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[bookmark: _Toc227607158]1. Introduction
Sustainability has become an increasingly important priority for organisations across all industries, including the cleaning sector. Growing environmental concerns, stricter government regulations, and rising customer expectations are driving businesses to adopt more sustainable practices. In the cleaning industry, this involves reducing the use of harmful chemicals, minimising water and energy consumption, and improving waste management processes. However, implementing sustainability is not without challenges, particularly for companies operating in highly competitive and cost-sensitive markets.
Principle Cleaning Services (PCS), a UK-based commercial cleaning company, faces the challenge of balancing sustainability with operational efficiency and profitability. While adopting environmentally friendly practices can enhance corporate reputation and attract environmentally conscious clients, it may also increase costs and require significant organisational changes. This creates a strategic dilemma for PCS and similar firms in the industry.
This research explores the opportunities and challenges of sustainability in the cleaning industry, using PCS as a case study. The study aims to deepen understanding of how sustainability can be effectively integrated into business operations while maintaining service quality and competitiveness. Ultimately, the research seeks to contribute to both academic knowledge and practical business solutions in this evolving field.
Methodology, Philosophy, data collection participants, and Limitations.













[bookmark: _Toc227607159] 2. Identification of a Business Problem
As an outstanding company, it depends on clients' budgets to apply sustainability in the contracts.
A critical challenge facing Principle Cleaning Services (PCS) is the effective integration of sustainable practices while maintaining operational efficiency, service quality, and cost competitiveness. PCS operates within a highly price-sensitive market, where contract acquisition and retention are largely determined by cost leadership and reliability. At the same time, there is increasing pressure from clients and stakeholders for organisations to adopt environmentally responsible practices, such as the use of eco-friendly cleaning chemicals, reduced water and energy consumption, and improved waste management systems. This creates a fundamental strategic tension between achieving sustainability objectives and preserving profitability.
The significance of this issue lies in its direct impact on organisational performance and long-term competitiveness. Sustainability initiatives frequently require substantial upfront investment in green technologies, workforce training, and the restructuring of supply chains. While these investments may generate long-term efficiencies and reputational benefits, they often impose short-term financial constraints that can be particularly challenging in cost-driven industries. As highlighted by Bansal and Song (2017), organisations that fail to integrate sustainability into their core strategic framework risk losing competitive advantage, diminishing stakeholder trust, and falling behind evolving market expectations.
Furthermore, the labour-intensive nature of the cleaning industry exacerbates the complexity of implementing sustainable practices. Successful adoption depends heavily on employee behaviour and compliance with new procedures. However, resistance to change, limited awareness of sustainability goals, and insufficient training can significantly hinder progress (Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2017). These human factors represent a critical barrier, as even well-designed sustainability strategies may fail without effective workforce engagement.
 External constraints, such as supply chain limitations, further complicate implementation. The availability of sustainable cleaning products may be restricted, and such alternatives are often more expensive than conventional options. This creates additional cost pressures and may limit the extent to which organisations can fully transition to sustainable practices (Zhu and Sarkis, 2016).
 The central business problem for PCS is not merely the adoption of sustainability initiatives, but the strategic integration of these practices in a manner that aligns environmental responsibility with operational efficiency and financial viability. Addressing this challenge is essential for ensuring both short-term performance and long-term organisational sustainability.
[bookmark: _Toc227607160]3. Research Aim, Objectives, and Questions
[bookmark: _Toc227607161]Research Aim
To critically evaluate the opportunities and challenges of implementing sustainable practices in the cleaning industry, using Principle Cleaning Services as a case study.
[bookmark: _Toc227607162]3.1 Research Objectives
· To analyse current sustainability practices at PCS.
· To identify key challenges in implementing sustainable cleaning solutions.
· To evaluate opportunities for competitive advantage.
· To develop strategic recommendations.
[bookmark: _Toc227607163]3.2 Research Questions
1. What sustainability practices are currently implemented by PCS?
2. What challenges does PCS face in adopting sustainable practices?
3. How can sustainability enhance competitiveness?
4. What strategies can improve sustainability without reducing efficiency?

[bookmark: _Toc227607164]4. Critical Literature Review
Sustainability has become a key element of contemporary business strategy, especially within service-based industries. It is commonly understood through the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) framework, which focuses on environmental, social, and economic performance (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). In the cleaning sector, sustainability is largely concerned with minimising environmental harm while maintaining efficient operations.
[bookmark: _Toc227607165]4.1 Sustainability and Competitive Advantage
The concept of shared value, introduced by Michael E. Porter and Mark R. Kramer, suggests that organisations can improve competitiveness by aligning their objectives with broader societal needs. Expanding on this, Dangelico and Vocalelli (2017) argue that environmentally focused strategies can help businesses stand out in highly competitive markets. For cleaning companies, adopting eco-friendly practices may attract environmentally aware customers and strengthen brand image.
The financial returns of sustainability initiatives are not always immediate. Papagiannakis et al. (2019) note that businesses often face difficulties balancing upfront costs with long-term benefits. This issue is particularly relevant for cleaning firms that typically operate with narrow profit margins.
[bookmark: _Toc227607166]4.2 Green Cleaning Practices
Green cleaning refers to the use of products and methods that minimise negative impacts on both the environment and human health. Testa et al. (2018) highlight that eco-labels and certifications can increase customer confidence and organisational credibility. Despite these advantages, green cleaning products are often more costly, and employees may perceive them as less effective than conventional alternatives, which can lead to resistance in adoption.
[bookmark: _Toc227607167]4.3 Barriers to Sustainability Implementation
Existing literature identifies several key challenges to adopting sustainable practices:
· Financial limitations: High initial costs associated with sustainable technologies and materials (Govindan et al., 2016).
· Organisational resistance: A lack of environmental awareness and reluctance to change established practices (Linnenluecke and Griffiths, 2017).
· Supply chain issues: Difficulty sourcing sustainable products and materials (Zhu and Sarkis, 2016).
· Insufficient training: Employees may lack the knowledge required to implement sustainable methods effectively (Braga et al., 2019).
These barriers are especially significant in labour-intensive sectors such as cleaning, where employee behaviour and compliance play a crucial role.
[bookmark: _Toc227607168]4.4 Opportunities for Innovation
Despite these challenges, sustainability can act as a catalyst for innovation and operational enhancement. Geissdoerfer et al. (2017) emphasise the importance of the circular economy in reducing waste and improving resource efficiency. Within the cleaning industry, this may include:
· The use of reusable cleaning materials
· More precise and efficient chemical dosing systems
· Digital tools to monitor and improve cleaning performance
Such innovations can lead to cost savings over time while increasing overall efficiency.





[bookmark: _Toc227607169]5. Theoretical Frameworks
This research is grounded in several key theoretical perspectives:
· Stakeholder Theory (Kumar et al., 2016): Organisations must consider and respond to the expectations of stakeholders, including customers, regulators, and employees.
· Resource-Based View (RBV): Sustainable practices can provide a competitive advantage if they are valuable, rare, and difficult to replicate.
· Institutional Theory: Organisations adopt sustainability practices due to regulatory requirements and societal expectations.
[bookmark: _Toc227607170]6. Case Study: Principle Cleaning Services
Principle Cleaning Services has positioned itself as a leader in sustainable practices within the UK cleaning sector. The company has developed a comprehensive ESG (Environmental, Social, and Governance) strategy that integrates sustainability into its daily operations and strategic decision-making (Principle Cleaning Services, 2024).
Sustainability is embedded throughout the organisation, from its headquarters to its supply chain partners, with a strong emphasis on reducing environmental impact and supporting local communities.
The company demonstrates its commitment through several key initiatives:
· Adoption of innovative technologies and services to enhance performance while supporting environmental objectives
· Reduction of carbon emissions through environmentally responsible products and services
· Implementation of effective waste management practices to ensure sustainability across operations
The organisation prioritises reducing travel-related emissions, conserving water, and minimising energy consumption. Its vision is to promote responsible growth while contributing to a cleaner future. 
To ensure measurable progress, the company developed a robust ESG strategy in collaboration with stakeholders. This strategy focuses on several priority areas, including:
· Achieving net-zero carbon emissions by 2040
· Providing climate and carbon awareness training
· Supporting employee development through Personal Development Plans
· Increasing diversity within senior management
· Establishing a research and development fund
· Gaining Workplace Wellbeing Charter accreditation
Following two years of collaboration with Simply Sustainable, the company launched its first Sustainability Report, highlighting achievements, cultural transformation, and its long-term commitment to sustainability.
[bookmark: _Toc227607171]7.1 Inclusive Employment with WorkFit
In 2022, Principle Cleaning Services partnered with WorkFit to promote inclusive hiring practices. This initiative has successfully enabled eight individuals to gain employment, with plans for further expansion.
[bookmark: _Toc227607172]7.2 Rehabilitation Initiatives with 100 & First
The company also collaborates with 100 & First Foundation to support individuals with criminal records in rebuilding their lives. In 2024, this partnership resulted in the creation of a joint employment opportunity aimed at reducing reoffending.
[bookmark: _Toc227607173]7.3 Environmental and Community Engagement with Groundwork
Since 2022, the organisation has worked alongside Groundwork, which focuses on addressing social and environmental challenges while supporting community development.
Key sustainability actions include:
· Commitment to achieving net-zero emissions by 2040
· Reduction of Scope 1, 2, and 3 emissions
· Adoption of sustainable procurement strategies
· Investment in innovative cleaning technologies
· Active engagement with employees and local communities
The company has reported measurable improvements, including a notable reduction in its carbon footprint. However, challenges remain, particularly in managing costs and ensuring supply chain sustainability (Principle Cleaning Services Sustainability Report, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc227607174]8. Research Methodology
This study uses a qualitative case study approach, which is well-suited for examining complex organisational issues in detail (Yin, 2018). It adopts an interpretivist perspective, recognising that sustainability practices are influenced by individual perceptions, organisational culture, and behaviour.

[bookmark: _Toc227607175]8.1 Data Collection
Both primary and secondary data will be used in this research. Primary data will be collected through semi-structured interviews, enabling in-depth exploration of participants’ views. Additionally, document analysis will be conducted to review relevant organisational materials.
[bookmark: _Toc227607176]8.2 Sampling
Participants will be selected from various levels within the organisation to ensure diverse perspectives. The sample will include:
· Portfolio Operations Manager
· Managers
· Supervisors
· Cleaning staff
A total of 8–16 participants will be involved in the study.
[bookmark: _Toc227607177]8.3 Data Analysis
The data will be analysed using thematic analysis to identify key patterns and themes (Braun and Clarke, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc227607178]8.4 Ethical Considerations
The study will follow ethical research standards, including:
· Obtaining informed consent
· Maintaining confidentiality
· Ensuring participation is voluntary
[bookmark: _Toc227607179]8.5 Validity
To ensure the credibility of the findings, the study will incorporate:
· Triangulation of data sources
· Member checking
· Transparency in the research process


[bookmark: _Toc227607180]8.6 Timebound 
	Week(s)
	Activity
	Key Tasks
	Milestone / Output

	Week 1–2
	Literature Review
	Review academic sources and develop a theoretical framework
	Completed literature review draft

	Week 3–5
	Data Collection
	Conduct interviews and gather company documents
	All primary data collected

	Week 6–7
	Data Analysis
	Perform thematic analysis and identify key themes
	Initial findings and themes identified

	Week 8
	Findings Development
	Link findings to literature and research questions
	Draft findings chapter completed

	Week 9
	Writing
	Complete a full draft of all chapters
	Full first draft completed

	Week 10
	Revision & Submission
	Proofreading, formatting, and final referencing
	Final report ready for submission




[bookmark: _Toc227607181]9. Business Relevance and Practical Implications
This study offers important insights for Principle Cleaning Services (PCS) as well as the broader cleaning industry, particularly in relation to improving sustainability practices and organisational performance.
[bookmark: _Toc227607182]9.1 Decision-Making
The findings of this research will support more informed decision-making by identifying key organisational strengths and areas requiring improvement. This enables management to make evidence-based choices and enhances the effectiveness of long-term strategic planning.
[bookmark: _Toc227607183]9.2 Competitive Advantage
Sustainability can act as a key differentiator in a competitive market. By adopting environmentally responsible practices, organisations can strengthen their brand reputation, attract environmentally conscious clients, and meet regulatory requirements. As noted by Dangelico and Vocalelli (2017), green strategies can significantly enhance a firm’s competitive position.
[bookmark: _Toc227607184]9.3 Innovation
Sustainability encourages innovation within the organisation. This may involve implementing circular economy practices to reduce waste, developing stronger partnerships with sustainable suppliers, and obtaining eco-certifications to build credibility. These initiatives not only improve environmental performance but also contribute to long-term business growth and resilience.
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