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Lack of data/ 

information

Lack of overview on 

innovations/ 

solutions

Lack of adequate 

innovation 

processes close to 

customers 

Lack of resources/ 

access

● Data gaps regarding biggest levers

(e.g., drivers of food waste/packaging)

● Insufficient access to store data (brands)

● Fast growing portfolio of innovations under 

development (e.g., for unpacking veggies –

solutions could be cooled shelves, edible 

coatings, moisture management)

● Winning models cannot be “designed” – they 

require iteration and time for customers to 

acquire new habits

● One-off trials almost by default will show lower 

sales

● Retailers in particular have no R&D/innovation 

budget and dedicated resources

● Brands lack direct control over delivery at retailer

Innovation for a step change in sustainability is hard, expensive and takes 

time – we are building an Innovation Center as a solution

Innovation for sustainability is facing 4 concrete barriers

● Baselining projects and sharing of insights

The Innovation Center for Sustainable 

Retail (ICSR) 

● Systematic innovation scouting and 

assessment 

● Test technology, processes and 

communication as a system

● Iterate in a live environment 

● Experiment until it works  – (not only test if it 

works)

● Collaboration and exchange of insights
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Hosted at 

ETH 

sus.lab

The ICSR is envisioned as a consortium of retailers, brand owners and 

other stakeholders, hosted at ETH and funded by Climate-KIC

ILLUSTRATIVE

Strongly 

engaged in 

discussion 

3

The ICSR 

Consortium 

is centered

around 

retailers 

and brand 

owners And funded 

by the EU 

Innovation 

Fund 

Climate-KIC
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The ICSR has a very hands on approach and focuses on three areas of 

innovation
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Sustainable product 

redesigns (e.g., products 

as a service)

Consumer incentivization 

and motivation

Reusable and recyclable 

product designs

Development of reusable 

containers and recyclable 

materials

Innovative retail delivery 

formats (online and in-

store) and sustainable 

materials

Consumer education and 

behavior nudging

Product and business

model innovation

Packaging

innovation

Consumer

behavior innovation

Innovations across the entire value chain will be considered to improve the environmental footprint of the sector
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Innovation in the field of… 

Consumer 

behavior 

innovation

Packaging 

innovation

Product and 

business model 

innovation

Quantitative ambitions of the UN, the EU and the Global Commitment will 

be used as a guideline to identify meaningful innovations for the 

environment
1.Net reduction of carbon emissions by 30% by 2025 

(aligned with Science-Based Target SDA Tool)

3.Reduce food waste by at least 50% across entire value 

chain by 2030 

(aligned with UN SDG 12.3)

2.Maximize circularity for packaging through innovations

● Reduction of not easily replaceable materials by 25% by 

2025 (aligned with EU target)

● 100% of packaging to be reusable, recyclable, or 

compostable (aligned with Global Commitment target)
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The ICSR offers a platform to exchange knowledge and to develop and 

execute innovation projects for retailers, brand owners, NGOs and 

research partners

ILLUSTRATIVE

Potentially interested to join

ICSR staff Dedicated ICSR staff leads all ICSR activities (currently run by the sus.lab @ ETH Zurich)

Development of a platform that brings 

together retailers, brand-owners, NGOs 

and research institutions to share 

expertise and knowledge

Development and execution of projects to 

introduce innovative retail concepts and 

to reduce the environmental footprint of 

packaging

Knowledge exchangea

Project development and executionb

Retailers

Brand 

owners

NGOs

Research

6
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Multiple formats to create a platform for knowledge exchange 

will be offered

a

Discussion 

tables

● Brief discussion tables of innovation projects of other ICSR members 

(led by ICSR members)

Workshops

● Cross-value chain workshops (incl. raw material suppliers, brand owners, retailers and 

recyclers) to discuss specific multi-stakeholder issues

● Coopetition workshops between competing players to identify opportunities for 

collaboration

● Expert workshops on specific innovation topics (e.g., with technology startups, 

specialized advisors, academics, NGOs)

Reports

● Brief project reports that summarize findings from innovation projects of other 

ICSR members

● Relevant academic and white paper publications (e.g., market analyses)

● Access to a large network of research experts (details on the following page)Experts

7
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A panel of research experts will be available to all ICSR members to 

assist across different focus areas

a
WORK IN PROGRESS – TO BE EXTENDED OVER TIME

Dr. Petrissa Eckle

Director, Sustainability in 

Business Lab

Dr. Catharina Benning

Sustainability and Technology, 

ETH Zürich

Prof. Dr. Johanna 

Gollnhofer

Digital Marketing, 

University of St. Gallen

Dr. Nicola Blum

Sustainability and Technology, 

ETH Zürich

Ruben Korenke
Nudging für nachhaltigen 
Konsum, Technische 
Universität Berlin

Prof. Dr. Christoph Hugi

Nachhaltigkeit und 

Entwicklung, FHNW

Judith kleine Holthaus

Strat. Insight & Analytics, 

Whitbread

TBD

WWF

Prof. Dr. Volker Hoffmann

Sustainability and Technology, 

ETH Zürich

Prof. Dr. Michael Siegrist

Consumer Behavior, ETH 

Zurich

Dr. Johannes Meuer

Sustainability and Technology, 

ETH Zürich

TBD

Ecological System Design, 

ETH Zürich

Consumer behavior research Technology innovation research
Organization and management 

research

Environmental impact assessment 

research
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The ICSR staff provides active support in the project development and 

execution phase along a design thinking approach

b

Degree of ICSR staff involvement (illustrative)Degree of ICSR core members involvement (illustrative)

TESTDEFINE IDEATE
UNDER-

STAND

IMPLE-

MENT

Project development Project execution

if target could 

not be reached,

find further ideas

if test results are 

dissatisfactory, find 

further ideas

ICSR 

design 

thinking 

approach

• Implementation of project at 

scale and assessment of target 

achievement

• Selection of projects based on 

potential to reach the set target 

and strategic priorities of ICSR 

members

• Identification of a longlist of 

project ideas that have the 

potential to reach the set target

• Prioritization of strategic focus

• Provision of data

• Prioritization of strategic focus

• Analysis of data and 

identification of key impact 

levers within strategic research 

areas

• Approval of targets

• Definition of clearly defined 

targets

• Test and modification of 

projects until the initiative is 

ready for implementation (either 

in collaboration with other ICSR 

members or individually)

• Testing support 

• Problem-solving to adjust 

projects if needed

• Support to scale

Responsibilities of ICSR staff

Responsibilities of ICSR core members

Responsib

ilities

9
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Each ICSR core team member as well as ICSR staff can pledge project 

ideas, which will be selected based on the contribution to ICSR 

ambitions, feasibility and strategic fit with ICSR core members

b

Project

ideas

Contribution to 

ICSR ambitions

Project Ideas will 

be considered if 

the contribution 

to the ICSR 

ambitions is 

significant, …

Each core team 

member can 

pitch project 

ideas to the 

Steering Board

Feasibility

… and the 

technological, 

economical, 

social, political 

and commercial 

feasibility is 

provided

Strategic fit with 

ICSR core members

The ICSR core 

members decide in 

the Steering Board 

whether the strategic 

fit with the consortium 

is high enought

Selected ICSR 

projects

10

Project ideas of ICSR core 

members and ICSR staff
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A Steering Board consisting of ICSR core members will decide on the 

strategic focus of the center and prioritize ICSR projects

b

Note: ICSR members may choose not to collaborate with potentially competing ICSR members and implement projects individually (in this case, ICSR staff will not share any or information or 

outcomes of the project with other ICSR members

ICSR governance structure Members/ResourcesResponsibilities

Advisory 

Board

● Selected individuals with 

significant expertise in the field

● Guidance and expertise

ICSR staff

● Dedicated ICSR staff● Lead of design thinking process 

(esp. during project development)

● Support of project execution

Steering Board

● 1 rep. of each ICSR core member

● 1. rep. of each public funder

● Head of ICSR

● Prioritization of strategic focus

● Selection of projects

Project 

execution 

team

Project 

execution 

team

Project 

execution 

team

● Dedicated project teams provided 

by ICSR core members and ICSR 

staff

● Test and implementation of 

projects

11
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Public funding will be sought to prove the concept and value of the ICSR to 

attract paying ICSR members

● Access to the ICSR knowledge exchange 

platform

● Access to project development and execution 

resources

● 1 seat in the ICSR Steering Board to propose 

projects and give guidance on strategic 

direction

● Costs: EUR 35k p.a. 

Core 

members

Limited 

members

● Access to the ICSR knowledge exchange 

platform

● Costs: EUR 10k p.a.

Public funding

● Already funded by Climate-KIC Pathfinder 

and D MTEC Foundation

● Purpose: Develop concept and onboard first 

members

● Funding: EUR 100k

● Timeline: 01/2019 – 06/2019

Concept 

phase

● Potentially funded by Climate-KIC 

Demonstrator

● Funding: EUR 860k

● Purpose: Prove of concept and scale up of 

memberships

● Timeline: 07/2019 – 12/2020

Ramp-up 

phase

Note: Application for scale-up phase already underway

Note: Membership fees are for free in the first operational year (i.e., until June 2020), 

yet commitment for 2 years required

Membership funding

12
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Examples of concrete project ideas that are explored/ in progress as ICSR 
pilot projects

Packaging 

reduction for 

veggies and 

fruits

 Identification of levers to reduce packaging in vegetables and fruit 

shelves while conserving shelf live and even improving it; e.g., 

through closed or open cooling systems, edible coatings, humidity 

management)

Project idea Description

Reusable 

packaging for 

grocery retail

 Test of unpacked shelves in supermarkets

 Exploration of ways to deploy reusable containers for food in online 

shop, e.g., in collaboration with Loop

 Assessment of ways to increase the use of already existing reusable 

containers in convenience food

Packaging 

waste 

baselining

 Development of a database that links packaging information with 

product meta data so that a comprehensive baseline for packaging 

can be established

AI to reduce 

food waste

 Assessment of the potential of freshness analytics (e.g., based on 

mobile phone photos) to optimize supply chain and reduce food waste
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We are currently in the concept phase and aim at working closely with 

change leaders as first ICSR core members

Summer 2019

End of 2020

2025

6 months

1.5 years

5 years

Idea: Develop a concept

● Develop a clear concept for the ICSR with 

a clear theory of change towards a more 

sustainable retail sector and value 

proposition for members

● Get first retailer and brand owner 

as ICSR core members on board (focusing on 

change leaders)

● Develop budget and secure initial funding

Ramp-up: Create the consortium and 

deliver first projects

● Conduct an initiation workshop with ICSR 

core members to identify collaboration 

opportunities and jointly define short-term 

and longer-term innovation projects

● Build an innovation pipeline and deliver first 

projects

● Extend member group systematically (focus 

Europe)

● Build up ICSR staff and secure additional 

funding

Roll-out: Scale innovations to 

achieve “25% less”

● Roll-out most promising innovations at 

participating supermarkets/ consumer 

brands etc.

● Set new more ambitious goals

● Actively spread insights globally

14
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BACKUP
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Source: SYSTEMIQ

Food is the prerequisite of all human life; yet, the production of food is 
highly resource intensive

70%
Of freshwater is used 

in agriculture

40%
Of earth’s habitable 

land is made up of 

pasture and cropland

24% & 35%
Of total carbon emissions 

come from 

forestry/agriculture sector. 

35% of low-cost emission 

reduction levers come from 

the sector

>1billion
People employed
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However, packaging has become a considerable and increasing threat for 
the environment as well
Example: Plastics

The global plastics consumption increased 

sharply over the past 60 years

In Europe, packaging is by far the largest 

contributor to plastics waste

At this trajectory, plastics will be respon-

sible for 15% of global CO2-emissions and 

major ocean pollution by 2050

59%

5%

5%

8%

23%

Packaging Building & Construction
Automotive Electronics
Others

Ratio of 

plastics to 

fish in the 

Ocean (by 

weight)
>1:1

15%

1:5

Plastics’ 

share of 

carbon 

Budget

2050Today (2014)

1%

Source: Global plastic consumption – Plastic Europe 2016, Ellen MacArthur Foundation, Eunomia (2017)
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Consumers start to realize this threat and become increasingly worried 
about the environmental footprint of their consumption behaviour

36%
of Europeans are already 

boycotting brands over 

packaging sustainability 

concerns.

This proportion rises to 

53%
among millennial 

consumers (aged 18-34).

77%
of German consumers and

81%
of Spanish consumers say 

that environmental impact of 

a product’s packaging 

affects their 

purchasing choice

68%
of UK consumers,

Source: https://www.edie.net/news/5/In-numbers--The-growing-consumer-demand-for-sustainable-packaging/

https://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=https://gallery.yopriceville.com/var/albums/National-Flags/Germany_Large_Flag.png?m=1441161880&imgrefurl=https://gallery.yopriceville.com/National-Flags/Germany_Large_Flag&docid=9BzSUpWUs9wBBM&tbnid=Ogg3por5_vZ4oM:&vet=10ahUKEwj8nLKpgrvgAhWJepoKHb8TB1YQMwhQKAAwAA..i&w=5000&h=3334&bih=686&biw=1318&q=germany%20flag&ved=0ahUKEwj8nLKpgrvgAhWJepoKHb8TB1YQMwhQKAAwAA&iact=mrc&uact=8
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Multiple initiatives have already been launched to improve the 
environmental footprint of packaging

Source: EU Circular Economy Package –approved in EU parliament 1.11.2018, target: law by 2021; Ellen MacArthur Foundation: Global Commitment, published 29.10.2018

European governments start to become active in making 

packaging more sustainable – EXEMPLARY

Industry players take action for more sustainable 

packaging

Bio-based organic content requirement of >50% in 

compostable bags

Since 2019 all producers are obliged to integrate

their packaging with a dual system (fee for disposal

and recovery)

EU-wide ban of 10 single-use plastics like cotton 

swabs, cutlery, straws and plates by 2021

Tax companies using packaging made of non-

recycled plastic since 2019, and by 2025 use only

recycled plastic packaging

National Council wants to implement measures in 

collaboration with industry to reduce packaging 

waste (Status: motion at second council)

Industry has started 

committing to ambitious 

goals (e.g., Global 

Commitment)

Major corporates put in 

place innovation 

centers for sustainable 

packaging (e.g., Nestle)

Consortia are forming to 

search for solutions 

across value chains (e.g., 

CEFLEX)
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However, to actually achieve a step change, social change and 
technological innovations beyond current initiatives are required

From (today)… …to (the future of retail)

 Convenience-first consumption 

behavior

 Inability to make sustainable

purchasing choices due to lack of 

information, supply or infrastructure

 Environment-first consumption 

behavior

 Empowerment to make sustainable

purchasing choices due to new 

sustainable delivery models

 Linear resource deployment for 

packaging (e.g., single use plastics)

 Wasteful/ inefficient resource use

 Complex supply chains and 

traditional delivery models

(e.g., global product sourcing for 

supermarkets)

 Circular resources deployment

(e.g., reusable packaging, recycling)

 Efficient resource use (e.g., light 

weighting of packaging, zero 

packaging food)

 Simple/ regional supply chains and

new delivery models (e.g., local 

sourcing and home delivery)

TECHNOLOGY 

INNOVATION

SOCIAL 

CHANGE

Step change 

towards 

sustainable 

retail
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This change requires targeted innovations of food retail delivery formats 
across all steps of the value chain – Examples

Allows global waste free shopping

 Buy products of trusted brands

 Products delivered in customized, 

brand-specific, durable packaging

 Empty packaging is picked-up, 

cleaned, refilled and reused

 USA & FR launch in Spring 2019

A smart product distribution technology

for the delivery and sale of unpackaged

goods in reusable containers

 Customer orders the exact amount 

needed via app

 Retailer provides product in own-

home-container, biodegradable or 

returnable store containers (in-store 

or home delivery) 

Albert Heijn (largest 

supermarket chain in NL) 

launched a “Help-yourself 

Herb Garden” in shop

 Customers pick fresh 

plants

 Supermarket 

gardening

https://loopstore.com/, https://retaildesignblog.net/2016/12/05/albert-heijn-xl-help-yourself-herb-garden-by-studiomfd-amsterdam-netherlands/, http://www.miwa.eu/how-it-works


