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Abstract

Innovation in designing consumer products is not an abstract ideal, but a month-by-month necessity for a company to maintain success in the marketplace.  Achieving any substantial degree of sustainability will require a new level of innovation.  However, innovation toward sustainability can only succeed if it is an integral part of the product development process, and not at odds with the core requirements of scientific, engineering, manufacturing, and marketing processes. This case study will draw upon the experience of SC Johnson, a 117-year old family-owned and managed consumer packaged goods company, to provide some concrete examples. Although the company’s culture has deep roots, recent efforts have facilitated more sustainable product design by addressing information, training, procedural, and motivational aspects.  

The Greenlist™ program institutionalizes recognition and tracking of better choices for the environment and society, promoting incremental movement toward the ideal of "sustainability."  The necessity and accompanying benefit of innovation is illustrated by the company's effort to eliminate chlorine-based packaging, including PVC bottles.  Although most uses of PVC had been easily avoided in recent years by choosing alternative materials, the chemical and physical properties of a popular metal polish had made a PVC bottle seem essential.  Determined to eliminate the PVC container, RD&E scientists developed a new formula that can be packed in a non-PVC bottle (PET) and it uses less chemicals, matches the performance of the old product, and avoids the need for the product to carry the new EU “Dangerous for the Environment” hazard label (the "dead fish / dead tree" warning symbol), that would have been required for the old product.  The fragrance used in the new formula is more environmentally advanced, and additionally, the new product can be warehoused with our other products, whereas the old product was required to be stored in its own separate building.  Finally, the new product represents a cost saving for the company at ~$30,000 each year: a win for business and a win for the environment!

