• Economic development: Promoting standard of 
living and economic health

• Social progress: Ensuring that development pro-
cesses benefit people

• Environmental responsibility: Minimising devel-
opmental impact on environment 

In a business context, ‘sustainability’ is therefore 
often defined as the triple bottom line – a process by 
which companies manage their financial, social and 
environmental risks, obligations and opportunities. These 
three impacts are sometimes collectively referred to as 
‘profits, people, and planet’.

Top performing retailers
Across the retail and consumer industries, businesses 
are launching ambitious sustainability programs to 
drive business value, earn consumer and colleague 
loyalty, and reap wider benefits for both society and the 
environment. Research shows that once a company kicks 
off a sustainability program, the program tends to grow 
and thrive – even in the midst of an economic recession 
(RILA, 2013). 

Top-performing companies typically have dedicated 
sustainability teams led by an executive champion or 
other senior leadership member, with roles ranging from 

development of strategy and goals, to coordination 
of internal efforts and communication with outside 
stakeholders. The focus will vary depending on the nature 
of the business, with opportunities including reducing 
costs, managing risks, staying ahead of regulation, and 
driving new revenues and profits. For each opportunity, 
a retailers’ sustainability team will typically plan a strategy 
with a three to five year horizon, developing business 
cases similar to any other program. 

Once a programme is kicked off, it is important to track and 
report sustainability performance, with top-performing 
companies creating measures such as energy, material, 
plastic bag and fuel usage; waste generation; greenhouse 
gas emissions; and supplier code of conduct compliance. 
They will typically communicate findings to stakeholders 
through multiple channels, for example through their 
website or an annual sustainability report. Such reporting 
systems are crucial to maintaining programme momentum. 

Sustainability offers a huge variety of opportunities
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PatelMiller is a business consultancy that works closely with its 
clients to develop their strategies and deliver their full benefit. 
Our team have gained their skills from working for leading 
consulting firms as well as the world’s best retailers. We combine 
the tools, methods and analytics of a strategy consultancy with 
the pragmatism of a retailer, to make sure potential benefits 
become real benefits, quickly.
Our service offering includes:
• Vision setting
• Business plan development
• Operating model design and process improvement
• Analytics and operational improvement
• Programme management
• Due diligence
• Digital

Our clients include feelunique.com John Lewis, Monsoon 
Accessorize, M&S, Morrisons, Tesco and White Stuff
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Pathway to sustainability
By treating sustainability as a goal today, businesses have 
the opportunity to develop competencies that will be 
hard to match tomorrow. A program can be developed in 
bite-sized stages: 

Stage 1: Engage the right people and gather support
Firstly confirm CEO and senior management commitment. 
This will be essential if your program is to build 
momentum. Then build cooperation internally, engage 
business partners, and identify and engage the relevant 
stakeholders. Finally make sure you talk to your customer: 
consumer demand is hugely important when choosing 
new initiatives. 

Stage 2: Understand where you are now
This is about understanding your business’ current stance 
on sustainability, the internal expertise that exists in this 
area, and how your organisation interacts with society and 
environment. Once you understand your business’ stance, 
explore what is happening around you. What regulations 
affect you? What is the rest of the industry doing? Explore 
best practices and identify early opportunities. 

Stage 3: Decide on where you want to go and why 
Understand the purpose behind any sustainability 
movement, whether customer or colleague demand, 
brand strengthening or revenue opportunities, or simply 
a passionate CEO. You will need to conduct audits to 
understand your strengths and weaknesses, translate 
opportunities into business cases, and examine tools and 
frameworks that could work for you. 

Stage 4: Put your plan in place and make it happen
Create realistic targets and objectives. Define actions 
and set targets. Prioritise the most important issues, and 
create a governance structure. Finally create pilot projects 
to test initiatives, align your business systems, and give 
people the tools to deliver.

Stage 5: Keep it going
To maintain momentum, closely monitor the progress 
of the strategy and the impact on the business. Reports 
should be published at least annually, and initiatives scaled 
up and down as necessary.

Summary 
There is a growing consensus that ‘sustainable value 
creation’ is the way ahead for business. The same 
ingredients are necessary for a sustainability program to 
be successful as for any other:

• Executive engagement 
• Goal setting 
• Investment in people and systems 
• Measurement and tracking
• Storytelling & reporting – sharing ideas, practices 

and results 

At PatelMiller, our aim is to guide our clients to the cutting 
edge. Get your sustainability program right, and this could 
be your most exciting journey yet.

Case study: Marks & Spencer
In 2007, M&S launched its 5-year sustainability plan, 
‘Plan A’, laying out commitments based on the retail-
er’s most important social and environmental chal-
lenges:

• Become carbon neutral
• Send no waste to landfills
• Extend sustainable sourcing
• Set new standards in ethical training 
• Help customers and colleagues lead healthier 

lifestyles
M&S committed £200m to Plan A,  after two years it 
became cost positive, thanks to operational efficiency 
and waste reduction improvements. Plan A’s evolution 
has resulted in 4 pillars of commitment embedded in 
the company values, which M&S believes has helped 
differentiate its business and bring more customers 
into its stores.

Governance: It was critical to create the right govern-
ance structure to implement and monitor progress. A 
monthly committee was launched, chaired by senior 
executives, with Plan A champions appointed across 
stores and head offices.

Monitoring and Measuring: Monitoring and measur-
ing Plan A’s progress has allowed timely, accurate pro-
gress reports to be issued to all stakeholders. Consist-
ently positive stakeholder feedback and cost savings 
have meant that Plan A continues to this day, and ac-
cording to M&S has become “integral to its business 
at all levels.” In 2013/14 M&S drew £145m net cash 
benefits from the plan.


