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In October 2021, individuals gathered at Sotheby’s auction in Hong Kong, hoping to become investors in a bottle of the oldest single malt whisky in the world (Gillmore, 2021). Initially distilled at the Glenlivet Distillery in Moray, Scotland, the rare whisky was purchased and laid down in an oak cask in 1940 by first- and second-generation family members at Gordon & MacPhail (Carruthers, 2021). The family business has a legacy of considering future generations in its business decisions. The senior leadership team is currently tasked with making some of the most critical decisions in Gordon & MacPhail’s (G&M) history. The increasing threats of climate change, adverse weather events, loss of biodiversity, and impending regulatory change are threatening the future of the Scotch Whisky Industry (Maslin and Roberts, 2021). G&M has been mindful of the impacts in recent years and have taken steps to minimise their environmental impact and reduce their exposure to regulatory risk. While G&M have been comparatively proactive, considerable further action can be taken to secure a sustainable future for the business. A presentation has been developed to provide a business case and suggestions for expanding the scope of the current sustainability programme.

However, it is essential to acknowledge that G&M’s progress has not been without challenge. G&M must thoroughly understand the nature of the barriers to becoming a sustainable business and develop strategies to overcome these challenges. Widening the scope of the sustainability programme without considering how to overcome these barriers may exacerbate existing problems and result in missed opportunities, delayed implementations, or further fragmentation of deliverables.

A US study in 2019 found that 95% of people think that sustainability is a good goal, but most do not know how to determine if a product is genuinely sustainable (Klein, 2019). It is reasonable to assume that many of these people are employees of businesses and they also lack the skills and knowledge to influence building sustainability into their business’s products and services meaningfully (Shevchenko, Lévesque and Pagell, 2016). If we suppose that relevant sustainability information is not appropriately communicated to individuals within the business, this may result in a lack of general sustainability awareness, a lack of understanding of the priority, or an inability to recognise how changes can be made (Blanco-Portela et al., 2017). G&M could overcome these barriers with the implementation of an internal training programme. The training could be tailored to each specific business area to help employees understand how important their roles are to sustainability and how they are uniquely placed to influence the necessary changes to products and services.  For example, the HR department may benefit from training to incorporate sustainability into recruitment advertising (Puncheva-Michelotti, Hudson and Jin, 2018). Understanding how to attract and retain sustainability-conscious employees will help build sustainability capabilities within the business.  A study in 2012 also found that potential employees were willing to take a 15% pay reduction to work for employers that are socially and environmentally responsible (Zukin and Sneltzer, 2012).  More recent research has found that as climate change awareness increases, there is a rising trend in millennials and Generation Z accepting reduced pay (Franklin, 2019) to work for responsible organisations. This essay does not propose deliberately reducing pay below market rates; however, the research clarifies the rising strength of sentiment among future talent.

A further barrier to accelerating and achieving sustainability within Gordon & MacPhail may be a lack of a clear, long-term strategy (Blanco-Portela et al., 2017). Until recently, all sustainability initiatives at G&M have been ad hoc without clearly defined or communicated sustainability goals. Regarding long-term sustainability strategies, a recent McKinsey report suggests that “Thriving businesses concerned with long-term horizons fuel a virtuous cycle. They create jobs, increase tax revenue, and raise standards of living” (Coller, Nuttall and Henisz, 2019). The report also notes that a long-term strategy allows businesses to better plan and optimise their investments and avoid the pitfalls of economic short-termism.  Developing a long-term strategy would also enable G&M to communicate their alignment with SWA, providing customers and employees with a clear vision and milestones.  Paul Polman, ex-CEO of Unilever, writes, “The first way to erase the conflict that people can feel between their work duties and their personal values is to stress the long-term interests of the company, which are undoubtedly more aligned with the good of society and the planet” (Polman and Bhattacharya, 2016).

An important barrier to be considered for G&M is its appetite to innovate. Research suggests that brands that lack an innovation capability are unlikely to truly achieve sustainability (Shevchenko, Lévesque and Pagell, 2016).  The G&M brand is known for its quality, prestige, traditional approach, and family legacy. While there have been some bold initiatives, for example, launching the first certified organic Scotch Whisky, G&M has not embarked on any radical new innovations. Some of G&M’s competitors have experimented with more radical packaging ideas, such as encouraging consumers to re-use their glass bottles by providing aluminium (Isle of Harris, n.d.) or plastic refill pouches (Whiskey Me, n.d.).  Responding to changing consumer preferences (Van Der Sand, 2022) and an increased interest in health, other distillers are experimenting with non-alcoholic spirits (Vorel, 2022), and there are many new market entrants (Erskine, 2021).  Some employees may see innovation as a threat to company values. They may also fear poor outcomes that may negatively impact financial performance (Blanco-Portela et al., 2017).  Gordon and MacPhail’s current and future demographic, along with employee sentiment, should be considered and carefully managed in parallel with radical innovations.

Another common barrier for most companies is departmentalism and working in silos (Blanco-Portela et al., 2017). An example of siloed working at G&M, within the context of sustainability, is the lack of communication between departments taking positive action and the G&M Marketing department. Sustainability measures have been implemented over the years, including the installation of solar panels (AES Solar, n.d.) and significant GHG emissions reductions (Zero Waste Scotland, 2017). However, neither of these initiatives are communicated in any outward-facing marketing literature or the company website. Brands have an opportunity to influence behavioural change in consumers, making it easier to make sustainable choices (El Khatib, 2020). This requires G&M to be transparent about sustainability initiatives to encourage positive consumer behaviours. Cross-functional communication has many benefits internally and externally.  The recent mobilisation of the sustainability programme, with a dedicated sustainability lead, has a key responsibility to ensure that all departments are included in sustainability decision-making and the impacts on each function (positive and negative) are understood.

A lack of suitable Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) may also inhibit G&Ms ability to achieve sustainability.  Research suggests that “incorporating sustainability dimensions within corporate strategy would allow strategic alignment in order to gain competitive advantage and therefore create sustainability value” (Hristov and Chirico, 2019. The implementation of a sustainability balanced scorecard could assist in selecting suitable KPIs to align with the overarching sustainability strategy. The UNEP SDG Compass also offers useful guidance on selecting relevant KPIs (UNEP, n.d.). Some examples have been identified in the accompanying presentation, and it is recommended that the sustainability programme lead works with all business areas to identify and implement further KPIs.

Gordon and MacPhail has many advantages in that it is a well-established, trusted, and experienced business. There is a strong will to preserve the family legacy to continue to provide local employment opportunities in rural Scotland and export luxury whisky across the world.  A comprehensive sustainability strategy and a mindful approach to overcoming these barriers will set the business up for lasting, sustainable change. 
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