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Achieving the impossible
Try to envision a world without waste, a world 
where everything that exists is used and repur-
posed to be used again. What does this world look 
like? What would it take to achieve? Is it even pos-
sible? Considering today’s consumption driven 
global economy, it is difficult to even imagine our 
planet without excess packaging, landfills brim-
ming with discarded items and oceans littered with 
massive islands of refuse. While the idea of a world 
entirely without waste is clearly more inspirational 
than realistic, it is a compelling starting point for 
a conversation about the staggering amount of 
waste the global community generates through 
consumption and the kind of available, measur-
able and reasonable positive sustainability efforts 
it would take to balance this waste generation. In 
this article I will examine sustainability programs 
currently used in business and measure progress 
through the lens of a strategy called POSITIVE 
POTENTIALTM, which uses a series of equations 
to help organizations and individuals measure and 
effect meaningful change. In order to fully explore 
this strategy we will need to take a closer look at 
these equations—those readers less comfortable 
with the mathematical end of things should not be 
deterred, the explanations here are designed to be 
friendly to the math averse. But before entering 
more deeply into the world of solutions, let us look  
more closely at the problem.

In the United States alone, we create and dis-
pose of approximately 77 million tons of packaging 
waste daily. To put this vast number in perspective, 
lets examine it on a micro level with an average 
citizen we’ll call “Joe.” Say a typical magazine 
weighs about 0.2 kilograms (unless its subject 
matter is particularly heavy). As an average guy, 
Joe generates and tosses in the garbage about 0.7 
kilograms of packaging a day -- approximately 
the equivalent weight of four magazines. Now lets 
zoom out a little and look at all of the Joes and 
Josephines in America (that would include you and 
me). If each one of us is generating four magazines 
worth of waste a day, it means we are collectively 

tossing the weight of 1.2 billion magazines every 
day. If we were to take these hypothetical maga-
zines and line them up end to end they would wrap 
around the world eight times. And that’s only one 
day and one country. Now zoom out a little farther 
and imagine what would happen if all 6.6 billion 
Joes and Josephines on the planet were generat-
ing 4 magazines worth of waste a day. We’d have 
26 billion magazines worth of waste. We haven’t 
reached it yet, but considering that globally the 
middle class is growing by 80 million people each 
year, it might not be long before this staggering 
figure is a reality. And just as things stand now, we 
are essentially wrapping ourselves in garbage.

So what can we do? If we are striving for the 
lofty goal of a world without waste, or even the 
slightly less lofty but no less important goal of 
waste reduction, we need a consistent methodol-
ogy guiding our choices. And this new methodol-
ogy needs to emphasize simultaneous business, 
social and environmental progress that resonates 
and creates lasting results across the value chain. 
Historically, companies have responded to the call 
for sustainability by creating information silos that 
set goals and targets on individual elements of pos-
itive sustainability. For example, many companies 
establish goals around paper and paper products 
that are either created with a percentage of post-
consumer recycled (PCR) waste or are sourced 
from a certified sustainable forest. While the goal 
is honorable, a problem arises in that not every 
participating company or division can contrib-
ute to achieving these sustainability targets. And 
though every company has access to many differ-
ent types of sustainability solutions, cost, regula-
tions and limitations of technology and knowledge 
are only some of the obstacles corporations face as 
they endeavor to achieve sustainability. We need 
to begin removing these obstacles and clarifying 
the levers that can be pulled to open the doors for 
sustainability--which brings us to the POSITIVE 
POTENTIAL™ equation. The equation is a tool 
that can help explore balancing waste generation 
with positive sustainability initiatives that are, as 

IDEA IN BRIEF 

POSITIVE POTENTIAL™ is  
an aggressive, systematic 
method that can be used to 
calculate the sustainable  
potential of brands, connect- 
ing sustainability initiatives  
to economic pathways.

Companies today are facing 
difficult questions about the 
waste they generate, by  
using positive sustainablility, 
firms can effectively balance 
their generation of packaging 
waste. This method can be 
utilized as a planning tool to 
guide the changes to the vari-
ables that influence sustain-
ability while helping to identify 
the efforts necessary to meet 
the dynamic challenges of 
waste generation.

A “holistic” approach that al-
lows anyone to establish goals 
for waste reduction, positive 
sustainability, and reduction of 
their products net impact an-
nually. This approach can also 
help companies establish sus-
tainability hurdle rates that can 
be incorporated into day-to-
day process along with simple 
messages about sustainability 
that the consumer can under-
stand.

0.7 kg, which is roughly
4 magazines

generates 
in weight

1.2 billion 
magazines

generates 
in weight

8x

Average Joe generates 0.7 kg of waste each 
day.

If we add up the daily waste of everyone in the 
US, it equals the weight of about 1.2 billion 
magazines

Laid end to end, that many magazines
could wrap the Earth eight times.
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stated earlier, available, measurable and reason-
able. Viewed through the equation’s lens, organi-
zations and individuals can measure the progress 
of sustainability efforts by:

• Establishing short and long term goals for 
waste reduction and positive sustainability;

• Building consensus on the pace at which net 
negative impacts should be reduced;

• Establishing “hurdle” rates for products and 
packaging that institutionalize sustainable  
thinking; and

• Driving campaigns that educate, engage and 
enlist consumers in efforts to help reduce 
impacts from packaging waste.

In order to achieve the maximum benefits from 
the information the equation provides, companies 
must begin with clear and measurable goals for 
improving the sustainability footprint of exist-
ing products and packaging. Sustainable thinking 
must also be a component of product development 
from the outset. Often such thinking is introduced 
during the middle or end of development when it 
is too late to really plan and execute it properly. 
Shifting sustainability’s place in the project will 
help avoid increased costs, lack of consistency or 
strategic complications that arise when sustain-
ability is treated as an afterthought.

Anchored in the new thinking must also be the 
knowledge that companies will continue to grow. 
Existing products will steadily contribute to waste 
generation, while new products will create surges 
in the total volume of waste—and, one must as-
sume, continue to add to the total volume at the 
same rate as existing products. In other words, 
we are already generating a staggering amount of 

waste; if we continue at our present rate, it is only 
going to get more staggering. Considering that 
most current sustainability initiatives are set to 
follow a pace similar to that of expected business 
growth--with small, incremental increases and no 
end goal, it becomes very difficult to imagine how 
we can keep up, let alone outpace negative impacts. 
We need a new paradigm for the way we approach 
sustainability.

So what is POSITIVE POTENTIAL™ ? And 
what can it do? Simply put, POSITIVE POTEN-
TIAL™ is a strategy for dealing with packaging 
waste that employs a series of equations to bal-
ance and measure the net negative impact versus 
the net positive impact of sustainability. It is not 
a life cycle assessment tool, although it does use 
life cycle thinking to evaluate the resources used 
to create packaging. For example, it takes the same 
amount of resources to create a package, whether 
you use renewable or non-renewable resources to 
do it. However, by their very nature, renewable re-
sources are unlimited, which means the impact of 
a package made with renewable resources will not 
be equal to a package made with non-renewable 
resources.

positive potentiAl™ equAtion
In essence, this equation states that POSITIVE  
POTENTIAL™ is reached when the Total Weight 
of (Packaging Waste minus Recovery) minus Re-
duction is less than or equal to the total Sustain-
ability Initiatives.

To best explain the equation, we will take it apart 
and discuss each variable on its own before reas-

Packaging 
Waste[ - - <]Recovery Reduction Sustainability 

Initiatives

Can we make it with less and 
meet the hurdle rate?

Can we utilize front-end sus-
tainability while reducing our 
operational costs?

Is there an opportunity to use 
renewable thinking and ensure 
the continuity of supply part-
nerships that help us grow?

Can it be designed for a sec-
ond life and provide consumer 
preference?

How will the product/package 
strengthen trust, improving 
sales and profitability?

Can we find a way to create 
new value that meets evolving 
demands for sustainable prod-
ucts by creating a consumer 
base founded in education?

Is this a chance to connect 
our design/engineering to the 
world in which we live and 
seek a growth opportunity? 

Recovery, R

Reduction through innovation, D2

Reduction by optimization, D1

Packaging waste growth without intervention

Packaging Waste

Packaging waste, W

W

R

D1
D2

years

kg
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sembling it and illustrating the overall dynamics 
with several end-to-end examples. 

But before we break it down, it must be stressed 
that this is not about offsetting but balance. Dennis 
Hayes, President and CEO of the Bullitt Founda-
tion captured the importance of balancing rather 
than offsetting the right from the left when he said, 

“Instead of reducing their carbon footprints, people 
take private jets and stretch limos and then think 
they can buy an indulgence to forgive their sins.” 

 In order to work toward this balance and con-
trol the amount of waste generated overall, it is im-
portant to set measurable goals and objectives on 
the left side of the equation for reducing waste 

through optimization and innovative technol-
ogies. Without an understanding of how to control 
and reduce the amount of waste we generate, it 
indeed becomes easy to “buy an indulgence,” and 
move forward with unchecked growth.

bReAKing it DoWn
Weight of Total Packaging Waste (W)

The European Parliament defines packaging as all 
products made of any materials of any nature to be 
used for the containment, protection, handling, de-
livery and presentation of goods, from raw materi-
als to processed goods, from the producer to the 
user or the consumer.

This definition is straightforward and pro-
vides simple boundaries for everything that could 
be considered packaging waste. For the equation, 
we’ll call all the packaging that will be consumed 
and eventually have an end of life with a consumer, 
W. 

Weight of Packaging Waste Recovered 
Globally (% Average)  (R)

Although most of our packaging waste is techni-
cally recoverable, not all has a practical channel for 
recovery. As companies strive to create more recy-
clable or recoverable packaging, they also need to 
provide the appropriate education for consumers 
on how or where their packaging can be handled at 

the end of its life. According the the United States 
Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA): 

• Over the last few decades, the generation, 
recycling, composting and disposal of mu-
nicipal solid waste (MSW) have changed 
substantially. While solid waste generation 
has increased, from 3.66 to 4.50 pounds per 
person per day between 1980 and 2008, the 
recycling rate has also increased—from less 
than 10 percent in 1980 to over 33 percent in 
2008.

• Landfill disposal has also decreased from 89 
percent (of the amount generated) in 1980 to 
54 percent in 2008.

 
With regard to packaging, USEPA reports that in 
2008:

“Around 28 percent of glass containers were recy-
cled, while about 15 percent of wood packaging—
mostly wood pallets—was recovered.  More than 
13 percent of plastic containers and packaging was 
also recycled, mostly from soft drink, milk and wa-
ter bottles.  Plastic bottles were the most recycled 
plastic products with the recovery of HDPE natu-
ral (white translucent) bottles estimated at about 29 
percent. PET bottles and jars were recovered at a 
rate of 27 percent.”

Although the recovery rates continue to im-
prove globally with better channels for recycling 
and recovery, our actual waste generation is in-
creasing at nearly the same rate. While most of 
today’s packaging waste is still not recovered, the 
portion that is can be considered a reduction from 
the total waste destined for landfills or incinera-
tion (W-R). Recovery rates, along with methods of 
acceptable recovery, change dramatically as we 
look globally. The (R) variable needs to be flexible 
enough to accommodate clean methods of recov-
ery by country and take into account the variabil-
ity noted on the table below.

Weight of Waste Reduction (D)
Waste Reduction, or D, has two compo-

nents, both critical to advancing our thinking in 
terms of “less:” Waste optimization, which we will 
represent as D1 and packaging innovation, which 
we will represent as D2. 

Waste optimization (D1) or making our pack-
aging smaller, thinner or lighter, is a finite oppor-
tunity as there are critical areas, such as packaging 
integrity, that may limit the amount of 

reduction possible. It is therefore critical that 
any waste optimization effort be continually in-
fused with innovation (D2) where changes in pack-
aging design can dramatically reduce weight.

Waste optimization has long been part of sus-
tainability and is usually the first place we turn to 
advance our initiatives. Commonly referred to as 
Reduce, waste optimization tactics have long been 
part of the original sustainability mantra: Reduce, 
Reuse, Recycle. 

In the constant struggle for shelf space and 
presence, there has traditionally been a tendency 
to over-package our products. Today, however, 
the paradigm has begun to shift, as retailers and 
governments are increasingly pushing for smaller 
packaging. This, along with cost savings that usu-
ally accompany such efforts, has made size/weight 
reduction an early target for sustainability.

Packaging innovation (D2) needs to become 
a larger part of our sustainable thinking so that 
we do not compromise the integrity of products 
or packages. Companies have demonstrated that 
via innovative thinking, new limits can be estab-
lished in weight reduction and size. Today it is not 
uncommon to see companies stretching for weight 
reductions of 15% or more. Beyond internal objec-
tives, legal requirements around the globe are also 
driving significant size/weight reductions that re-
quire innovative packaging design (e.g., sizing re-
quirements set forth in South Korea where “head-
space or concealed empty space” cannot exceed 
one-third of a single product package).

W

R

D
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Weight of pAcKAging impAct-
eD by positive sustAinAbility 
initiAtives (s)

S = S1 + S2 + S3 + S4 + S5 + S6

S1 = Post Consumer Recycled
S2 = Bio-Based Materials
S3 = Sustainable Materials
S4 = Renewable Energy
S5 = Reusable/Refillable
S6 = Social Initiatives

 
In the POSITIVE POTENTIAL™ strategy, sus-
tainability initiatives are equally weighted.    We 
will refer to all possible initiatives as S followed 
by a sub number which tells us which kind of ini-
tiative we are actually talking about. From a life 
cycle analysis perspective one might debate that 
some initiatives are better than others. Possible 
debates aside, the bottom line is that weighting 
detracts from the more holistic approach taken 
here. Because we are not measuring the specifics 
of each, be it a resin, source of energy, social effort, 
or water used – our focus is on the actual weight 
of the product created from single or multiple sus-
tainable sources. For example, if a component is 
created from 30% PCR, then 30% of the weight of 

that package is the value for S1. Similarly, if a man-
ufacturing facility is powered by 30% solar energy, 
that same component would also be credited 30% 
of the package weight (S4). 

In both cases, there is an equal amount of 
positive sustainability.

In order to better understand, it is necessary 
to establish parameters for our positive sustain-
ability and then set them using those definitions 
and a basic understanding of the (S) initiatives. 

(S1) Post Consumer Recycled Material 
is a material or finished product that has 

served its intended use and been diverted or re-
covered from waste destined for disposal. Having 
completed its life as a consumer item, it can then 
be recovered as “post consumer.” 

This differs from “pre-consumer” or “post-in-
dustrial” waste, which is generated by industrial or 
manufacturing activities. For the purposes of the 
POSITIVE POTENTIAL™ equation, the focus on 
post consumer instead of post-industrial waste is 
intentional. First, there should already be an em-
phasis on encouraging supply chain efficiency as 
opposed to simply using scrap and being rewarded 
for it. Also, it is already standard practice in most 
manufacturing processes to use post-industrial 
scrap; thus, its use does not constitute an addition-

al effort. By specifying the use of post-consumer 
recycled materials, responsible companies are 
driving additional benefits, this time by helping in-
crease demand for products that would otherwise 
be discarded. For example, the glass industry uses 
glass cull as part of the normal process in manu-
facturing. If a glass supplier doubled the amount 
of the accepted cull as part of a waste reduction or 
virgin material avoidance program, it would then 
be appropriate to include it in this calculation.

(S2) Bio-Based Material  is defined by the 
US Department of Agriculture’s Federal 

Bio-Based Product Preferred Provider Program 
(FB4P) as:

“a product determined to be a commercial or 
industrial product (other than food or feed) that is 
composed, in whole or in significant part, of bio-
logical products or renewable domestic agricultur-
al materials (including plant, animal, and marine 
materials) or forestry materials. With some excep-
tions, bio-based materials generally do not contain 
synthetics, toxins or environmentally damaging 
substances.”

Bio-based alternatives represent a new phase 
in packaging evolution as we decrease the need 
for virgin and petroleum based products. Cur-

POSITIVE POTENTIALTM Variables

POSITIVE POTENTIALTM Equation

Sustainability
Initiatives

< S

Sustainability InitiativesPackaging Waste

Total weight of 
Packaging 
Impacted by 
Sustainability 
Initiatives

Renewable 
Energy

PCR Bio-Based 
Materials

Certified
Materials

Reusable/
refillable

Social
Initiative

+==

=

=
D

D

Reduction by
Optimization

D1

Reduction by
Innovation

Total Packaging Waste

= Packaging Waste Recovered

Waste Reduction

R

R

W

W
Waste 

Reduction
Total Packaging 

Waste
Packaging Waste

Recovered

D2

S1 S2 S3

S4 S5 S6

S

S
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rently, bio-based materials are becoming more of 
a focus for companies as they become increasingly 
viable for packaging solutions. This strategy is be-
ing more commonly used, especially in areas that 
lack access to some of the more readily available 
non-renewable resources. For example, in Latin 
American countries the use of Bio-based fuels are 
beginning to replace the more traditional petro-
leum based fuels for automobiles. As these pro-
cesses are refined and the cost is driven down, they 
could potentially completely replace the reliance 
on non-renewable resources. 

(S3) Certified Materials, are defined 
as materials that have been sustainably 

sourced and certified by a creditable institution. 
Some examples include certifications associated 
with the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC), the 
Sustainable Forestry Initiative (SFI) and Certified 
Organic Cottons. It is important the certifications 
are closely aligned with the values of the company 
as they will become mutually beneficial and self-
reinforcing as their use increases over time. There 
is a significant amount of debate over the various 
certifications available, and their credibility, so it 
is critical to choose the certifications that are best 
aligned with your company’s values.  

(S4) Renewable Energy, according to 
the European Union, means energy from 

renewable non-fossil sources, namely wind, so-
lar, aero-thermal, geothermal, hydrothermal and 
ocean energy, hydropower, biomass, landfill gas, 
sewage treatment plant gas and biogases. 

The use of renewable energy reduces green-
house gas emissions, helps diversify energy sup-

plies and reduces dependence on fossil fuels. As 
the demand for sustainable energy sources in-
creases, the need for non-renewable resources 
will decline. Although energy is not calculated in 
weight, we can use the weight of the products pro-
duced with sustainable energy for our calculations. 
For example, if bottle is made at a manufacturing 
site that uses 30% wind energy to power its facility, 
then 30% of the weight of that bottle is produced 
from sustainable resources, decreasing the need 
for non-sustainable energy. 

We can encourage a behavior change with this 
model, rewarding companies for making efforts 
to move to sustainable packaging, manufacturing 
and products. On that same note, we need to rec-
ognize the difference between a company choos-
ing to move to more sustainable sourcing and a 
country or region moving due to legislation and/
or cost. For instance, in certain regions of Canada 
and Brazil hydropower serves as the dominant en-
ergy source for electricity. For the purpose of this 
equation, companies located in these areas are not 
given credit for sustainable energy, as the compa-
nies themselves did not participate in or choose 
to make that move toward positive sustainability. 
This method is intended to help companies take re-
sponsibility for creating balance, not simply claim 
credit for sustainability benefits provided by oth-
ers.

 
(S5) Reusable/Refillable. Packaging ca-
pable of being cleaned or reconditioned 

successfully in accordance with certain packag-
ing standards is considered “refillable.” These 
standards include the type of product which will 
refill the container, minimum number of refills the 

container must withstand, physical characteristics 
of the container and efficacy of the labeling that 
indicates the container is refillable.* 

By making packaging reusable, returnable, 
refillable and/or repairable, it is possible to include 
an ‘end-of-life’ plan which takes into consider-
ation that a package will have a purpose beyond 
its original intended use. This creates a feasible 
contribution to positive sustainability that is also 
durable and multi-functional. 

Personally, I see refill technology as a rela-
tively untapped area, especially in developed 
countries like the United States. We can learn les-
sons from countries or regions that are considered 
emerging as the need for less expensive packag-
ing has driven them further and faster in this area. 
Imagine the significant impact you can have on 
your company’s waste if you can sell a refill pack-
age at a 3:1 ratio to the full size.

*For more detailed information on refillable 
standards visit:

www.grrn.org/beverage/refillables/polices.
html.

(S6) Social Initiatives. Although the 
term social initiatives covers a wide 

range of endeavors, for this equation we consider 
only those social initiatives which result in mate-
rials that enter directly into the packaging and can 
be calculated as a percentage of packaging weight. 
An example of such an initiative would be assist-
ing our partners to achieve recycling certification 
and then using their recycled goods in packaging.

By aligning with the personal values of our 
employees and raising the competency of our orga-
nizations, we can allow more time for participation 
in sustainability efforts. Here we have an opportu-
nity to connect product design and engineering to 
the world, both expanding our effectiveness and 
setting an example that will generate outside in-
terest in support of our sustainability endeavors. 
Companies will maximize their positive impacts 
through actions that not only address waste, but 
also drive social progress. Such efforts will in-
clude improving working conditions for those in 
the recycling supply chain, increasing local sourc-
ing for post consumer recyclables and sustainable 
materials and driving greater awareness about how 
consumers can help reduce the impact of packag-
ing waste. 

Finally, with social initiatives, continuity 
plans are critical to guaranteed longevity. Social 
initiatives can easily be lost or excluded from the 
POSITIVE POTENTIAL™ equation without a 
sustainable governance model ensuring continu-
ation regardless of a company’s or individual’s 
contribution.

Determining the weight of the impact of Renewable Energy

Determining the weight of impact of Social Initiatives

(renewable energy)%

(social initiative)%

 kg

kg

= S4

S4

%

%

= S6

S6
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POSITIVE POTENTIAL™ Pathway Map

cAn positive potentiAl™ benefi-
ciAlly influence economic poten-
tiAl?
Before rebuilding the equation and viewing it in 
total, we need to address a final, but very impor-
tant piece of the puzzle - how the companies can 
use Positive Potential to drive economic benefit.

Perceptions of high cost, coupled with the 
uncertainty of return are often barriers to success-
ful sustainability initiatives. For instance, we have 
seen the cost of Post Consumer Recycled resin 
rise due to the increased consumption in develop-
ing countries where recycled resins and paper are 
down-cycled into mixed products. However, by 
changing the paradigm, we can actually drive the 
economics of sustainability through our initiatives 

- rather than allowing them to drive us. 
In this article, I focus on three avenues of 

economic growth that can be achieved as we work 
within our POSITIVE POTENTIAL™ strategy: 
Brand Building, Cost Optimization, and Revenue 
Generation. To best illustrate the function of each 
within the strategy, they are broken down below. 

bRAnD builDing
Using sustainability to create or enhance trusted 
brands allows us to build a new value and meet 
the growing demand for sustainable products. It 
also gives us the opportunity to nurture a more 
educated consumer base and involve them in driv-
ing change. Most consumers today are confused by 
the varied messages about sustainability received 
from companies and governments. To avoid the 
kind of uncertainty that can compromise loyalty 
and negatively effect purchasing decisions, it is 
necessary to develop clear, compelling sustain-
able technologies that better meet the needs of 
our consumers. Given a clear choice and provided 
that cost, quality and functionality are not sacri-
ficed, consumers will choose the more sustainable 
product. This partnership with our consumers can 
serve as a catalyst for sweeping change as those 
who buy our products demand more from us and 
our competitors.

By building our brands through the use of sus-
tainability efforts, we can begin to unravel the con-
fusing marks, symbols, definitions and other rep-
resentations of “green” that are so prevalent today 

and partly responsible for consumer ambivalence. 
We can drive consumer education via existing 
tools such as websites, advertising and packaging. 
Our approach in these medias should not fall un-
der an attitude of piety, but rather a friendly, open 
message that sparks interest and captures positive 
consumer attention: “come and learn more...we’re 
not perfect but let us share with you what we’re 
up to.” There is a further opportunity to measure 
the success of sustainable brand building with 
targeted market research, conducted as we would 
with any other attribute of our offerings. By mea-
suring consumer intent, decreased confusion and 
brand recognition, it is possible to determine the 
avenues of sustainability that resonate most with 
our consumers.

cost optimizAtion
Moving sustainability from an afterthought to 
the front of our processes can actually reduce op-
erational costs. The optimization of products or 
brands also generates value, both at the bottom 
and top lines. For the purpose of our equation, in 
order to optimize, I have focused mainly on post 
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consumer recycled (S1), sustainable materials (S3) 
and renewable energy (S4). While there are many 
methods that can lessen our environmental impact, 
we can focus on using more renewable resources 
when possible to drive optimization of our prod-
ucts. It’s also important to note that there are in-
terdependencies here with suppliers. If we choose 
supply chain partners with a proven commitment 
to conservation, we can further foster more re-
sponsible and sustainable operations at the same 
time we are managing the costs of our packaging.

Revenue geneRAtion
Finally, we can use sustainability to drive addition-
al revenue. Traditionally, sustainability has been 
thought of as a method to keep us safe protected 
and to meet the regulations specified by govern-
ing bodies. Now the sustainability paradigm has 
begun to shift towards revenue generation. Our 
customers assume that we are meeting the basics 
and are looking for something that will help them 
meet their own sustainability and revenue targets. 
For this reason, it is important to consider this 
pathway as a priority. While many companies are 

continuing to plod along doing the bare minimum, 
competitors, including private labels, have begun 
to drive sales by offering more sustainable brands 
and products.

cReAting pAthWAys foR positive 
potentiAl™ (hoW it All WoRKs) 
Now that we have looked at its individual parts 
and economic value, we can re-assemble our 
equation and consider it in total.

In order to use this sustainable method, it is 
necessary to identify potential pathways through 
which sustainability initiatives connect to eco-
nomics and propel growth. Once we identify ap-
propriate pathways, it is important to drive from 
the center of sustainability outward towards the 
economic benefit. In this way, we ensure that com-
panies can not only participate in sustainability, 
but develop and follow the pathway that best fits 
the brand identity. There are three general path-
ways to choose from: Consumer; Customer, or 
Technology. Brands usually have a predetermined 
pathway aligned with their identity, so in the bigger 
picture, it is necessary to depend on other brands 

to ensure that all pathways for comprehensive sus-
tainability get covered. For example, a brand not 
targeted for growth that provides a steady stream 
of revenue with minimal investment will usually 
choose a path rooted in optimization. However, a 
brand with a strong emotional connection to the 
consumer will seek a path of innovation to drive 
growth.

A simple decision tree outlines the application 
of pathways for POSITIVE POTENTIAL™: 

1) Select a POSITIVE POTENTIAL™ path-
way based on brand attributes;

The heart of the equation is based on the bal-
ancing of waste generation and positive sustain-
ability initiatives. With that goal in mind, a brand 
manager along with the operational team involved, 
needs to make choices they can implement. The 
first choice or step in the process is to decide the 
pathway that best fits the identity of the brand: con-
sumer, customer or technology. These pathways 
are the fundamental methods to generate revenue 
or savings for a brand, company or product. 

Consumer 
Pathway

Customer 
Pathway

Technology
Pathway

Innovation

Optimization

Education

Connection

Strengthening 
Trust

Second Life

Front End 
Sustainability

Renewable 
Thinking

Using Less

Social
Initiatives

Reusable, 
Refillable, 

Repurposed

Bio-based

Certified 
Materials

Post-
Consumer
Materials

Renewable
Energy

Weight 
Reduction

Primary
Secondary

Brand
Building

Revenue 
Generation

Cost 
Optimzation

3 4Realize economic growth.Choose sustainability initiatives 
(S) based on the strategies.

1 Select a POSITIVE POTENTIAL™ 
pathway based on brand attributes. 2 Choose sustainability strategy 

based on the selected pathway.

POSITIVE POTENTIAL™ Application of Pathways
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2) Choose sustainability strategy based on the 
selected pathway (and, as relevant, secondary 
supporting initiatives);
A brand manager must decide, based on the se-
lected pathway, which strategy is available and 
best fits the needs of the brand or product. Each 
pathway has several strategies and these strategies 
are aligned to the core of the brand identity. For 
instance, an iconic brand with a strong emotional 
connection to the consumer may choose to use the 
core strategy of strengthening trust to anchor its 
brand image. The same brand may also use the 
supporting strategy of using less, but that would 
not be the core strategy. It is necessary for each 
brand to find a core strategy best suited to carry 
it on its sustainable pathway, but to also use other 
strategies that can support key initiatives which 
make up the brand identity.

3) Choose sustainability initiative (S) based on 
the strategies and test the feasibility of those 
initiatives within the optimization or innova-
tion categories;
The sustainability strategies are: using less, 
strengthening trust, education, connection, second 
life, front end sustainability and renewable think-
ing. They are intentionally broad, because within 
each are contained several sustainability initiatives. 
For example, front end sustainability strategy may 
include initiatives like choosing certified materi-
als or utilizing a facility powered with sustainable 
energy, while a second life strategy might include 
initiatives like reusable, returnable, refillable, re-
pairable. This offers brand managers and their op-
erating teams flexibility in selecting the initiatives 
that are most feasible, especially given the range of 
opportunities by company, country or region. 

4) Realize economic growth (thru cost optimi-
zation, revenue generation or brand building 
depending on the selected pathway, strategies 
and initiatives).
Once a pathway has been selected and the sustain-
ability strategies and initiatives have been identi-
fied, we can consider our path to economic growth 
mapped out. We have used POSITIVE POTEN-
TIAL™ to identify the different choices we can 
make to guide decisions toward economic growth.

For clarity, let’s take a look at an example that 
travels the full POSITIVE POTENTIAL™ path-
way. Say a brand manager chooses the customer 
pathway as the overarching strategy for a new 
brand we’ll call “Consumatrix.” There are several 
possible strategies spanning both innovation and 
optimization: renewable thinking, second life and 
strengthening trust. Our brand manager works 
with her operational team to research the feasi-

bility of each strategy in order to choose the one 
which best fits the Consumatrix identity. Based on 
the results of their research, the Consumatrix team 
chooses the second life strategy – and decides to 
create a refillable line that builds revenue for the 
Consumatrix brand as well as generating revenue 
for the customer. By offering the customer a sus-
tainable, and less expensive option, Consumatrix 
has allowed the customer to participate in the sus-
tainability initiative thereby educating him or her 
and building excitement about Consumatrix. 

Pathway: Customer > Strategy: Second Life > Ini-
tiative: Refillable > Result: Revenue Generation

hoW cAn We Apply positive poten-
tiAl™ to stRAtegic plAnning?
Ultimately, if we think of sustainability initiatives 
in a holistic manner, we can weigh the sum of those 
initiatives against the amount of waste we create 
and come up with a number that represents our net 
impact on our planet. Using this methodology, we 
can also achieve measurable and reportable results. 
Consider the following graphic example. In this 
example, there are several areas of focus, includ-
ing: Net Negative Impact, Net Zero Impact and Net 
Positive Impact.

Net Negative Impact / Net Zero Impact
During the period of net negative impact, rather 
than trying to be obscure, companies have the 
opportunity to be transparent about their current 
sustainability positions and where they’re headed. 
They can find a measure of their impact by exam-
ining the sum of positive sustainability efforts (S) 
in total weight as compared to the waste generated 
(less waste, less waste recovered and less waste re-
duction). As you can see (see graph below), this is 

the area of Net Negative impact, where the waste 
generated is greater than the sustainability initia-
tives. In this space, efforts should be focused on 
reducing the total difference as opposed to fighting 
on individual fronts. Over time goals can be set to 
decrease Net Negative Impact and lead to a bal-
ance or Net Zero Impact.

 
Net Positive Impact
Looking even further out, to the state of Net Posi-
tive Impact, we begin to counterbalance waste 
with positive sustainability. A deeper look at the 
equation reveals the necessity to include time as 
a variable. As time changes, so do the inputs. This 
constant change is a function of (W) as it relates 
to the growth of the company. As previously dis-
cussed, with company growth, waste generation 
also increases. If we were to strategically plan for 
our positive sustainability initiatives over a 5-year 
period, we would need to account for compounded 
growth of the waste generated on an annual basis. 
the changes to (W) and (R) as follows:

W(Wt0–Rt0) – (D1t0 +D2t0) < S (S1t0 + S2t0 + S2t0 + 
S4t0 + S5t0 + S6t0)

For example, if today, a company produces 100 
tons of waste (Wt0) annually and that organization 
grows at rate of 5% per year, Wt1 would be 205 tons, 
Wt2 would be 315 tons, etc. You get the idea. At 
the same time, hopefully, the rate of recycling (W) 
would also be increasing with adjustments needed 
for that variable as well. This, of course, drives 
the need to counterbalance the equation with the 
appropriate increases in reduction (D) and posi-
tive sustainability (S). Appropriately planning for 
these changes is necessary to ensure proper track-
ing and reporting. Planning for a goal or value of 
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(S) that does not account for growth will ultimately 
lead to an unbalanced equation and under planning 
for the target.

cReAting huRDles With positive 
potentiAltm

The final step in applying the strategy is to include 
a POSITIVE POTENTIAL™ hurdle for brand 
managers to target as they build and develop their 
product strategies. Companies usually think in 
terms of sales hurdles or gross profit, which is the 
same philosophy applied here. The development of 
an agreed to and established rate that is measur-
able will guarantee the rate of Net Negative Impact 
decreases continually and help drive towards Posi-
tive Net Impact at a more rapid rate. The hurdle 
rate can be thought of simply as S + D = % of W. 

If we calculate the total weight of a package 
associated with a program and take a percentage 
ofz that weight then brand and operational teams 
will have to focus on the positive sustainable im-
pacts in order to overcome the added waste. Con-
sider the following example:

Product launch adds packaging (W) = 100,000KG 
POSITIVE POTENTIAL™ Hurdle Rate = 10%
 
S + D = % W
S + D = 100,000 KG * .10
S + D = 10,000 KG

In this example, it becomes necessary to define 
reductions (D) and/or positive sustainability initia-
tives (S) equal to 10,000KG – such as using 10% 
PCR by weight. This forced compliance initiates 
the discussion and helps feed collaborative efforts 
across the product team. In many cases, such ef-
forts also lead to cost avoidance during the devel-
opment cycle providing even more benefit for these 
efforts.

so, cAn We Achieve A WoRlD With-
out WAste?
Some regard sustainability as a journey without 
beginning or end. The problem with this point of 
view is that it sends us to wander aimlessly with-
out an actual goal to direct our actions. Conversely, 
the goal of a world without waste seems almost so 
remote that it is difficult to relate to on anything 
but a hypothetical level. Perhaps the best way to 
approach sustainability now is by focusing on 
shorter term, attainable goals on the road to that 
ultimate, if very distant, one. 

But, can we achieve a world without waste? 
Today sustainability is handled separately by in-
dividuals within a given product’s development 
team. Perhaps by applying the POSITIVE PO-

TENTIAL™ strategy, we can begin to think col-
lectively about solving the issues ahead, tackling 
waste in a way that allows participation regardless 
of company, department or expertise. Encourag-
ing holistic and open thinking will not only change 
our attitudes toward sustainability, but add to our 
positive sustainability. 

What else can POSITIVE POTENTIAL™ ac-
complish? There are still many applications for this 
theory yet to be explored. Can it be used at every 
level within an organization, every product, every 
brand, across regions and the company as a whole? 
Can it be expanded to cover all waste or extended 
to other important topics such as energy or water? 
All of these questions will be answered over time 
and with application, but the idea that a tool could 
be so encompassing is an exciting possibility. 

Most importantly, as companies explore areas 
of positive sustainability that lead to net positive 
impact, they will begin to give back to our global 
community. And the realization of that goal will 
be the true first step in moving toward making a 
world without waste not a distant reality, but an 
actual one. 
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