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[bookmark: _Hlk55727101]INTRODUCTION

“ Change is the law of life. And those who look only to the past or present are certain to miss the future.”. – John F. Kennedy

The integration of a sustainability strategy into an organization and across its entire network is complex and has multiple facets that need to be analyzed, assessed, nurtured, and developed, and all this at a continuous and ongoing pace, as the world around us and in which we operate evolves at a far greater rate  (Engert, Baumgartner 2016). 

Here we stand now, one year after the implementation of our sustainability strategy, „How we Tread Right” (HWTR). We have analyzed the 11 goals and assessed how best we may impact them. We have acknowledged that the ability to measure is the vital foundation we need, and were initially lacking, in which to monitor our progress made, and several such implementations have been made accordingly across our operation over these last 12 months. Baselines have been created, and data is being continuously analyzed and actions are taken as we prepare for our first sustainability report being published – a momentous occasion within itself as it will be the first report of its kind within our small, yet high impact industry. 

Yet at which point do we have the right to claim the title of a sustainable organization, and where does that crossover point lie that we know we are on course to achieving our 11 goals by 2025 as specified in our strategy? Perhaps a deeper insight at this very stage of one year in might aid us in deciding if a change of course is needed, or that merely minor tweaks to our current operation will suffice to get us where we wish to be. This paper, together with the accompanying powerpoint presentation, serves to probe this topic further and act as a guage of current progress versus future direction.

LOOKING BACK:

Our first implementation made since the launch of our strategy HWTR,  and as was proposed in an internal report „Return to Business: Food for Thought” (2021a) , was the integration of a food waste management system (FWMS) across the entire fleet. This project has aimed to initiate progression towards Goal #3: Reduce food waste by 50% across all hotels and ships by 2025  (TTC 2021). It was apparent that without a mechanism for measurement in place, we would be unable to assess our current impact, nor monitor any progress made in our food waste management on board, resulting in blind decisions being taken for operational change  (Epstein, Buhovac 2010). Thus, a collective decision was taken that this fleetwide FWMS was to be the first in a series of implementations towards building a foundation for future quantitative analysis, setting the course for a long-term perspective across our operation and intended future achievement of our organizations’ strategy  (Smith, Sharicz 2011).

All menu cycle rotations, their ingredients, and associated costs per itinerary were compiled by our Culinary team in cooperation with our purchasing department, and all data was uploaded into our company profile. The FWMS were installed into the galley of each of our 13 ships, initial face-to-face training was conducted with the onboard employees directly involved in the usage of this tool by our FWMS partner and the system was integrated into our actual daily operation. As no previous measurements had occurred in our actual food waste, and as was predicted in the project timeline (Higgins 2021a),  the first months through to June were instrumental for us in the creation of our initial food waste baseline, and it was from this milestone onwards that we received data which could be analyzed for the creation of our informed action plan and resulting actions taken thus far. Additional ongoing support and training were provided sporadically and based on need by our Learning & Development Department, and analysis of data has been conducted by our Culinary Corporate level, together with onboard management teams. Executive chefs also have had continuous access to food waste management „Coaches” via online sessions provided by our FWMS partner and allows for additional expert advice to be shared with our Chefs based on historical expertise gained in their years of operating in this industry.

Here we are, after one complete sailing season has passed with this measurement tool embedded within our operation. It has given us the physical ability to measure progress – yet is there actual progress made? 

Before initial implementation, a recommended assessment plan was laid out in the same previously mentioned recommendation report (2021a).  To gain a better insight into the current status of progression after one year,  it is important to conduct an analysis of actual progress made relative to these initial projected key performance indicators (KPIs). The overview of our 4 targeted KPIs may be seen on the accompanying slide 4, followed by an in-depth insight into each of the 4 KPI targets consecutively. In looking at it purely from a financial perspective, as seen in slides 5 and 6, this implementation has already proved successful and has resulted in a profitable outcome for our organization. We have exceeded the break-even point and have ultimately ended this first year with significant financial gain for the organization. From an environmental standpoint (slide 7), visible progress has been made across the fleet in reducing our actual physical food wastage compared to our baseline, and again, our initial KPI has been met and even exceeded. Importantly, our customer satisfaction level, and third KPI, has been maintained and has remained consistent over this last year (slide 8) compared to previous years of operation. There has been no visible negative impact resulting from our decreased food spend nor operational changes made to our culinary output from the perspective of our customers. Unfortunately, one may also see here on slide 8 that our target of achieving 65% Net Promoter Score (NPS) on this implementation in our annual employee survey for those employees who are directly involved in this project has fallen short of the target, which might translate towards decreased employee engagement.  Employee engagement can be defined as „ actions a company takes to secure the interest and attention of their employees in their sustainability efforts”  (Eccles, Perkins et al. 2012), and on this basis, emphasizes the influence the organization itself has on this area.

Thus, 3 out of the 4 of our targeted KPIs have been met within the first year timeframe, and it may certainly be said that progress has been made. Financial and environmental benefits are visible and our highly valued customer satisfaction level has been maintained to the expected level, yet we should not glaze over the underachieving employee satisfaction indicator, known to be an impactor on organizational performance, and which may be an inhibitor of future, or otherwise continued progress in this project, or others  (Markos, Sridevi 2010). It may be argued that we have achieved 75% of our KPI targets and that given the financial gains we have seen in this first year, and the progress made in reducing our waste, that this first phase of implementation may be thus categorized as an overall product success, however not necessarily as a project management success  (Baccarini 1999). For the continued positive impact of this implementation over the next 4 years, it may be important to reflect upon the following here:

It has been during this past initial phase of integration of the food waste management system across our fleet that we have made the most significant changes to our operating procedures and food handling, and have achieved a 5.08% decrease in food spend and a 35% decrease in actual food waste by placing a focus on high impact adjustments. This may also be seen in the initially rapid, but then gradually slowing, line of waste decrease on slide 7, whereby it was still decreasing, albeit at a slower pace than in the first 3 months. We have now reached a phase where we continue to analyze our waste and make minor adjustments to our operation, and focus on behavioral change, which we are convinced will continue to positively impact progress made in food waste management, however, we do expect a decline in actual impact due to less dramatic changes made within the operation. Therefore our reliance on increased employee engagement, and the correlating increased performance, should be taken into consideration as a primary focus in achieving this reduction target by 2025. 

A potential learning point from this first year, and which should be noted for the continuation of this implementation, and any other implementations to follow, is that our employee engagement factor should be considered as the core element in our sustainability transformation, and thus any such employee-related performance indicator should be prioritized above that of other KPIs and emphasized as key to the success of our organization. Employee engagement can impact financial and operational KPI achievements, however not necessarily the other way around  (Galpin, Whittington 2012). Taking this into consideration, it might be said that if more focus had been placed on our employee satisfaction and engagement level from the begining of this implementation, then financial and environmental gains might well have been even higher at this stage.

GETTING „ONBOARD”

It might be useful at this point to come to the business case for implementing a sustainability strategy within our organization, which was touched upon in a previous report (Higgins 2020b) and its direct link to employee engagement. Our strategy plays a crucial role in both attracting, as well as retaining talent, however, the importance lies in creating a connection between our strategy and our employees and then maintaining this connection  (Gross, Holland 2011).
We are fortunate enough to have a level of managers who have displayed commitment towards our sustainability strategy and associated implementations and have remained actively involved. There are also several additional support structures we as an organization can put in place for our employees  (Markos, Sridevi 2010), and the proposed actions may be seen on slide 9. Yet will this be enough?

Research has shown that these actions taken by our organization may not be sufficient in increasing our employee engagement and that the secret lies in creating a company culture that allows for authenticity, where each individual trusts that it is a safe environment to remain true to themselves, and without consequence, and can match personal values to that of our organization, and if the employee does not believe there is an underlying culture of support, they will disengage from the organization  (Rich, Lepine et al. 2010).  There is also an indication that contrary to our current top-down approach in strategy implementation, a bottom-up approach is more conducive to an engaged workforce, who can give all of themselves as they see their individual contribution being made to the organization (Glavas 2016).

The consequence taken from this discussion might be that as an organization we should indeed have structures in place which increase engagement, yet this should not be our primary focus if we wish to  create significant change in this area. Our focus should be on enhancing our culture and evolving to an environment which is built fully on trust and support, and which allows for and encourages authenticity if we wish to maximize our employee engagement to its full potential.

THE LUXURY OF LEADING?

It has previously been shown that until 2020, our organization was the only existing river cruise company to have formulated and published a sustainability strategy consisting of measurable goals (Higgins 2020a). Now fast forward to a little over one year, and this remains the case. We are well aware of the potential gains we can expect in this steady shift towards sustainability, such as increased competitive advantage, decreased costs, increased profit, enhanced reputation, to name but a few  (Hopkins, Townend et al. 2009). Even as explored here within, we have witnessed the profitability potential by analyzing our progress made in our food waste management project and savings made in just one year. And now we are about to push the organization further ahead by publishing the first sustainability report with outcomes from 2021. Yet should we be so brave as to assume that this position of „Sustainability Pioneer” within the river cruise industry brings with it zero risks? 

[bookmark: _Hlk55659357]There is no existing published sustainability reporting from any European river cruise company until now  (Jones, Comfort et al. 2016), and minimal in-depth reporting from the relatively distant relation, Ocean cruising organizations. This lack of benchmarking for comparison, alongside the tendency for those cruise organizations who do publish reports to focus on sharing of data which emphasizes mostly the positive change made and that data which their stakeholders prefer to highlight  (Bonilla-Priego, Font et al. 2014) brings with it a potential risk for the reputation of our organization upon release of a sustainability report which aims to honestly share all actual data which has been measured. An example of historical fleet data captured and extracted from our ESG software is demonstrated on slide 10. If this actual data is perceived as „excessive” in its lonesome and incomparable state, this may prove detrimental to our company’s name.

That being said, the potential gains are not to be underestimated, and our intentioned level of stakeholder engagement in what we choose to report, and how we report it, will determine the effectiveness and impact of our reporting implementation in the long run  (Stocker, de Arruda et al. 2020). The publicizing of our actual status and progress made increases our accountability and therefore is likely to push us further towards sustainable operations in the future. The transparency demonstrated by publicizing reports generates an enhanced perception of an organization that is focused on sustainability and continuous improvement  (Vitolla, Raimo 2018), and sets the bar for others within our industry to follow suit, potentially opening the gates for increased pressures on the authorities of the areas through which we sail, and further focus on sustainable shipping innovations. We stand to gain far more in the long run than we stand to lose by publicly reporting our impact and progress made.

ON THE RIGHT TRACK

It has been shown that when sustainability is firmly embedded at the core of all areas of the organization, and not as a separate entity on the side of the operation, that this heightens the level of employee engagement, leading to greater success for the organization and their transformation to sustainability  (Glavas 2016). Since the release of HWTR more than a year ago, we have made dramatic progress in creating a foundation that allows for the measuring of our impact across all areas, thus giving us a basis for future decisions to be made. We have assessed current progress made on each of our implementations and identified any necessary adjustments which need to be made to meet our goals for 2025. However, it is important to note that these implementations should not be viewed in isolation, but rather as an entire system, and we should examine the overall value brought to our organization and its stakeholders by this integration of HWTR within our operation to achieve and maintain competitive advantage  (Soosay, Fearne et al. 2012). By conducting a value chain analysis, it gives us the ability to identify any opportunity for adjustment and improvement in our current strategy approach, ensuring shared value across our chain  (Porter 1985).  An analysis has been conducted, and several gaps or potential inhibitors have been identified, as illustrated on slide 11.

Inbound Logistics and Procurement: There is a clear understanding of the necessary link between ourselves and our suppliers when it comes to sustainable progress (Closs, Speier et al. 2011). Communications have been formed on this topic across our chain, and collaboration towards this shared goal has certainly seen progress made even within this last year. However, we do need to consider placing more resources towards increasing our local supplier count, which might result in increased cost for the goods themselves, however, environmental impact will decrease as our social impact increases, and quality of service, for example, food, and guest perception may increase with the increased purchase of organic and locally grown items.
Operations, Human Resource Management, and Service: As discussed earlier here within, by focusing on creating a culture of authenticity, trust, and support and increased employee engagement, which links these three activities, and placing several additional support structures in place (slide 9), our ability to recruit top talent and provide luxurious and sustainable service on behalf of our guests, our competitive advantage stands to grow. This growth of our product needs to be marketed as such to legitimize our brand as the sustainable leader, which becomes more important than ever with the pending publication of our sustainability reports (Czinkota, Kaufmann et al. 2014) .
Technology Development and Outbound Logistics: By conducting a thorough and comparative investigation before all future CAPEX investment, the organization stands to gain financially in the long run, as opposed to short term gain. An example here would be analysis into the cost of us as an organization investing into renewable energy stations in certain ports rather than waiting for the relevant authorities to do so, or a second example would be doing a lifetime cost analysis of our ship engines that an informed decision may be made in terms of engine replacement alternatives (Higgins 2021b).
Business Infrastructure: On slide 12 an overview may be seen of our 7 products which are chartered (non-company owned and operated through partners), yet are sold under our brand name. Alongside a % comparison of the sustainability initiatives existing on our company-owned ships which have been successfully implemented onboard these chartered operations is also shown. As we head further along in the direction of operative transparency, a greater acknowledgment and accountability of our supply chain needs to occur, to remove this threat to our organization's reputation  (Wolf 2014) Our charter operations need to keep pace with our owned operations as implementations and actions are taken. Shared knowledge and enhanced collaboration with our charter partners will ultimately result in increased value and reputation across all dimensions of our brand.



CONCLUSION

A lot can change within one year when one sets one mind to it, and this is the case here within our organization. The intention was set more than a year ago to transition our organization to one which makes travel matter, an organization that both values and brings value, not only to its travelling guests but to its employees, partners, and suppliers, the environments through which it moves through and the inhabitants of these locations. Our HWTR strategy is our guiding path along this journey and by taking pauses along the way, and looking around to see that we are on the right path will only serve to ensure that we reach our first destination by 2025. Step by step.
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