
MARKETING AND SUSTAINABILITY
Assignment 1


[image: ]






	


Contemporary issues in business are modern day problems faced by organisations. There are many obstacles that businesses have to try and overcome and an issue that companies face is sustainability. This is a problem for business because it has become a rising movement in recent times to be more sustainable in the eye of the public. There has been a growing awareness of sustainability of 61% from 2012 to 2014 found out by the National Geographic research project Greendex in 2014. (National Geographic, 2014) Sustainability means that a process or state can be maintained at a certain level for as long as is wanted. Although this is a simple explanation, many people have an opinion on the true meaning of the word. A large amount of people identify the word sustainability with the environment due to the recent push to take more care of the planet. A study in the US found that most respondents used environmental words such as ‘natural’, ‘organic’ and ‘recycle’ to describe sustainability. (Kho, 2014) Sustainability in business is used usually addressed in two categories which are, the effect business has on the environment and the effect business has on society. (Spiliakos, 2018) The meaning of sustainable marketing according to David Jobber is to “focus on reducing environmental damage by creating, producing and delivering sustainable solutions while continuing to satisfy customers and other stakeholders” (Jobber, 2010). There are many different subjects that come under the sustainability branch and there are too many to explain in depth in this one essay, so there will be a focus on the environmental issues of sustainability that organisations need to face.

There are a number of contemporary issues that businesses need to address, such as ecosystem damage and climate change. These have become problems as there has been a rise in stakeholder and public expectations for companies to address environmental and sustainability issues. (Ricardson, et al., 2015, p. 7) In 2005, results from the United Nations’ Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (Scenarios Working Group, 2005) concluded that from the project showed “60% of the world ecosystem services have been degraded are running between 100 – 1000 times the ‘natural’ rate.” (Belz & Peattie, 2010, p. 9)

Sustainable marketing has become an increasingly important movement in recent times for companies, as social responsibility and ethics have become a hot topic for nearly every business and presents opportunities and also challenges for the marketers. “Today’s customers expect companies to deliver value in a socially and environmentally responsible way.” (Kotler, et al., 2017, p. 25) 

As companies try to give the impression that they are more sustainable and concerned for the environment and the society, there has been a rise of ‘Greenwashing’ in corporate organisation. Greenwashing has been referred to as “the act of misleading consumers regarding the environmental practices of a company or the environmental benefits of a product or service” (Budinsky & Bryant, 2013). This has become an increasing problem because companies may be greenwashing in order to show that the company is sustainable just to make the business look good to stakeholders. 

A strategy that some businesses incorporate is Corporate Social Responsibility, which “is a concept whereby companies integrate social and environmental concerns in their business operations and in their interaction with stakeholders on a voluntary basis” (Dunlap & Liere, 1978) Dimensions of CSR can be external and internal and include physical environment, social, consumer, supply chain and employee relations, and each have their own key issues. Focusing on the physical environment, issues faced contain problems such as global warming, pollution control and recycling and non-waste packaging. The marketing response that businesses opt for in addressing these issues is none other than sustainable marketing, an external dimension. (Jobber, 2010)

Many businesses incorporate the Triple Bottom Line system which was first coined in 1994 by John Elkington (Elkington, 2013)  and businesses use this in order to measure and track the social, environmental and economic effects the business has. (Chamberlain, 2013) The triple bottom line has changed the way business measure the sustainability of their project (Timothy F. Slaper & Hall, 2011), which is a good thing because it shows that companies that incorporate this system have an desire to include sustainability in their company plans. The difference between CSR and the triple bottom line is that the CSR explains the social impact a company has, and the triple bottom line track the company’s social, environmental and economic performance.

Unilever’s Keith Weed comments “sustainability marketing is their biggest challenge and that UK consumers are ‘a long way off’ from purchasing decisions being motivated on the environment alone.” (Baker, 2012) The company is trying to overcome the sustainability marketing problems, and they want their “broad consumer base to say ‘you individually are making small actions but you multiplied by 100 million – that’s a big difference’.” (Baker, 2012) In the interview, then the CEO of Unilever, Paul Polman stated that they (Unilever) had seen a 68% increase in share price and is “evidence that putting sustainability at the heart of business strategy is financially viable”. This information was from an article in Marketing Week, which is a trusted news source, and the information was taken from a direct interview that they conducted with the CMO of Unilever Keith Weed which gives the impression that the news reliable. More recently, Alan Jope the current CEO, spoke at the Open Young World conference and encouraged activists to “Push us, call us out when we don’t do a good enough job” (Fleming, 2019) in addressing the companies usage of plastic for such objects as packaging. This is a good thing for the company to be doing in the public eye as they are showing the willingness to change the way they do things to keep their stakeholders happy, even if there is a chance of backlash in the media. 

McDonalds have tried to address ecosystem damage by introducing paper straws to replace the plastic straws they previously used. Although the switch was seen as a push towards more sustainable products, there were recent reports that their ‘eco-friendly’ straw was in fact not recyclable.(BBC News, 2019) This article was written by the BBC, which is a trusted news broadcaster, although the page does not state who the author of the article was, and the source of the information has not been shown. The Sun has reported the same story (Leo, 2019), but the Sun are known to make up stories and be the least trusted news brand. (Bold, 2018) The article also does not report where they had the information from, so the news may not be trustworthy. This could be a case of greenwashing by McDonalds in order to look more sustainable to the public. More companies have followed suit with this idea to replace plastic straws with paper ones, such as the Pizza Express brand and the popular pub chain Wetherspoons. A spokesperson for Wetherspoons had told Newsbeat that they had previously used up to 70 million plastic straws per year. (BBC, 2019) They now provide biodegradable straws only when requested by the customer to decrease waste.

Shell are an oil and gas company that claims that sustainability is the core of their project planning and operational activities. (Shell, 2018) Due to the fact that their main source of income is from oil and gas, which is an incredibly damaging industry on the environment. Some issues that are known to stem from the oil and gas sector are climate change, increased emissions and also the possibility of oil spills. Shell are aware of these problems have addressed them in a report on their website. They want to cut the net carbon footprint of their product by half by 2050, and they state that they are transitioning towards lower carbon energy and are changing their portfolio to include electricity. Although they say this in their report, they are said to be “embroiled with several nongovernmental organisations over its investment in new gas fields in Sakhalin Island off the coast of Russia” (O'Riordan, 2006) Also, in addition the report by shell that has been discussed, they have a disclaimer section at the end of the report in small writing. In this disclaimer it states “These scenarios are a part of an ongoing process used in Shell for over 40 years to challenge executives’ perspectives on the future business environment. They are designed to stretch management to consider even events that may only be remotely possible. Scenarios, therefore, are not intended to be predictions of likely future events or outcomes” (Shell, 2018)

Some marketeers have responded to some of these issues in different ways and these have been some problems. To overcome the issue of ‘green washing’, in the case of McDonalds, is they should have made sure that the paper straws were able to be recycled before they replaced the plastic straws. What this would have done is avoid the bad publicity of green washing as they would have been seen as a company trying to move things forward. To help solve the bad publicity that has happened, the author recommends that they attempt to replace the paper straws with ones that are 100% recyclable. They could offer an incentive to their customers to recycle the packaging waste by rewarding them with discounts or vouchers for their food and drink products. This will give the impression that McDonalds are driving towards a more sustainable portfolio and show their stakeholders that they have the environment is their strategy.
Unilevers issues with the high use of plastic for their packaging can be addressed by simply reducing the amount of packaging they use. If this solution is not possible, they could try and use recycled plastic only, or even search out an alternative such as cardboard or paper. There are many alternatives for packaging, some include biodegradable packaging and even mushroom packaging. One of the easiest opportunities Unilever could grasp is the use of reusable packaging. They could take inspiration from companies such as ‘Lush’, as there is little packaging and all the products like their soap is displayed as the product is. This would show the public that they are determined to become more sustainable as a company by taking big steps. The issues that shell face is that they acknowledge that what their aims are may not be a possibility. The author can only recommend that the company carry out extensive research into what their future plans are and set an obtainable goal. If cutting their net carbon emissions by 50% in just over 40 years is not definitely obtainable, then create a goal that is obtainable. As things stand, once 2050 comes around and Shell have not reached their goals, they could face backlash and been seen an untrustworthy company. Shell should also completely focus on transitioning towards an electric portfolio and this would show they are taking the issue of environmental sustainability seriously. 

There is an abundance of issues that affect the marketing teams of organisations and only some issues have been discussed due to the size of this essay and these include that of social media and technological issues. Sustainability in businesses can be a problem, not only because it can cause the businesses to change their marketing strategy but because some businesses try to make out that they are doing a lot in terms of sustainability, but they are in fact not doing what they say. Sustainability is a major term in modern day marketing and needs to be treated carefully in order to succeed. 
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