
 

How retailers can make meaningful and last-
ing environmental progress that benefits both 
the earth and the bottom line

In today’s marketplace, retailers face growing consumer 
concerns about climate issues and how best to protect the 
environment. While most retailers want to exhibit a green 
agenda, and many have taken steps to embrace environ-
mentally sensitive policies, many managers lack a rigorous 
strategy to achieve and maintain these goals. Even 
companies that pride themselves on constant improve-
ment, execution, and careful measurement suddenly grow 
soft when it comes to environmental issues. As a result, 
many efforts made by retailers to lessen their carbon 
footprints are based on whatever green “fad” is prevailing 
at the moment, resulting in little significant impact on the 
environment. Moreover, they miss the opportunity that 
the green agenda presents for businesses that want to run 
smarter, more efficiently, and with lower cost.

At SSA & Company, our work with the retail industry has 
taught us that meaningful environmental progress comes 
when companies approach their green initiatives just as 
they approach any strategic opportunity in their busi-

ness – through robust measurement, process efficiency, 
and superior execution. Put simply, environmental waste 
and inefficiency are no different than other types of waste 
and inefficiency in a business; in all cases, companies must 
use factual data, solid analysis, and focused effort to make 
any real impact. While creative technologies and innova-
tion will continue to help solve the world’s environmental 
challenges, the best and most immediate results for 
retailers come from three critical steps: 

1.	 Identifying the greatest sources of waste

2.	 Understanding the data behind those sources 

3.	 Addressing process fundamentals that make green 
initiatives possible.

Tracking Down the Source
In the retail industry, the number of ways in which 
companies can help improve the environment is exhaus-
tive because of the number of “multipliers”: every store, 
transaction, customer, delivery, and associate has an 
impact. Each year, US retailers throw away hundreds of 
millions of tons of plastic and cardboard. A recent study 
of the grocery industry estimated that nearly $20 billion 
worth of food products are thrown into the waste stream 
annually. These are just two small examples – additional 
waste and pollution is generated every day through 
activities such as energy consumption, fuel usage, and 
carbon emissions. While this news is hardly surprising, 
many retailers do not understand the magnitude of 
opportunities for efficiency this waste represents. Even 
practices as basic as recycling and excessive product  
in the retail waste stream are huge targets for cost savings 
when correctly understood.
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Most retailers miss this opportunity because they rarely 
measure the amount of waste they produce, or where it 
comes from, in a formal and comprehensive way. Without 
real data on waste, companies are unable to create green 
policies that go beyond goodwill, to real improvements 
for their business. And the possible playing field in green 
retail issues is huge. Energy utilization, carbon emissions, 
bag usage – in every one of these areas, companies ought 

40% Cardboard and Plastic  
Recycling Improvement

Increasing recycling is not only an effective way  
for retailers to positively impact the environment, it 
can be a significant source of revenue as well. In one 
example, a large US retailer found its store-level 
cardboard and plastic recycling programs were 
lacking, resulting in millions of pounds of excessive 
waste. SSA & Company worked with the retailer  
and identified that 10% of cardboard and 75% of 
plastic was being thrown into landfills. In addition, 
analysis showed that stores often left pallets of 
recyclable material in exposed areas, resulting in theft.  
To address these issues, the company implemented  
a robust recycling program that included associate 
training, visual controls, and regular reporting of 
recycling metrics. As a result, the company reduced 
its cardboard and plastic waste by more than  
4 million pounds per year, and increased its recycling 
revenue by more than $2.4 million annually. 

to have metrics that enable visibility and insight into the 
type and amount of waste being created so the right focus 
can be applied to the problem. 

Digging for Data In Trash
In 2007, we worked with a major US grocery retailer to 
investigate the amount and type of products in their trash 
compactors to better understand the sources of waste in 
their business. Focusing on a group of 150 stores, the 
project examined the detailed contents of the compactors 
and discovered excessive and improper disposal of both 
sellable and non-sellable products, despite the existence of 
a recycling program and an ongoing initiative focused on 
reducing shrink. The data collected showed that out-of-
code perishables accounted for 67% of all weight. 
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Potential recyclables, including cardboard and plastics, 
accounted for a full 23% of all weight. This offered an 
enormous opportunity to cut costs, increase profitability, 
and reduce the company’s impact on the environment. 

With this data in hand, the company could identify those 
products that were most often found in the waste stream. 
It immediately implemented ordering and production 
practices to reduce the total amount of discarded product. 
The company also established recycling performance 
expectations based on the amount of cardboard and 
plastic received by the store. It additionally created  
an associate training and awareness program to ensure 
ongoing compliance. The results were impressive – and 
surprising to managers. Compactor waste was reduced by 
more than 10 million pounds annually. At the same time, 
the company’s stores increased their cardboard recycling 
by approximately 2 million pounds, and their food 
donations by 4 million pounds. The improvements 
yielded more than $2 million in benefits to the business, 
while significantly improving the company’s impact on 
the environment. This experience highlights not only the 
magnitude of the opportunities that exist in retail, but the 
significant business impact that can be made through 
robust data collection and rigorous process management.

Addressing the Problem
Once a company has the data to understand its most 
significant environmental opportunities, the next step is 
addressing them through strong process management. 
Oftentimes, retailers assume that if they identify the right 
solution, an improved level of performance will naturally 
follow. Our experience on hundreds of projects in the 
retail industry, however, has shown that this is not the 
case. To institute and ingrain environmentally friendly 
processes, companies must have detailed procedures, 
defined accountabilities, and comprehensive metrics. 
Without these tools, retailers will likely find that no real 
progress can be made in lessening their carbon footprint, 
and that the promise of improving the environment 
remains as empty as their recycling bins. Without 
data-backed insights, a company also misses the chance to 
turn green policies into contributions to the bottom line.

In 2008, we led a project to reduce plastic bag consump-
tion at one of the largest US retail companies. Data 
collection showed significantly higher plastic bag usage in 
specific geographies, and company leadership generally 
assumed the cause to be one of two things: 1) higher sales 
volume in those stores with higher usage; or 2) higher use 
of reusable and/or paper bags in those stores with lower 
plastic bag usage. Upon further analysis, however, it was 

Do You Have a Handle on  
Your Green Agenda?

1.	 Can you name your company’s most 
significant sources of environmental 
waste?

2.	 Do you have the data to measure your 
company’s environmental impact?

3.	 Have you quantified the mass of your 
company’s waste?

4.	 Can you measure the financial benefit to 
your company of reducing waste?

5.	 Have you measured the financial benefit 
to your company of reducing waste?

6.	 Have you compared your company’s 
waste data against industry benchmarks?

7.	 Have you defined a plan for how to lessen 
your company’s environmental impact?



 

effectively addressed and result in significant benefits to 
both the environment and a company’s bottom line.  
At SSA & Company, we have developed deep expertise  
in executing environmental improvement programs  
to help retailers make real progress in their efforts to go 
green. Let our experience help you devise the right 
approach for your business.

At SSA & Company, we are committed to helping 
our clients implement sustainable performance 
improvements. We have the breadth of experience 
required to help retailers dramatically reduce  
their carbon footprint and improve their financial 
performance. To learn more about the results  
we can deliver to your company, please contact our 
President, Dave Niles, at dniles@ssaandco.com.

found that in many cases, bag usage did not correlate  
to sales volume. Stores with higher sales volume often 
used more plastic bags; however, it was found that many 
stores with lower sales volume had even higher bag usage. 
In addition, it was found that there was significant 
variation in bag usage among larger-volume stores. Lastly, 
little to no correlation was found between plastic and 
paper or reusable bag utilization, nor customer demo-
graphics. Rather, excessive plastic bag utilization was 
found to be primarily driven by faulty process execution.

To address the excessive bag consumption, the team 
implemented a number of key improvements, including 
modified procedures, a robust training program, and  
bag utilization metrics. As a result, total bag utilization 
was reduced by 8%, or more than 14 million bags per year. 

“Going green” is an enormous opportunity in the retail 
industry. By gathering detailed data and applying  
rigorous process management, the opportunity can be 
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