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Creating and developing sustainable and responsible new business models
Sustainable development is of increasing concern to the business community. Numerous companies have been addressing this issue for some time. At Interface, the world’s largest producer of modular flooring and commercial interior designs is one of those companies. Back the mid nineties the company published a vision statement that laid down the gauntlet to change itself into a new kind of industrial company. One that could, in time, rightfully claim to be truly sustainable. As the inventor and creator of modular flooring, Interface’s corporate vision can be likened to a modern industrial revolution.  The company also aims to influence others to follow their lead in resource-friendly manufacturing policies and processes.

To date, through a waste reduction programme the company has generated over $200 million in savings; energy efficiency programmes and a commitment to renewable energy has resulted in a 50% reduction in CO2 emissions against the 1996 baseline; and further changes to the production process have also allowed for an 80% reduction in water intake per square metre of production. These successes illustrate what can be done but the company is not about to stop there. Interface is committed to sustainable development as a means to ensure continued success in the 21st century. 

Product innovation is an important element in how Interface is tackling the challenges of sustainable production and consumption. Ultimately the aim is to move from traditional linear system of take –make –waste and move toward more natural, cyclical systems of material and resource flows. To ensure this is 

part and parcel of the product design process Interface created ‘the Sustainable Design Stairway’ illustrating the key sustainability steps products need to move toward over time. This strategy has already delivered carpet tile products made with significantly less material per tile than their traditional counterparts but with identical, if not improved wearability.

Inspired by Janine Benyus’ book Biomimicry, the company looked to nature for key design principles that could be used for flooring. This resulted in Interface offering a completely new modular flooring concept – the random floor tile. This innovation results in easier installment and significantly less fitment wastes being generated. It also allows the floor to be replaced where required, so tiles which become damaged can be removed and replaced individually rather than replacing everything at once.

The issue of ease of replacement has also helped Interface as it looks toward ways of addressing the issues of sustainable consumption through product take back and leasing. ReEntry was one of the first service offerings created at Interface to allow for product to be returned, at the end of its useful life, for sortation, reuse and recycling. Moving on from this Evergreen Lease is Interface’s cradle-to-cradle service providing customers with a fully integrated flooring service; this service takes account of fitment, replacement and ultimate disposal of the chosen product, allowing even further opportunity to reduce the lifecycle footprint of the building.

The company faces a significant dilemma as the market place has yet to fully recognise or value sustainable led innovations and products. A number of barriers to progress can be identified. However unique challenges are not uncommon to companies taking a leadership position within the sustainability agenda. It is of paramount importance that the market place begins to reward companies such as Interface for the sustainable innovations they offer.
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