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Where does Marks and Spencer currently stand on sustainability?
Marks and Spencer (M&S), like many British retailers, has been struggling to compete in a changing retail environment (Wood and Butler, 2018). Sustainability has been fundamental to the continuity of the company, with Plan A being the key instrument to pilot change for more sustainability (Buttler, 2013). The Plan’s actions are aligned with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (Marks and Spencer Group PLC, 2019).
As sustainability also means having a positive impact on the local communities surrounding M&S’s stores and facilities, the plan to support 1000 communities between 2018 and 2025 has been launched and helped 2800 individuals via 230 activities. This includes soup kitchens, food trolley services in hospitals, dementia support or social activities in support of the Royal Voluntary Service. All programs and initiatives contribute to knitting a better social fabric. A common theme to many of these initiatives is the building of bonds between the volunteers and participants, a welcome aspect when “research is increasingly linking loneliness to declining physical, mental, and emotional well-being” (Williams and Braun 2019). 
Due to the fact that many clients are increasingly concerned about the footprint of their dietary habits, the new range Plant Kitchen was launched this year to offer healthy vegan ready-meals and beverages. This has been coupled with an increasingly stronger effort to reduce food waste. The company wasted 24% less food since its last annual report, notably via the distribution of any surplus to charitable organisations working and cooking for less privileged citizens. As working with citizens and local communities is often recommended to design the most apt solution (Smith et al, 2015), Marks and Spencer co-manages a nationwide scheme through the platform named neighbourly which limits logistical barriers and focuses on bringing the surplus to the beneficiaries. Moreover, this strategy also involves M&S’s supply chains as the company has been working with suppliers. They have cut food waste by over 250,000 tonnes since 2013. (Marks and Spencer Group PLC, 2019).
The stores have been encouraging clients to only use plastic carrier bags as a last resort, and M&S is working towards the Plastic Principles in order to re-use, re-design, return an recycle an increasingly substantial amount of plastic. The initial target is 1,000 less tonnes of plastic packaging. This initiative is rolled out in phases and a handful of stores are presently selling packaging-free fruits and vegetables. It is however important to be mindful that at times plastic is more sustainable overall as it is lighter than glass and it better helps reducing logistical CO2 emissions (Marks and Spencer Group PLC, 2019). This principle is supported in the academic field with the Wharton University of Pennsylvania mentioning in its 30 Solutions to Climate Risks that:“[s]ome environmental actions, for example, reducing use of single-use plastics by banning plastic straws and/or plastic bags and replacing them with alternatives may be highly effective in helping marine environment but could actually increase the level of CO2 emissions” (Mikulska, 2019).
According to their Annual Report, the company has applied this principle by reducing the amount of plastic used for products it cannot be done away with. Popcorn and crisp bags have been revamped to contain less air so that they are sold in smaller bags without reducing quantities. Such changes reduce the amount of plastic for such products by 37%. Over half of the plastic packaging is recyclable and M&S set itself the goal to reach 100% by 2022. Black plastics and polystyrene are being phased out due to the challenges they pose in terms of recycling, while fully eco-friendly terracotta trays are being brought in. Additionally, M&S partners with the wider industry, the government as well as Non-Government Organisations to step up the UK’s recycling channels. The company is going in the right direction as it started to implement a customer take-back scheme for hard to recycle plastics (e.g. sauce packets, black ready meal trays, crisp packages) and to build new park play areas with the recycled output. This scheme should be expanded beyond the 10 pilot stores by the end of 2019. The replacement of plastic cutlery with FSC certified wooden alternatives also support this plastic reduction goal, along with paper straws and the removal of plastic bags at the bakery counter as well as for grocery products. The company also tackles the manufacturing of unnecessary wrappings by working with its suppliers to help them aligning with its objectives. Over 50% of the external supply chain is now zero waste to land fill. (Marks and Spencer Group PLC, 2019). 
Plan A’s strategy also focusses on clothing issues as the production of all clothes represents approximately 10% of global greenhouse gas emissions. This its due to long supply chains as well as an energy and water intensive process (United Nations, 2018). The company’s effort focusses on both upstream and downstream. The cotton used for the lines of clothes is 100% sourced from more sustainable processes focusing on reducing the use of chemicals and water but also sourcing raw material from smaller and human sized producer to support better livings. Animal welfare is not overlooked as M&S published its own cashmere animal welfare code of practice and joined the Leather Working Group for a more sustainable industry. Being aware of the socially unsustainable conditions in parts of the textile industry (Osborne, 2018) the company made a point in knowing where the over one million textile workers in more than 1,000 different factories are based but also visited by Marks and Spencer representatives. After clothes have been used, M&S aims to encourage recycling through the “Shwopping” partnership with Oxfam. This allowed the reprocessing of over 30 million clothing items and the collection of approximately GBP 21 million to the benefit of populations living in extreme poverty. (Marks and Spencer Group PLC, 2019). There are additional aspects which support sustainability at M&S, such as a very wide variety of fair-trade products and many smaller details such as low water usage sinks and toilets.

What are the sustainability challenges?
This report’s section is the most difficult to treat as it focuses on the internal roadblocks to sustainability, the first being the board composition. Board composition is the beating heart of good corporate governance and high performance (Rathod, 2018). There is no doubt that Chairs and Boards of listed companies are getting better at sustainability planning and thinking more strategically about board composition, but M&S needs to build up on its foundation to rapidly achieve pressing goals. The company only counts four women on a board comprising 15 individuals. Strongly increasing the gender balance and ideally reaching parity will make the company more diverse, more ready and more able to adapt to a changing world. Research has shown that the more women a board counts, the higher sustainability sits on the company’s agenda (Kassinis et al., 2016). This in turn is likely to make M&S more successful at attracting a more balanced and growing clientele more likely to come back, more often. 
The company’s CEO himself declared that M&S “had become too corporate and lost touch with its shoppers” (Wood, 2018). A decision to consult the businessman Julian Richer was made by chairman Archie Norman to assist with the ongoing reorganization which includes ‘fracturing’ a dysfunctional business culture in which decisions are made by committee, accountability is blurred and customers are abandoning M&S’s shops (Wood, 2018). Having Mr Richer as a consultant could help in making progress towards a practical management in touch with employees. Mr Richer built his company, Richer Sounds, and reputation, on sometimes simple but nonetheless key ideas. These include the survey of staff morale every week, anonymously, on a ten-point scale. Anything under a 3 is investigated. When staff needs training, the store would open later to avoid tiring its staff by making it come earlier than usual. Such measures helped in keeping staff turnover to 11% rather than the average of 25% in the company’s line of business (Bartleby, 2019). These measures are only examples of how the company can secure a more sustainable workforce. Such measures are cleaving and will always cause internal controversies, especially between the relevant board members and committees. But they have undeniable positive returns. Mr Richer’s stores often score better than Amazon when it comes to customer satisfaction (Bartleby, 2019). Conversation with shop employees in London led me to think the company needs to keep making progresses in this area. 
A review of the most brought-up comments on M&S by both current and past employees on Glassdoor.com has been conducted. Glassdoor, a company with 800 staff, developed and maintained the eponym website where current and former employees anonymously review companies. The most critical and recurring critics of the current organisational model are “poor management who didn’t enjoy their work”, “little training on the shop floor” and “long hours” (Glassdoor, 2019). The two first points are significant issues which require immediate attention for remediation. Plan A’s progress towards fuller sustainability will be substantially stifled if such commonly experienced issues by the front-line staff are not addressed. 
Change management is a difficult undertaking for any organisation, especially given the scale of changes companies need to go through to be ‘future proofer’ (Jenner, 2014). Senge and Roth (1999) were among the first academics to work on the concept that sustainability is not a distinct phase in organizational transformation. The authors highlight that it is rather an element of a whole cycle interconnected with other matters. Dedication to organisational problem solving and addressing the root causes of primary problems are crucial in succeeding in changing any organisation. Bowers et al. (2016) point out that problem solving is too often siloed and oppositional. This has consequence on the process itself which becomes strictly partitioned by a hierarchical authority. Their research shows that imposing solutions from a head office or upper management onto the staff leads to disengagement and can significantly delay transitions by holding detached participants back.
These issues affect all entities undertaking organisational change while the previously mentioned issues reported in the press earlier in this document confirm that M&S already experiences managerial conflicts and dysfunctions. These issues are likely to become more acute as more (self-initiated or externally borne) changes are implemented. The company is no different to any other large organisation going through this process. The above commonly experienced barriers to change suggest that for change to be successful, all managerial levels and grassroot support is needed as they will ultimately be the key implementers of the company’s corporate transformation. An empowered customer facing staff is pivotal to improving this solid basis for a more sustainable retail offer. 

What is Marks and Spencer’s position within the industry?
M&S is well ranked on goodshoppinguide.com as it reaches a score of 71, the highest awarded as of November 2019, on the Ethical Company Index Score (The Good Shopping Guide, 2019). It achieves top ratings in most categories, including fair trade, organic, animal welfare, vegetarian goods and environmental reports. Its score is however held back by middle ranking aspects such as genetically modified foods and ethical accreditations. The key draw back is one bottom ranking aspect: human rights. This goes towards showing that despite the recent progresses mentioned above, the company needs to better understand its supply chain and the conditions people work in at each step of a product’s journey. Additionally, the company is not the only store to have reached this high score as it shares the first step of the podium with Sainsbury’s and Waitrose, two chains which are held back by the exact same areas as M&S (and one more for Waitrose: Vegetarian/Vegan products). The bottom ranking chains are Aldi, Asda, Tesco (all three scoring 54) and Iceland (scoring 50). They typically have to make significant progresses in half of the categories when M&S has to make such progress in three out of 12 categories. Another ranking website (Naturaler) however focuses on more specific areas and the company struggles to exist in the selected categories. The website focuses on what proportion of fish products are certified as sustainable by the Marine Stewardship Council. Aldi scores 80% while M&S only reaches 19% with only Morrison’s and Iceland fairing lower scores. The website advises that the lowest carbon emissions supermarket is Sainsbury’s, the best for sustainable fish is Aldi and the best for sustainable packaging is Morrisons (Naturaler, 2019). 
The company has seen its profits declining over the past few years (Jahshan, 2019) and plans to close more than 100 stores by 2022 (BBC News, 2019). The competition also experiences similar issues (BBC News, 2015, 2018). The M&S brand has been trying to consolidate and expand its position while the profile of its average customer is changing. Indeed, the discussions surrounding the typical “Mrs M&S” caused various reactions, including the one of Catherine Harper, professor of textiles at the University of Portsmouth: "I'm 51 and have been trying to be a loyal M&S shopper for a long time but if they are going down the route of 'Mrs M&S' then I think it's very much the wrong track" (Atkinson, 2016). Such reactions may be an indication that the brand may better success if it ties its overall sustainability objectives to a new marketing approach. M&S average customer is typically a middle-aged woman, although no one wants to be labelled and put in a box. Research has showed that women are more sustainability conscious (Shoham et al., 2017) and the company should keep rolling out Plan A in a manner conducive to retaining this key customer segment. 

Conclusion
With Plan A, M&S has developed a strong basis to build an attractive sustainability initiative. Its efforts in terms of supply chain, staff wellbeing, food waste, plastic recycling and local community projects are distinctive and well aligned with key parts of the brand. As Plan A is rolled out and potentially widened and enriched, the company is likely to retain a leadership role at the vanguard of sustainability. With an even stronger drive, M&S is on course to become a pioneer in exemplary sustainability.  
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