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1.0.  Identification of Business Problem
Achieving Net Zero has become a strategic priority for organisations across the United Kingdom as businesses respond to climate change, evolving regulatory requirements and increasing stakeholder expectations (HM Government, 2021; IPCC, 2023). While many organisations have established ambitious carbon reduction targets, translating these commitments into consistent operational practice remains a complex organisational challenge. For service-based organisations with geographically dispersed workforces, progress towards Net Zero depends not only on technological investment but also on employees' day-to-day decisions and behaviours, making the transition a multidimensional business issue that affects operational performance, organisational change and long-term competitiveness.
PHS Group is a leading provider of workplace hygiene, healthcare, floorcare and specialist services operating across the United Kingdom, Ireland and Spain. The organisation delivers services to more than 120,000 customer locations through several operating divisions, including washroom services, healthcare, floorcare, waste management and interior landscaping. As part of its Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) strategy, PHS Group has committed to achieving Net Zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2040 and has introduced initiatives such as fleet decarbonisation, renewable energy adoption, circular waste management and resource efficiency to reduce emissions across its operations and value chain (PHS Group, 2024a; PHS Group, 2024b). The company has also invested in digital technologies, including AI-enabled workforce scheduling, to improve operational efficiency, reduce unnecessary travel and lower carbon emissions (IFS, 2024).
Despite these strategic and technological investments, achieving Net Zero presents a plausible and complex business problem for PHS Group. The organisation's logistics-intensive service model relies on a large, geographically dispersed workforce whose daily operational decisions relating to vehicle use, service routing, waste handling and resource management directly influence environmental performance. Consequently, the successful implementation of the company's sustainability strategy depends not only on investment in low-carbon technologies but also on the consistent alignment of employee behaviours and operational practices with organisational sustainability objectives. Differences in employee engagement, operational priorities, organisational culture and readiness for change may therefore influence the effectiveness of sustainability initiatives and create a gap between strategic ambition and operational delivery (Kahn, 1990; Kotter, 1996; Saks, 2006).
The significance of this business problem extends beyond environmental performance. Failure to embed sustainability consistently within operational activities may reduce the effectiveness of investments in fleet electrification, renewable energy and digital transformation, leading to higher operating costs, slower progress towards Net Zero targets and inconsistent service delivery. It may also weaken PHS Group's ability to satisfy increasing customer, regulatory and stakeholder expectations for demonstrable environmental performance. This is particularly important because many public- and private-sector clients now consider sustainability performance when selecting and evaluating suppliers. PHS Group's partnership with Associated British Ports illustrates how successful environmental outcomes depend on coordinated operational practices and employee participation rather than technological investment alone (PHS Group, 2024c).
The organisational challenge facing PHS Group is therefore not simply how to reduce carbon emissions, but also how to integrate sustainability into everyday operational decision-making across a decentralised service organisation while maintaining operational efficiency, service quality and commercial performance. Investigating how employee engagement and operational practices influence the implementation of the organisation's Net Zero strategy will provide evidence-based insights to support managerial decision-making and strengthen the successful delivery of its long-term sustainability objectives.
 
2.0. Research Aim, Objectives and Research Questions
[bookmark: _s46ffqghedjx]2.1. Research Aim
To investigate the organisational challenges of achieving PHS Group's Net Zero strategy by examining the role of employee engagement and operational practices in its successful implementation.
[bookmark: _nsv809o7v3r]2.2. Research Objectives
1. To identify the key organisational challenges affecting the implementation of PHS Group's Net Zero strategy.
2. To examine how employee engagement influences the implementation of PHS Group's Net Zero strategy.
3. To evaluate how current operational practices support or hinder the achievement of PHS Group's Net Zero objectives.
[bookmark: _hqx7758glx51]2.3. Research Questions
RQ1: What are the key organisational challenges affecting the implementation of PHS Group's Net Zero strategy?
RQ2: How does employee engagement influence the implementation of PHS Group's Net Zero strategy?
RQ3: How do current operational practices support or hinder the achievement of PHS Group's Net Zero objectives?
[bookmark: _1l9uk1d0yc1c]
[bookmark: _g54jccon8pnk]3.0. Critical Literature Review
The transition to Net Zero has become one of the most significant strategic challenges facing organisations as governments, investors and customers increasingly expect businesses to reduce their environmental impact while maintaining operational and financial performance. The UK Government's Net Zero Strategy identifies businesses as central to achieving national decarbonisation targets, requiring organisations to transform operations, adopt low-carbon technologies and develop capabilities that support sustainable growth (HM Government, 2021). Similarly, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC, 2023) argues that technological innovation alone is insufficient to achieve climate targets without corresponding behavioural and organisational change. Professional bodies, including the UK Green Building Council (UKGBC, 2021) and the World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD, 2021), also emphasise that sustainability should be embedded within corporate strategy, governance and operational decision-making rather than treated as a stand-alone environmental initiative. Collectively, these sources suggest that achieving Net Zero is fundamentally an organisational change challenge rather than solely a technical or environmental issue.
Employee engagement is widely recognised as a critical factor in organisational performance and successful change implementation. Kahn (1990) defines employee engagement as the psychological investment individuals make in their work, while Saks (2006) argues that engaged employees demonstrate stronger organisational commitment and are more willing to support change initiatives. Extending this perspective, Green Human Resource Management (GHRM) research suggests that organisations can improve environmental performance by aligning recruitment, training, performance management and reward systems with sustainability objectives (Renwick, Redman and Maguire, 2013). Leadership, organisational culture and employee involvement have also been identified as important drivers of pro-environmental behaviour (Ansari, Farrukh and Raza, 2021). However, much of the existing literature examines employee engagement as a general organisational concept, with limited attention given to its role in implementing corporate Net Zero strategies within service organisations that rely on geographically dispersed operational workforces. This gap is reinforced by evidence from the Chartered Management Institute (2025), which found that many managers responsible for delivering Net Zero strategies lack clarity regarding their roles and responsibilities, highlighting a disconnect between strategic ambition and operational implementation.
Operational practices represent a second critical dimension of organisational sustainability. Porter and Kramer (2011) argue that sustainability creates competitive advantage when integrated into core business operations rather than treated as a compliance exercise. For logistics-intensive service organisations, operational activities such as fleet management, route planning, waste handling and resource utilisation directly influence both carbon emissions and operational efficiency. Similarly, the Institute of Workplace and Facilities Management (IWFM, 2021) highlights the important contribution of operational processes and employee participation to achieving Net Zero objectives. Although digital technologies such as artificial intelligence and predictive scheduling can improve efficiency and reduce emissions (IFS, 2024), technology alone cannot guarantee sustainability outcomes. Instead, operational improvements depend on employees consistently adopting sustainable practices, demonstrating the interdependence of organisational systems, technology and employee behaviour.
Several theoretical frameworks underpin this study. The Resource-Based View (Barney, 1991) suggests that sustainable competitive advantage derives from valuable organisational resources and capabilities, including employee knowledge, organisational culture and operational competencies. Employee Engagement Theory (Kahn, 1990; Saks, 2006) explains how employees' psychological commitment influences their willingness to support organisational objectives and sustainability initiatives. In addition, Kotter's (1996) Eight-Step Change Model highlights the importance of leadership, communication, employee empowerment and reinforcement in embedding organisational change. Although the model has been criticised for presenting change as a relatively linear process (Appelbaum et al., 2012), it remains a useful framework for understanding how sustainability strategies can be translated into operational practice. Collectively, these theories suggest that successful Net Zero implementation depends on the effective integration of organisational capabilities, employee engagement and change management.
Despite the growing body of research on sustainability and organisational change, several gaps remain. Existing studies focus predominantly on manufacturing industries and technological innovation, with comparatively limited research examining large, logistics-intensive service organisations where environmental performance depends heavily on dispersed frontline employees. Furthermore, employee engagement and operational practices are frequently examined independently, rather than as interconnected factors influencing the implementation of Net Zero strategies. Consequently, there is limited empirical evidence explaining how organisations translate strategic sustainability commitments into consistent day-to-day operational behaviours across multiple sites and operational functions.
This study addresses these gaps by investigating how employee engagement and operational practices jointly influence the implementation of PHS Group's Net Zero strategy. Drawing on the Resource-Based View, Employee Engagement Theory and Kotter's Change Management Model, the research seeks to provide evidence-based insights that will contribute to both academic knowledge and managerial practice by supporting the effective implementation of corporate Net Zero strategies within a large service-based organisation.
[bookmark: _lug3m06il7xm]
[bookmark: _4n9a377e7u4e]
[bookmark: _tl4tecwx4ljc]
[bookmark: _t8ksf82oxpnx]4.0. Research Methodology and Design
This study adopts a pragmatist research philosophy, which recognises that complex organisational problems require multiple forms of evidence to generate practical solutions. Pragmatism is appropriate because the study seeks to understand both the measurable aspects of employee engagement and the contextual factors influencing the implementation of PHS Group's Net Zero strategy. According to Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2019), pragmatism enables researchers to combine qualitative and quantitative methods where this best addresses the research objectives.
Accordingly, the study will employ a mixed-methods approach using an explanatory sequential design, whereby quantitative data are collected and analysed first, followed by qualitative data to explain and enrich the initial findings (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). This approach is suitable because the research examines a multidimensional business problem involving employee engagement, operational practices and organisational change. While quantitative data will identify patterns in employees' perceptions and behaviours, qualitative data will provide deeper insights into the organisational factors influencing Net Zero implementation. Adams et al. (2007) argue that combining methods enhances both the breadth and depth of business research.
A single case study strategy will be adopted, with PHS Group serving as the case organisation. Case studies are particularly appropriate for investigating contemporary organisational issues within their real-life context (Crowther and Lancaster, 2009; Yin, 2018). This strategy will allow an in-depth examination of how employee engagement and operational practices influence the implementation of sustainability initiatives within a large, logistics-intensive service organisation.
[bookmark: _761m3zktwt63]4.1. Data Collection and Analysis
Primary data will be collected through an online questionnaire and semi-structured interviews. The questionnaire will be distributed to employees across operational functions, including service technicians, drivers, depot personnel and supervisors. It will primarily consist of five-point Likert-scale questions measuring employee awareness of the organisation's Net Zero strategy, engagement with sustainability initiatives and perceptions of current operational practices. Cooper and Schindler (2014) note that questionnaires are effective for collecting standardised data from relatively large populations and supporting statistical analysis.
The second phase will involve semi-structured interviews with operational managers, depot managers and sustainability personnel. This method provides flexibility to explore participants' experiences while maintaining consistency across interviews (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). The interviews will explore organisational barriers, leadership support and operational challenges to explain the quantitative findings.
Secondary data, including PHS Group's sustainability reports, ESG reports, Carbon Reduction Plans and relevant publications from HM Government, the Chartered Management Institute (CMI), the Institute of Workplace and Facilities Management (IWFM) and the UK Green Building Council (UKGBC), will also be reviewed to provide organisational context and support data triangulation.
Quantitative data will be analysed using descriptive statistics, including frequencies, percentages and mean scores. Qualitative interview data will be analysed using Braun and Clarke's (2006) thematic analysis, enabling recurring themes relating to employee engagement, operational practices and sustainability implementation to be identified. Integrating both datasets will provide a more comprehensive understanding of the research problem.
[bookmark: _uos7alk0soyv]4.2. Sampling Strategy
A stratified random sampling technique will be used for the employee survey to ensure representation across operational divisions, locations and job roles. Approximately 150–200 employees will be invited to participate. For the qualitative phase, purposive sampling will be used to select 10–15 participants, including frontline employees, depot managers and sustainability personnel with direct knowledge of the organisation's Net Zero initiatives. Walliman (2004) suggests that purposive sampling is appropriate when participants possess specialist knowledge relevant to the research objectives.
[bookmark: _cobve5o0zz5e]4.3. Research Ethics
The study will comply with the University's ethical requirements and obtain approval before data collection begins. Participation will be voluntary, with informed consent obtained from all participants. Confidentiality and anonymity will be maintained, and data will be securely stored in accordance with the UK General Data Protection Regulation (UK GDPR) and the Data Protection Act 2018. Participants will have the right to withdraw at any stage. Organisational approval will also be obtained to ensure participation does not affect employees' roles or employment status (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
[bookmark: _euj6rbcv70ur]4.4. Reliability and Validity
To enhance research quality, the questionnaire will be developed from established literature and piloted to improve clarity and reliability (Cooper and Schindler, 2014). Methodological triangulation will be achieved by comparing evidence from questionnaires, interviews and secondary organisational documents. Additionally, interview summaries will be shared with participants for member checking, where feasible, to improve interpretive accuracy. Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2019) argue that combining multiple sources of evidence strengthens the reliability, validity and overall trustworthiness of business research.

[bookmark: _urkq0fg7jk51]5.0.  Business Relevance and Practical Implications
The proposed research is expected to provide practical value to PHS Group by generating evidence-based insights into the organisational challenges affecting the implementation of its Net Zero strategy. Although the organisation has invested in fleet decarbonisation, digital technologies and resource efficiency initiatives, achieving its 2040 Net Zero target will depend on effectively aligning employee engagement with day-to-day operational practices. By identifying the organisational and behavioural factors that facilitate or hinder this alignment, the study will support more informed managerial decision-making and help strengthen the implementation of sustainability initiatives across the organisation.
The findings will enable PHS Group to identify whether the principal barriers to Net Zero implementation are behavioural, cultural, structural or operational. This evidence can inform targeted interventions such as improving sustainability communication, strengthening leadership commitment, integrating Net Zero objectives into employee training and performance management, and encouraging greater collaboration between operational and sustainability teams. The research may also support initiatives such as sustainability champions, employee suggestion schemes and digital feedback systems that encourage continuous improvement. Furthermore, recommendations relating to fleet management, route optimisation and resource utilisation could help maximise the environmental and operational benefits of existing investments.
The research also has wider strategic relevance. As environmental performance increasingly influences procurement decisions and stakeholder expectations, demonstrating effective workforce engagement with sustainability initiatives may strengthen PHS Group's competitive advantage, enhance customer confidence and support long-term ESG objectives. The findings may therefore contribute not only to internal operational improvements but also to the organisation's sustainability reporting and corporate reputation.
From an academic perspective, the study demonstrates how applied business research can be used to investigate a complex organisational problem through systematic data collection and analysis. It integrates theories of employee engagement, organisational change and sustainability with practical business challenges, illustrating the value of evidence-based decision-making. The project will also enhance the researcher's analytical, critical thinking and problem-solving skills while providing practical experience in research design, data collection and the development of realistic managerial recommendations. Consequently, the study contributes to both organisational improvement and the wider understanding of Net Zero implementation within service-based organisations.
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