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Foreword

In recent years, sustainability has taken a solid place in socio-political discussions. In
parallel, researchers and practitioners began to focus on the topic of sustainability
and in particular on the interdependencies between calls for sustainable behaviour
and economic effects. The interdependencies are both complex and difficult to

quantify.

The present thesis is concerned with the CO, effects of shopping processes. A
systematic overview of the academic and practice-oriented literature on sustainability
Is provided at the beginning. In doing so, the author observes that particular attention
is devoted to the topics of CSR and CO, effects in retail. Consequently, she decides
to analyse the impact that consumer behaviour and the entrepreneurial actions of
retailers have on CO, emissions in more detail. Considering the development and
rapid growth of online retailing, the choice of distribution channels by retailers and
the choice of shopping venues by consumers have become the focus of
entrepreneurial and academic analyses. The thesis picks up this trend and compares
the effects that are caused by shopping online versus offline in a quantitative study.
The factors affecting the advantageousness of both channels are analysed extremely
carefully. Furthermore, another study centred on shopping trips is conducted to gain
a Dbetter understanding of consumer shopping behaviour. Using a qualitative
approach, this explorative study succeeds in highlighting consumer behaviour

realistically and extracting central influence factors of behaviour.

The thesis deserves credit in several respects. The analysis of the relevant literature
on sustainability provides a detailed picture of the recent state of the research and the
practical interests in this topic. By pointing out the focuses and gaps in the recent
discussion, the thesis yields important impulses for future research and practical
projects. The empirical analysis of CO, effects caused by the online versus brick-
and-mortar retail alternatives and the associated sensitivity analyses contributes
significantly to an understanding of the circumstances under which the distributions
channels are advantageous. These findings will support companies and policy makers
in developing incentive mechanisms that will stimulate sustainable behaviour among

consumers. Finally, the value of the thesis also lies in both the qualitative study, in



which the author asks consumers to report on their shopping behaviour, and the
quantitative study based on company data. This shift in perspectives brings
additional interesting findings to light that merit consideration when deducing the
implications for entrepreneurial and political decisions. At the same time, this
analysis yields a series of proposals for further research projects that could confirm
the supposed relationships.

Prof. Dr. Waldemar Toporowski
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1 Introduction

This thesis is concerned with sustainability in retailing. A focus is set on the
environmental pollution caused by shopping processes in the brick-and-mortar and
online retail. The analysis integrates the environmental effects of transport processes
of retailers and parcel services as well as those of consumers’ shopping trips.
Furthermore, a particular focus is laid on consumer shopping behaviour and its

environmental effects.

This introductory section clarifies the relevance of the thesis topic by highlighting
recent developments and the influence they have on companies (section 1.1).
Moreover, it analyses the relevant research and deduces the aims of the thesis
(section 1.2) and integrates the thesis into related research streams (section 1.3).

1.1 Relevance of topic

Regarding recent developments such as climate change and changes in consumer
behaviour towards more conscious behaviour, enhancing sustainability has become
important for governments and companies alike. Nowadays, companies face diverse
challenges in their business operations whereby sustainability and sustainable
development have particularly become important.

The concept of sustainability is used broadly and in many circumstances. The most
common definition for sustainable development is that of the World Commission
on Environment and Development (1987, p. 87) defining it as “development that
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations
to meet their own needs”. Sustainable development and sustainability are mostly
used synonymously, but it should be mentioned that they differ in their status as
sustainable development can be seen as the journey towards achieving the state of
sustainability (Lozano, 2008). The definition highlights the broad perspective of the
approach and in particular its focus on inter-generation-fairness. To apply

sustainability to the situation of companies, the concept has to be specified further.

Sustainability in a business setting is mainly particularised by the Triple Bottom

Line model which includes three pillars of sustainability — the social, environmental
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and economic dimension (Elkington, 1998). In congruence with the original concept
of sustainable development proposed by the World Commission on Environment and
Development (1987), a definition for the business context has been suggested:
“sustainable development means adopting business strategies and activities that meet
the needs of the enterprise and its stakeholders today while protecting, sustaining and
enhancing the human and natural resources that will be needed in the future

(International Institute for Sustainable Development, 1992, p. 11).

Following this definition, various needs and requests of their stakeholders challenge
companies in matters of their commitment to sustainability. Stakeholders are all
groups that have relationships to a business and are affected by its objectives — either
in a positive or a negative sense (Freeman, 1984). Analysing and incorporating the
needs of its stakeholders is important because “a company can avoid the risks of
damaging publicity and potentially increase its ‘social capital’ as it gains greater
respectability and credibility” (Burchell & Cook, 2007, p. 35). Depending on the
levels of control and influence, distinction can be drawn between primary and
secondary stakeholders (Garvare & Johansson, 2010). In general, consumers,
employees, and shareholders are considered primary stakeholders, whilst non-
governmental organisations (NGOs), governments, the community, and the
environment are regarded as secondary stakeholders. In the following, a short
overview is provided of the main relevant stakeholders and their requests for

sustainability issues to clarify the complex market situation for companies.

With respect to primary stakeholders, consumers, employees and shareholders are
particularly considered relevant. Over the past years, consumers have become more
sensitive to social and environmental issues and request companies to behave in a
responsible manner. Products with Fair Trade or organic labels have gained in
importance and nowadays receive a high level of consumer interest
(Andorfer & Liebe, 2011; Newholm & Shaw, 2007; Shaw Hughner, McDonagh,
Prothero, Shultz, & Stanton, 2007). Research also found that consumers are willing
to pay more for ethical products and punish companies behaving unethically (Trudel
& Cotte, 2009). Nevertheless it has to be considered that consumers sometimes

might “not have (...) the requisite knowledge to make sound ecological decisions”
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(Ellen, 1994, p. 43) and hence might need support on environmentally-friendly
behaviour, which should be offered by companies, governments and NGOs.

Employees are also important stakeholders whose needs regarding, for instance,
work/life balance, education, or equality and diversity should be considered (Jones,
Comfort, & Hillier, 2005; Clarkson, 1995). In addition to fulfilling its social
obligations, these efforts can positively influence the financial performance of a
company. Human resources management can lead to a competitive advantage, e.g.
improved productivity or higher commitment of the employees (Berman, Wicks,
Kotha, & Jones, 1999; Huselid, 1995).

Besides, shareholders request responsible behaviour of companies to secure their
wealth, e.g. return on investment (Piacentini, MacFadyen, & Eadie, 2000).
Shareholders that are not content might remove their investment, thereby
endangering the company’s existence in the long term. However, through a
sustainability commitment companies might be able to gain a competitive advantage,

thus creating shareholder value (Hillman & Keim, 2001).

As secondary stakeholders, NGOs, governments, the community and the
environment should be mentioned. NGOs have grown a lot in terms of their influence
in the last years (Doh & Guay, 2006). They consider the behaviour of companies
critically and trigger behavioural changes (de Man & Burns, 2006). Hence, social
obligations cannot be met as easily as before by corporate donors, for instance
(Barry, 2003). In recent years, popular clothing companies, e.g. Levi's, Nike or
Adidas, have faced scandals in their production processes such as the detection of
poor working conditions or environmental pollution and subsequently made
improvements (Seuring & Mdller, 2008). Incorporating the NGOs’ power, nowadays
many companies engage in a stakeholder dialogue with them although this can prove
problematic with respect to green washing accusations or diverging aims (Burchell
& Cook, 2007).

In parallel, many governments demand responsible behaviour from companies in
their legislation (First & Khetriwal, 2010). For instance, pollutant contents are fixed

for products. Consumers might also react negatively although no official critical
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values are exceeded, so that “legal compliance is not enough” (Barry, 2003, p. 15).
Furthermore, government regulations might be too weak, so companies have to get
involved in sustainability issues themselves to retain their licence to operate
(de Man & Burns, 2006) or companies beat the targets due to cost-saving
possibilities or for being a good example to other companies (Lai, Cheng, & Tang,
2010).

Also, the community should be considered as a stakeholder affected by company
behaviour. Firms have a responsibility towards the community they are operating in,
for instance by local hiring or plant closures (Clarkson, 1995). A commitment
towards the community might yield advantages like decreased regulatory and an
easier attraction of employees (Waddock & Graves, 1997). Considering the
globalisation process, the topic of the community is also viewed from a broader

perspective nowadays, renaming the term to communities (Waddock & Boyle, 1995).

Recent papers also argue that the environment / nature itself should be considered as
a stakeholder because it is highly affected by business operations (Gibson, 2012;
Driscoll & Starik, 2004). Incorporating the environment as a stakeholder might yield
advantages for a company (Berman et al., 1999; Shrivastava, 1995). For instance,
costs might be reduced for complying with future regulations and the company’s
efficiency might be increased. Also, a competitive advantage might be gained by

offering sustainable products and improving the company’s image.

Problems in stakeholder management might occur because of conflicting stakeholder
interests. For instance, conflicts can arise between company owners and employees
regarding the job performance (Eisenhardt, 1989). Also, the interests within a
stakeholder group can diverge, e.g. problems might develop between environmental

and economic issues (Gibson, 2012; Carney, Gedajlovic, & Sur, 2011).
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The complexity of companies’ stakeholder relationships with regard to sustainability

and the main requests of the various stakeholders are depicted in Figure 1.

Consumers

Sustainable products
Support in responsible
behaviour
Commitment to
sustainability

Shareholders

Return on investment
Sustainable business
operations

Employees

Good working
conditions
Work/life balance

Environment

Low pollution
Protection of
biodiversity

Fair payment

Company

NGOs

—  Responsible behaviour
with respect to social
and environmental -
aspects

Community

—  Local jobs and job
security

Support of the
community

Government

—  Adherence to law
— Company as good citizen

Figure 1: Stakeholder requests from companies

Keeping this complex market situation in mind, it shows that recently retailers have
particularly been confronted with sustainability requests. Three factors are
considered relevant for this development: a trust deficit due to scandals, an expanded
range of environmental and social issues, and NGOs targeting retailers (Barry, 2003).

Along supply chains, retailers assume a special role as gatekeepers between
producers and consumers (Ytterhus, Arnestad, & Lothe, 1999). Adopting this
position, retailers can help to incorporate sustainability along their supply chains,
causing a multiplier effect (Erol, Cakar, Erel, & Sari, 2009). As a result, they “can
greatly influence changes in production processes and consumption patterns and are
well placed to exert pressure on producers in favour of more sustainable consumer
choices” (Durieu, 2003, p. 7). The power of retailer influences on social and
environmental sustainability can be distinguished in two parts. Firstly, retailers can
focus on improving their direct impact caused by transport, packaging or assortment

selection and secondly they can also address aspects they can influence indirectly,
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such as behaviour along their supply chains and consumer behaviour (Durieu, 2003;
United Nations Environment Programme, 2003). In other words, on the one hand
retailers should behave responsibly themselves to retain their licence to operate and,
on the other hand, also support their customers and business partners in behaving

more responsibly.

Nevertheless, due to their position, retailers are also confronted with negative
publicity in cases of failures along their supply chains. Consumers and NGOs
consider them responsible for the processes taking place in their supply chains
(Wiese & Toporowski, 2013; de Man & Burns, 2006; Barry, 2003). Hence,
neglecting its responsibility might harm a retailer’s reputation.

In contrast, sustainability commitment can also be an opportunity to gain a
competitive advantage (Connelly, Ketchen, & Slater, 2010; Lai et al., 2010) when
companies exceed legal compliances and reach a unique sustainable selling position
(USSP) (Belz, 2006). Also, proactive companies in moral and social issues might
achieve first mover advantages (Piacentini et al., 2000). Highlighting the relevance
of sustainability for the strategy of a company, there is even talk of a

“enviropreneurial marketing strategy” (Menon & Menon, 1997, p. 51).

The aforementioned developments and its responsible but also vulnerable position in
the supply chain pose new challenges for retailers. The need for sustainable
behaviour carries opportunities as well as threats. If a company succeeds in fulfilling
its stakeholder requests towards sustainability it can strengthen its market position
and preserve its licence to operate. Furthermore, even a USSP might be within reach
if a company manages to differentiate itself from its competitors and delivers extra
value to its stakeholders. In contrast, the business concept might be endangered when
sustainability requests are ignored or not fulfilled. Following the approaches of
institutional theory and organisational ecology, these companies might risk their
legitimisation and if not adapting “their processes to become more sustainable may

be selected out of the population” (Connelly et al., 2010, p. 88).

18



1.2 Related research and research aims

The previous section highlighted the strategic importance of sustainability for
companies, in particular for retailers due to their gatekeeper position. Hence, how
much attention has been paid to sustainability so far in retail practice and research
should be evaluated in a structured manner. This knowledge is important to gain a
deeper understanding of the sustainability developments and related trends. Thereby,
relevant areas can be identified and a structure can be given to the developments in
practice and research. Retailers can learn from this by discovering considerable areas
for their business sector. Concordantly, this also helps researchers to identify
particularly relevant areas for future research. Until now, only few publications have
focussed on a broad analysis of sustainability in retailing (for instance, Erol et al.,
2009; Jones et al., 2005).

To discover more about the attention sustainability has received until now, a
broad literature review in academic literature and retail practitioner magazines is
necessary. In particular, the first part of the thesis (Paper 1) answers the following

questions:

e What are the major research areas and industrial branches dealing with
sustainability?

e What are the latest important developments in sustainability research,
focusing on retailing in particular?

e What sustainability progress can be observed in retail practice? Has the
importance of certain sustainability-related aspects changed over time? Do
any discrepancies emerge between research and practice?

e Which implications can be drawn for retail research and practice based on the

findings presented?

As a main result of the literature review, CSR and CO, emissions are identified as
central topics in retail practice. Considering the academic perspective, CSR has
already gained some interest in retail-related research (for instance, Kolk, Hong,
& Dolen, 2010; Jones et al., 2005; Lee, Chung, & McNally, 2002; Piacentini et al.,
2000). In contrast and despite its practical relevance, the aspect of CO, emissions has

only been analysed scarcely thus far (for instance, Edwards, McKinnon & Cullinane,
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2011; Weber, Koomey, & Matthews, 2010; Cullinane, 2009). Aiming to contribute
to this research field, the thesis focuses in the following on CO, emissions as one of

the recent retail trends identified.

Supporting the results of the literature review and mirroring the growing relevance of
sustainability issues for consumers, distribution processes are increasingly
scrutinised for their environmental effects. The manager of a European parcel
service reported that his company is regularly confronted with consumers asking for
the environmental impact of the parcel delivery process. This confirms the practical
relevance of CO, emissions identified in the review of practitioner magazines. The
concerns of consumers over the effects of parcel delivery is also supported by some
research, saying that delivery cars in neighbourhoods are perceived as “noisy, dirty
and a safety risk to vulnerable road users” (Cairns, 2005, p. 74). The negative
perception of delivery services might cause an image loss of online retailers and their

delivery processes.

Contrary to this consumer perception, some researchers calculated that shopping
online quite often causes fewer CO, emissions than shopping in traditional brick-
and-mortar retail (for instance, Edwards et al., 2011; Weber et al,. 2008). Apparently,
there seems to be a gap between consumer perception and research results.
Therefore, the research conducted so far and appropriate ways to communicate the

results to consumers should be examined in more detail.

Regarding the methods applied in the existing studies, the analyses are mainly based
on secondary data for transport modes used, articles bought and distance to stores.
Including these limitations, the studies mentioned are often limited in reflecting
authentic shopping situations and real consumer behaviour in a multi-channel
environment. Furthermore, most research is concerned with book retail due to its
high suitability for online retail. Hence, there is a need for a closer view on the
aspects influencing the advantageousness of the channels with respect to
environmental pollution. Also, other goods should be incorporated to gain a deeper

understanding of the relationships.
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To account for these limitations, a research project was launched with the aim of
analysing the environmental impact caused by either offline or online shopping.
This research aim focuses on both aspects that retailers can influence directly (e.g.
their transport processes) and aspects they can only affect indirectly (e.g. consumer
behaviour). Incorporating the research gaps mentioned above, the study intended to
provide a more detailed perspective on the environmental effects of traditional and
online retailing with a focus on clothing. Therefore, a cooperation was arranged with
a multi-channel retailer and the parcel service mentioned earlier. As a result, real data
from two distribution channels could be analysed and compared. For the brick-and-
mortar channel, a customer survey was conducted in two of the retailer’s stores,
evaluating information on transport mode, purchase, distances, and the reason for the
trip. For the online channel, data was obtained from 40,000 online orders and
information on the delivery process from the parcel service. In particular, the

following questions are answered in Paper 2:

e Which channel is more environmentally friendly from a general perspective?
e How do factors like returns, public transport use, distance to store, and
information behaviour influence the advantageousness?

e Which implications can be deducted for retailers and policy makers?

The results of the analysis presented support the central finding of the other research
papers on this topic, i.e. based on CO, emissions, the online channel is generally
more environmentally friendly than the brick-and-mortar channel. Nevertheless, it
has also been discovered that traditional retail can be more environmentally
friendly in certain situations. For instance, the distance of the customer’s home to
the store has a huge impact. Also, the use of public transport can decrease the
CO; emissions considerably. Break-even points until which shopping at the brick-
and-mortar store is more advantageous than an online order were identified. 