
 

 
 
 
  

 

Sustainability 
Through the Value 
Chain 
A Focused Study on Greening a Product Through the 
Various Stages of the Value Chain 

Greening an entire value chain within a company can seem like an 
overwhelming task, it’s important to prioritize where you can make the 
most impact and start with focused and more attainable goals to get 
going. This paper will cover the process of greening a company’s value 
chain, but through a smaller, more manageable scope: making a single 
product’s supply chain more sustainable.  Readers will learn how to 
evaluate a product’s carbon footprint and understand the opportunities 
for reducing that product’s environmental impacts.  The paper will then 
explore ways to best implement these changes, detail some associated 
costs and benefits, and review a successful case study.  Finally, it will 
provide actionable steps upon which companies can start or continue the 
journey toward reducing environmental impacts of their operations.   

Diana B. Wilkinson 
March 2013 
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Executive Summary 

Not all companies have the resources 
to engage in a full-scale greening of 
their supply chain.  For the small- and 
medium-sized companies, a targeted 
approach may be a more feasible 
option.  By choosing one specific 
product, a company can more easily 
determine the environmental impacts 
of that one product and engage in 
actionable steps to reduce its 
footprint.   
 
The first step for companies looking to 
green the value chain of a specific 
product is to accurately measure the 
carbon footprint of that product.  A 
Life Cycle Assessment (LCA) helps 
determine the product’s 
environmental impact by looking into 
the materials and energy used as well 
as how the product is manufactured, 
used, and disposed of post-use. Once a 
company has engaged in the LCA, it 
will need to identify the extent to 
which it wants to assess its value 
chain.  Does it want to address issues 
at the very beginning of the chain, 
such as cultivating sustainable raw 
materials?  Or does it make more 
sense to take a shorter view, such as 
the transportation of the product to 
the distribution center.   
 
Now that the company has identified 
the appropriate portion of the supply 
chain on which to focus, it can now 
begin to make actual operational 
changes.  These areas of improvement 

can include: changing a product’s raw 
materials, improving the product’s 
packaging contents and shape, 
addressing the logistics of the 
transport related to the product, and 
integrating end-of-life disposal into 
original product design.  To properly 
integrate these changes into an 
operational model, management 
should clearly articulate their 
economic value and must bring the 
change in line with the larger business 
culture and objectives of the 
organization.  
 
In order to justify what can often be a 
fairly substantial investment 
associated with greening a supply 
chain, management must clearly 
understand both the benefits and risks 
involved in the process. Benefits 
include cost reduction through 
increased efficiency, the company’s 
potential influence on external green 
policy initiatives, and the competitive 
advantage it gives a company.  A risk 
that a company may experience could 
come in the form of supplier 
pushback, or even a decreased 
number of suppliers, if it employs 
stricter sustainability requirements.  A 
loss in some product innovation can 
result, as companies may not be 
willing or able to use green supplies to 
create new products.  Companies can 
also face internal, institutional 
resistance.  However, by properly 
detailing and supporting the potential 
value creation of a greener product 
and implementing best-practice 
management, a company can mitigate 
many of these challenges.     
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Greening Your 
Product’s Value 
Chain 

For many companies, greening the 
entire supply chain can be a daunting 
task.  However, it isn’t necessary to 
tackle a company’s entire value chain 
to make significant changes in both its 
environmental impact as well as 
operational efficiency.  By gaining a 
comprehensive understanding of the 
stages involved in producing an 
individual product, a company will be 
able to identify specific areas for 
improvement in that product’s value 
chain.  By adopting a small, targeted 
approach, companies will be able to 
tackle specific initiatives rather than 
taking on the organization’s entire 
value chain.  
 
Many companies shy away from 
greening the entire value chain due to 
the perceived associated financial 
costs.  However, many companies 

don’t take into account the significant 
cost savings resulting from a 
streamlined supply chain and a 
network of environmentally-friendly 
business partners.  Additionally, if 
companies focus on specific, best-
selling products as opposed to the 
entire organization, they can attack 
their supply chain in smaller, less 
expensive projects.  Many major retail 
stores have focused on the green 
aspects of their supply chains, but 
they have not placed as much 
emphasis on greening all aspects of 
their value chain, from the supplier all 
the way to post-consumer waste.  
Sourcing sustainable raw products 
along with efficient outsourcing and 
manufacturing are just a few of the 
myriad of opportunities associated 
with adopting various portions along 
a greener supply chain.  Small 
businesses should not miss out on 
these benefits because of a 
misunderstanding of financial 
implications involved in the greening 
process.  While there are definitely 
associated costs with greening the 
back end of the value chain, 
companies must also understand the 
benefits that arise from engaging in 
such a strategy.  
 
Once a company has decided on a 
strategy of greening its value chain 
and has identified a key aspect on 
which to focus, it needs to implement 
an effective strategy in order to 
accomplish its goals.  This paper will 
first guide companies through the 
process of finding opportunities for 
greening specific portions of their 
value chain related to a product. Next 
the paper will outline specific 
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examples of how to incorporate 
certain initiatives into business 
operations, describe how to measure 
successful implementation, and detail 
the operational advantages and 
challenges presented by a green value 
chain. Finally, the paper will conclude 
with specific case studies and a 
discussion on the future of the 
movement. 
 

The Life Cycle 
Assessment 

The first step in creating a greener 
supply chain for a product is to 
understand the entire journey that the 
product undergoes en route to its final 
destination – the consumer.  In order 
to gain a complete picture of that trip, 
companies must undergo an LCA.  This 
assessment determines a product’s or 
service’s total impact by assessing its 
manufacturing, use, and disposal with 
regard to energy and materials.  
Frequently, companies experience 
internal pushback that prevents them 
from making significant operational 
changes related to waste and 
pollution.  An LCA highlights 
operational inefficiencies and 
provides solid evidence to combat the 
pushback, which can result in the 
development of concrete methods to 
reduce environmental impacts.  The 
LCA provides companies with the 
opportunity to rework internal 
processes and implement 
sustainability into their supply chain. 

 

Understanding the Life Cycle 
Assessment 

By understanding the life cycle of a 
product, a company can determine 
where in the supply chain the 
opportunity for the most savings lies.  
Once a company has completed an 
LCA, it must then ask the following 
questions:  
 
 How much of the product’s energy 

and emissions lie in a company’s 
own manufacturing processes?  
 

 How much of the pollution is 
created before the raw materials 
get to the company’s facilities?  

 

“An LCA highlights 
operational inefficiencies 

and provides solid evidence 
to combat the pushback, 
which can result in the 

development of concrete 
methods to reduce 

environmental impacts.  The 
LCA provides companies 
with the opportunity to 

rework internal processes 
and implement 

sustainability into their 
supply chain.” 
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 How much of the product’s value 
chain is the company directly 
responsible for?  

 
 Where can the company have the 

greatest effect on cost and 
environmental impact reduction?  

 
In order to answer these questions, it 
is essential that management possess 
an intimate understanding of the LCA 
process.  The following steps outline 
the four main stages involved in 
conducting an LCA as specified by the 
International Organization for 
Standardization’s (ISO) guidelines for 
a series ISO 14040 and 14044 LCA 
(International Organization for 
Standardization, 2006): 
 
 Goal and Scope – Details the 

recipient of the product (i.e. 
distributor, retailer, consumer) as 
well as a clear definition of what is 
being reviewed 
 

 Inventory Analysis – Outlines the 
activities and the respective flow 
assessed in the supply chain 

 
 Impact Assessment – Evaluates the 

potential environmental impacts, 
including resource use and 
emissions generated 

 
 Interpretation – Identifies the 

conclusions and recommendations 
to best reduce a product’s or 
service’s environmental impact 

 

Dimensions of a Life Cycle 
Assessment 

Many dimensions of a product’s 
creation can be analyzed in an LCA.   
Among them are materials extraction, 
manufacturing, packaging, 
transportation, and end-of-life 
product disposal.  If, during an LCA, a 
company can determine which of 
these stages is the most detrimental to 
the environment, it can focus on 
making changes to that specific 
portion of the value chain.  
 
For example, because a car’s most 
energy-intensive stage of the life cycle 
is fuel consumption, reducing weight 
would be an effective way to reduce 
that product’s environmental 
footprint.  Thus, a company can focus 
on finding lighter materials to achieve 
better fuel efficiency, while keeping in 
mind the added cost of the new raw 
materials and manufacturing (Life 
Cycle Assessment, 2011).  
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Figure 1 (LMI Government Consulting, 
2005) details the various stages of a 
supply chain, each of which provides 
an opportunity for introducing 
sustainability. 
 

Opportunities for 
Operational 
Changes 
 
Once a product has undergone a full 
LCA, the company can look at the 
various stages and identify the largest 
opportunities for efficiency gains.  The 
following sections will detail examples 
of companies working to pinpoint 
areas for improvement in a product’s 
development, and thereby achieve a 
greener supply chain.   
 

Raw Materials 

As interest in social and 
environmental responsibility grows, 
consumers are increasingly 

incorporating a product’s origin into 
their purchasing decisions.   
 
Companies can mitigate questions 
regarding environmental impacts and 
social inequalities by ensuring they 
are engaged in responsible sourcing.  
Some remedies that companies can 
choose from include using larger 
quantities of recycled materials in 
their products, ensuring that they are 
engaged in sustainable forest 
management for their raw materials, 
and procuring materials that have 
achieved a certain level of certification 
with regard to sustainable sourcing.  
 
Sustainable sourcing is an issue that 
has caught the attention of even the 
largest global companies.  Unilever, 
when analyzing the life cycle of its soy 
products, realized that investing in 
sustainable soy cultivation would 
prevent deforestation as well as 
mitigate the effects of irrigation and 
agro chemicals.  The company has 
pledged to sustainably source all of its 
soy beans by 2014 (Unilever, 2011). 
 

Figure 1: The Green Supply Chain 
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Packaging 

Packaging is a great opportunity for 
companies to improve the 
sustainability of their supply chain.  
One option is to redesign and reduce 
packaging materials to save on 
materials as well as transportation 
costs.  Alternatively, a company could 
design packages that facilitate easier 
stacking of their products and 
subsequently reduce wasted space.  
Redesign can also result in limiting the 
synthetic materials used in packaging, 
focusing rather on materials that are 
more easily recycled.  In this vein, 
recovery is actually factored into 
design from the outset now, rather 
than determining disposal after a 
product and its packaging are created.  
 
Coca-Cola identified its product’s 
packaging as a key issue in the 
company’s sustainability initiatives.  It 
studied the life cycle of its soda bottles 
and realized that 85% of its beverage 
volume was delivered in PET, plastic, 
aluminum, glass, and steel packaging – 
all of which are 100% recyclable.  
Coca-Cola used this assessment to 
decide to improve the efficiency of its 
packaging material per product by 7% 
per liter per product over 2008 levels 
(Coca-Cola, 2011). 
 

Transportation 

Another facet of a company’s supply 
chain is the impact of product 
transportation.  Along with the energy 
consumed and oil burned when 
transporting a product to a consumer, 
there are additional unseen costs that 

contribute to a company’s carbon 
footprint.  For example, a company 
may find that while air transportation 
comprises only 5% of its total 
transportation emissions, this small 
percentage actually makes up 35% of 
its total emissions due to air 
transportation’s high environmental 
impact.  Solutions to this problem 
could range from organizational-level 
changes such as building 
manufacturing plants or storage 
facilities that reside closer to the end 
consumer, to smaller day-to-day 
changes such as alternating shipping 
routes to maximize fuel efficiency or 
making better use of local sourcing. 
 
Although implemented on a much 
larger scale, the way UPS approached 
its supply chain was to use a small and 
very targeted decision to reap 
rewards.  The company successfully 
employed a revised transportation 
strategy for its products after merely 
eliminating left turns from their 
delivery routes.  The company was 

“A company may find that 
while air transportation 
comprises only 5% of its 

total transportation 
emissions, this small 

percentage actually makes 
up 35% of its total 

emissions due to air 
transportation’s high 

environmental impact.” 
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able to reduce delivery time, reduce 
fuel consumption, and increase safety.  
UPS saved a total of 28.5 million miles 
driven and 3 million gallons of fuel 
consumed in one year.  
 

End of Life Disposal 

Another significant opportunity for a 
company to consider within the 
supply chain is the end of life disposal 
of a product.  Reverse logistics is a key 
strategy that companies have 
introduced into their disposal.  In this 
respect, a company considers used 
and discarded materials as 
ingredients and tools for subsequent 
reuse, recycling, and upcycling 
(converting waste material into better 
quality materials). 
 
IBM has engaged in end of life disposal 
since the mid-1990s.  Its current goal 
is to contribute no more than 3% of 
total end of life product waste to 
landfills.  IBM exceeded that goal in 
2010 by only sending 0.6% of its total 
product waste to landfills or 
incineration facilities (IBM, 2011).  
Companies like IBM are becoming 
more sustainable by changing their 
corporate cultures; these companies 
are making a conscious effort to 

minimize their environmental impact 
by minimizing their contribution to 
environmentally hazardous landfills. 
 

External Partners 

This paper asserts that the LCA can 
reveal inefficiencies in detail within a 
supply chain.  Many times, however, 
the largest contributors to a product’s 
carbon footprint are the external 
suppliers.  In some cases, up to 80% of 
a supply chain’s energy, water, and 
other resources may be consumed by 
vendors (Nidumolu, 2009).  Even 
though a company’s external suppliers 
operate independently, opportunities 
for mitigating some of these 
inefficiencies still exist, as seen in 
Figure 2 (Michlowitz).   
 
One method of doing so is through 
collaboration and by adopting a lead-
by-example strategy.  Once a company 
has measured its own environmental 
impact, it may be able to use its buyer 
power to encourage its suppliers to 
engage in a similar process.  
Companies can supply information 
regarding the costs of the assessment 
and the related implementation.  This 
type of collaboration can aid 
companies in increasing efficiencies 

Figure 2: Functional Opportunities to Green a Supply Chain 
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and mitigate some effects of the raw 
materials with disproportionately 
high impacts on a product’s final 
footprint (Hopkins, 2010). 
Additionally, by coordinating with its 
suppliers, a company will have a 
greater knowledge of its own 
processes and will therefore be able to 
more easily incorporate further 
operational change.  
 
In addition to suppliers, customers 
can help diminish a product’s 
environmental impact.  Companies 
should create an effective outreach 
program to educate and incentivize 
consumers to assist in the 
sustainability efforts.  Often, if 
consumers are able to understand the 
consequences of their purchases, they 
may become willing participants in a 
company’s environmental initiatives.  
For example, Starbucks determined 
that it brewed excess coffee, resulting 
in a large amount of waste. After 
further investigation, Starbucks no 
longer brews varietal coffees after 
2pm, explaining reasons why to 

interested consumers and brewing a 
single cup of the product as requested 
(Hopkins, 2010). This change in 
process was possible through 
customer engagement and 
communication.   
 
The goal is to create a zero-waste 
supply chain, and engaging consumers 
in the conversation and processes is 
essential for success.  Companies must 
treat consumers in the same way it 
does suppliers, who engage in the end 
of life portion of the value chain 
(Unruh, 2008).  With education and 
incentives, consumers can be very 
active in the reuse, recycling, or 
composting of a product.  
 

Standards and 
Measurements 
 
There is not a single cut-and-dried 
way to measure the “greenness” of a 
product’s supply chain.  The goal in 
establishing a set of metrics for 
companies is to help progress them 
toward a particular end state of 
lessening their environmental impact.  
These metrics allow for the 
measurement of company 
performance against a set of defined 
indicators.  With regard to the 
greening of supply chains, companies 
focus on environmental metrics in 
order to achieve a smaller 
environmental impact.  Greening a 
supply chain is a lengthy process that 
can take years to accomplish, so it is 
necessary to look at a multitude of 
indicators to gauge progress toward 
the long-term goal.  These standards 
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can help companies accelerate 
changes in their supply chains. 
 

ISO Standard 

One major standard by which to 
assess the environmental impacts of a 
company is by using ISO 14001, an 
environmental management system.  
Published in 1996, this manual 
outlines requirements for an 
environmental management system 
and applies to the environmental 
aspects over which the organization 
has control (International 
Organization for Standardization, 
2011).  A green supply chain within 
the ISO standards relates to 
environmental integrity, which 
encompasses the following:  
 
 Environmental management 
 LCA 
 GHG emissions 
 Energy efficiency and renewable 

resources  
 Water and air quality  
 Waste management 
 
The ISO 14001 is performed by a 
third-party organization and is further 
verified by ISO themselves. The ISO 
standard requires adherence to 
compliance, a commitment to 
pollution prevention, and a process of 
continuous self-improvement for the 
company.  The real benefit of the ISO 

14001 is that it can help a company 
more accurately measure the 
environmental aspects within the 
company’s operations, subsequently 
leading to gains in efficiency and more 
aggressive voluntary compliance.  
 

SCOR Model 

The Supply Chain Council (SCC), a 
global non-profit, seeks to standardize 
the supply chain model in order to 
encourage effective communication 
among suppliers.  It does so by 
implementing the tenets of its mission 
statement - “using standard 
terminology to better communicate 
and learn the supply chain issues and 
using standard metrics to compare 
and measure performances” (Supply 
Chain Council, 2011) - into its 
measurement system.  The SCC 
created the Supply Chain Operations 
Reference (SCOR) model, which is 
used in a wide spectrum of industries 
globally, and expands the definition of 
a ‘green’ supply chain to cover 
environmental processes, metrics, and 
best practices.  The customer-centric 
SCOR model is a diagnostic tool that 
helps explain the various processes 
along the supply chain and offers 
methods by which to improve these 
processes.  The best practices along 
the SCOR model are detailed in Figure 
3. (Supply Chain Council, 2011)  
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The real takeaway from this model is 
that it provides a basis for leveraging 
capital investment, aligning various 
business functions, creating a 
company supply chain strategy, and 
an average return on investment 
(ROI) of between 2X and 6X (Bauhof, 
2004). 
 
There are also other uses for 
standards and measurements beyond 
simply reporting a company’s 
environmental impact.  Many times, 
when greening a supply chain, 
companies must collaborate with 
suppliers and customers.  In these 
instances, metrics become critical for 
effectively communicating company 
objectives and strategies by increasing 
consumer buy-in with factual support 
as opposed to weak and 
unsubstantiated claims.  Additionally, 
as companies choose how transparent 
they wish to be and how much 
information they wish to share, it has 

become more necessary for these 
companies to authenticate these 
assertions.  As more and more 
companies report a greater detail of 
environmental metrics (whether by 
law or choice), it is becoming more 
difficult for companies to claim their 
environmental consciousness without 
fully disclosing the numbers to 
support the claims.  
  
It’s important to take note of some 
potential problems associated with 
the aforementioned standards and 
diagnostic tools.  Many of the 
indicators are discrete numbers that 
do not have reference points by which 
to gauge progress.  Additionally, these 
measurements do not account for 
differences between companies 
spanning across varying industries 
and sectors.  
 

Figure 3: Environmental Best Practices 
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Implementation in 
Supply Chain 
Management 
 
In the early years of green supply 
chains, companies looked to green 
portions of the organizational or 
product supply chain in order to 
maintain compliance with mandated 
regulations (Van Den Broek, 2010). 
Recently, there has been an evolution 
where companies are now greening 
their supply chain as a means of 
generating value.  Companies have 
found that this new model helps 
influence growth, increase 
productivity, and improve both 
customer and supplier relations 
(ValueStreaming, 2010).  
Organizations are able to not only 
reduce their environmental impact, 
but also further contain costs and 
identify potential efficiency gains.  
Among the key focus areas are 
efficiency within transportation and 

manufacturing, raw materials 
selection, and packaging. 
 

Best Practices 

In order to best implement these 
strategies, companies must ensure 
that their executives are following 
best practices in management 
principles.  Adhering to these 
measures will ensure that executives 
follow specific models created to more 
easily achieve a healthy ROI in the 
current competitive landscape.  As 
demonstrated by Figure 4 (LMI 
Government Consulting, 2005), 
management should shift focus away 
from cost avoidance and towards 
creating value with a more sustainable 
value chain. 
 
Companies need to ensure that they: 
 
 Align green supply chain goals 

with business goals 
 

 Evaluate the supply chain as a 

Figure 4: Environmental, Safety, and Health Business Contributions 
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single life cycle system 
 
 Use green supply chain assessment 

as a catalyst for innovation 
 
 Focus on source reduction to 

reduce waste 
(LMI Government Consulting, 2005) 
 
By using tools such as LCAs and 
Carbon Footprint Analyses, 
management is able to identify the 
areas of excess within a product’s 
supply chain, calculate the cost of 
eliminating this excess, and then 
recognize ways to create value 
through application (see Figure 5).   
 
Some of the key factors for 
management to consider might 
include improved design, product 
recovery strategies, environmentally 
conscious processes, and measurable 
metrics.  Successful implementation of 
greening initiatives must be clearly 
articulated in terms of economic value 
and contribution to overall business 
objectives, align with the business 
culture of the organization, and be 
measurable through a certified 
system. 

Operational 
Advantages and 
Challenges 
Benefits 

Having a product with a sustainable 
supply chain that extends from raw 
materials procurement to post-
consumer disposal is not just 
something that will help companies 
better market their products and 
influence suppliers; it has direct 
financial and political benefits as well.  
Among the key components of these 
benefits are cost reduction through 
increased efficiency, the influence on 
external green policy initiatives, and 
the competitive advantage it gives a 
company.  
 
The following are examples of 
companies that have made efforts to 
green various stages of a product’s 
value chain and have experienced 
tangible benefits from that process: 
 
Clorox: Delving back into the supply 
chain and requiring standards such as 
greener raw materials can provide 

Figure 5: Approach to Implementing a Greener Supply Chain 
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benefits.  These include product 
differentiation and the ensuing 
environmental benefits from creating 
a greener product.  Clorox invested 
three years and $20 million into its 
“Green Works” product line, which is 
made with non-synthetic materials.  
By using more sustainable raw 
materials in its product, the company 
was able to market the Green Works 
line to various retailers such as 
Walmart.  The results were very 
tangible, as Clorox was able to gain a 
40% market share of natural cleaners 
(Nidumolu, September, 2009).   
 
Apple: In the 1990s, Apple initiated 
the process of eliminating 
chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) from its 
products’ circuit boards.  In order to 
reach this goal, Apple formed close 
partnerships with its suppliers to 
develop a circuit board that would not 
necessitate cleaning in any form, thus 
eliminating the need for CFCs all 
together.  The collaboration resulted 
in not only a reduction in pollution at 
supplier manufacturing facilities, but 
an increase in production efficiency at 
Apple’s facilities as well (Shah). 
 

Operational Challenges 

What are the real challenges 
associated with greening a product’s 
value chain?  Apart from initial 
concerns such as assured compliance, 
risk mitigation, maintaining safety, 
and protecting the environment, other 
issues also arise.  Some inherent 
challenges faced by companies that 
require more stringent sustainability 
efforts from their suppliers include a 

decrease in the number of viable 
suppliers (and likely subsequent price 
increases), as well as the potential to 
miss out on some product innovation.  
Some companies whose main mission 
is innovation may not be willing or 
able to use green supplies to create 
new products.  They can also face 
resistance internally, as institutional 
change can be a difficult goal to 
achieve.  Additionally, sometimes it is 
difficult for companies to collect data 
upon which to benchmark 
improvements.  Companies may be 
forced to assess the veracity of outside 
data, and face the issue of who is going 
to pay for conducting these tests.   
 
The public is another audience that 
companies must address.  Especially 
in recent years, consumers have 
become more and more wary of 
‘greenwashing.’  Companies must 
ensure that they are being transparent 
and honest in their assertions or face 
the wrath of the public and media. 
 

Case Study: UPM 
 
UPM, a pulp, paper, and timber 
manufacturer, has made a decisive 
strategic choice to be an industry 
leader with regard to sustainable 
operations (UPM, 2011).  The 
company has collaborated with its 
buyers and suppliers to achieve more 
sustainable solutions, both 
environmentally and economically.  
To fully incorporate principles of 
corporate responsibility into UPM’s 
supply chain, the company was forced 
to examine the sourcing of their raw 
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materials as well as the processes and 
delivery of their paper. 

Green Initiatives 

UPM committed to greening the entire 
value chain of its primary product – 
paper.  Some of its key initiatives 
were: 
 
 Dedication to sourcing 70% of its 

wood from certified forests 
 Finding greener sources of 

chemical pulp 
 Greening the paper recovery 

procurement process 
 Reducing process emissions 
 Reducing emissions from 

transportation and delivery 
(Shah) 

Results 

Engaging in these initiatives is not a 
fix-all for achieving a product’s 
sustainable supply chain.  However, 
accomplishing these objectives 
through a high level of collaboration 
will certainly lead to more buy-in on 
the supplier’s side and a broader 
adoption of green practices within the 
greater value chain.  These strategic 
partnerships will enable all parties to 
benefit from a more integrated 
systems method, improved 

communications, and a more 
thoughtful approach to planning and 
research.  By reducing the 
environmental risks to reliable 
sourcing and minimizing pollution 
control costs,  companies such as UPM 
are able to minimize their 
environmental impacts, which are 
subsequently passed on to buyers 
(Shah). 
 

Final Thoughts 
 
In recent years, many companies have 
begun to green various portions of 
their value chains, either through 
small steps or complete overhauls. 
There are many benefits, both tangible 
and intangible, associated with these 
operational changes.  Challenges also 
exist, including both the additional 
costs as well as allocation within a 
company’s budget.  However by 
focusing on a specific product’s life 
cycle, and properly managing the 
subsequent changes to the value 
chain, companies can create a wave of 
value creation for themselves.  By 
engaging in these sustainability 
efforts, companies not only create 
value for themselves, but also 
promote the development of industry 
standards that ensure increased 
efficiency of both company and 
environmental resources. 

Next Steps 

The following steps, if followed, can 
allow companies to achieve a 
systematic and thorough approach to 
greening a product’s value chain: 
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 Analyze the company product line 
to see which product has a large 
impact on the company’s ROI 

 Determine which product, once 
improved, will have the largest 
impact on company performance 
(both on an operational and 
marketing level)  

 Once the product has been 
identified, ensure that reworking 
its supply chain will benefit the 
company with regards to 
marketing 

 Figure out which LCA will be most 
applicable to the 
company/product (learn more by 
downloading the white paper 
“Introduction to Life Cycle 
Assessments: A Primer for 
Business Owners”) 

 Review the LCA to determine 
where the largest potential for 
efficiency gains lies 

 Engage company stakeholders to 
determine how far back in the 
product life cycle the company 
wishes to focus 

 Develop a systematic approach to 
greening each agreed upon step of 
a product’s value chain 

 Ensure that the approach to 
greening the supply chain aligns 
with the company’s business goals 

 Engage suppliers in discussions to 
try to gain momentum and 
assistance in the greening process 

 Select a system of metrics that will 
be most suited to the company’s 
operations in order to create a 
baseline by which to measure 
improvement 

 Create a database of baseline 
metrics to accurately represent 

future improvements over these 
original numbers 

 Set up an honest marketing 
campaign to highlight the 
actionable steps the company has 
undertaken and future plans for 
subsequent initiatives 

 Find ways to engage the public in a 
dialogue about the company’s 
products and approach to greening 
its supply chain 

 

Future of the Movement 

Many have wondered about the 
persistence of the current interest in 
green products and supply chains; as 
time passes, it is becoming clear that 
this is not just a passing trend.  One 
needs only to look to the world’s 
largest retailer to see evidence of the 
continued trend of greener products.  
Walmart has made it company policy 
to not engage in business with 
companies that are not in the process 
of greening their own supply chains 
(Wall Street Journal, 2009).   
 
A byproduct of its sustainable supply 
chain initiative, which has enabled the 
company to maximize efficiency with 
regard to packaging and 
transportation, has been an increase 
in profits.  Walmart has subsequently 
passed these profits on to consumers 
in the form of further cost cutting, 
creating a sustainable business 
strategy.  Walmart’s sustainability 
strategy has aligned nicely with the 
company’s overarching goal of giving 
its customers extremely low prices.  
Furthermore, Walmart is continuing 
its ambitious environmental initiative 

http://sustainabilityconsulting.com/extra-resources/introduction-to-life-cycle-assessments-a-primer-for-business.html
http://sustainabilityconsulting.com/extra-resources/introduction-to-life-cycle-assessments-a-primer-for-business.html
http://sustainabilityconsulting.com/extra-resources/introduction-to-life-cycle-assessments-a-primer-for-business.html


18   
 

 
 
  

www.sustainabilityconsulting.com 
Copyright © 2013, Strategic Sustainability Consulting. All rights reserved.  

by pledging to eliminate 20 million 
metric tons of greenhouse gas 
emissions from its supply chain by 
2015 (Rosenbloom, 2010).  In 
addition to the tangible profits that 
Walmart has achieved, the company 
has also experienced intangible 
benefits such as the consumer 
perception of Walmart as an 
environmentally-conscious company.  
In 2010, Green Confidence polled 
consumers asking them to name one 
green company; the most mentioned 
company was Walmart (GreenBiz, 
2010). 
 

While Walmart may not seem like a 
very applicable reference to smaller 
companies, its strategy development 
can have a trickle-down effect to both 
suppliers and small businesses.  These 
companies may not have the 
resources to green their entire value 
chain; however, by following the steps 
laid out in this paper, companies can 
take a product-by-product approach 
to achieving a more sustainable 
supply chain.  This in turn will help 
businesses create both environmental 
and economic value for their 
stakeholders. 
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