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Brainstorming: Where are trade-offs and tensions in 
sustainability? 14.1514.00

Summary of brainstorming14.2514.15

A new 360-degree case study approach: Navigating tensions and 
trade-offs in Coop’s sustainability portfolio14.4514.25

Q&A and open discussion15.0014.45

Agenda
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5 minutes - Individually
Write down 3 instances where you consciously had to make a trade-off 
about some aspect of sustainability, WHILST AT A SUPERMARKET

10 minutes – Per Table
At your table, cluster your trade-
offs. 

Exercise: Brainstorming Trade-offs
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A tension is a competing demand between the 
economic, social, or environmental elements of 
sustainability.

Tensions are inherent in sustainability decision

Tensions arise everywhere in sustainability decisions
• Between dimensions of sustainability: planet-profit 

considerations
• Inter-temporal tensions: over time and between 

generations
• Spatial tensions: between countries and regions
• Cost-impact tensions: the marginal costs of avoidance

Example of key concept in the case

Tension and trade-offs in sustainability
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Win-win perspective Trade-off perspective Paradoxical perspective

• Financial profitability can be aligned 
with social and environmental 
dimension

• Corporate priorities “dictate” social 
and environmental issues

• Only engage in sustainability when 
its financially profitable

• The “Business case” for 
sustainability

• Useful emphasis for companies at 
the beginning of their journal but 
widely overemphasized and limited 
in reality 

• Exchange of one benefit for another 
benefit

• Managers must prioritize one 
objective over another and choose 
between competing demands 

• Requires extensive assessment of 
alternatives 

• The ‘static’ tension: an either/or 
choice

• Avoid choosing between either/or
• Invest time and resources into 

finding innovative ways to reconcile 
sustainability aspects over time

• Maintain tensions in order to 
understand the complexity of 
competition demands

• Work through the tension rather 
than resolving it

• Acknowledge that tension may 
exist, and use maintain tensions to 
foster innovation, creativity, 
commitment

Example of key concept in the case

Three perspective on tensions
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After completing the case, the participants are expected 
to:

• Grasp the diversity of sustainability challenges that 
companies are facing

• Learn to evaluate sustainability proposal along 
several dimensions

• Experience the challenges of negotiating different 
pathways for companies to become more sustainable

• Recognize key concepts of corporate sustainability, 
such as tensions and trade-offs

Photo by Jason Goodman on Unsplash

Learning objectives

https://unsplash.com/@jasongoodman_youxventures?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/photos/Oalh2MojUuk?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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What is a (Harvard) Teaching Case Study?
Available online on int. 

case centers

Available online on int. 
case centers



 Find information and come up with creative solutions

 Apply theoretical concepts to practical problems 

 Get comfortable with making decisions

 Analyze situations with imperfect information

 Recognize core problems

 Put yourself in the situation of the protagonists 

 Ask yourself “What would I do?”

8

Cases allow developing decision-making skills



9/6/2023 9

What is new about our case? 

Traditional Teaching Case

• Focus on a single challenge, 
challenging decision situations

• Select a single company that is ideal 
for illustrating a specific problem 
(R&D, supply-chains, strategy making)

• Students using the case all adopt the 
identical perspective 

Our Teaching Case

• Illustrate the challenge of managing 
challenges across an entire company

• Provide a holistic perspective on 
sustainability, including environmental, 
social, and governance issues

• Highlight the tensions and trade-offs 
involved in managerial decisions

A 360-degree case study in which we examine 
one company from all different angles
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Navigating tensions and trade-offs in 
Coop’s sustainability solution portfolio
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Coop is the largest food retailer in Switzerland and a global sustainability leader in its 
sector. Founded in 1864, Coop is a cooperative managed by a Board of Directors and 
led by an executive committee. The Board is concerned about growing sustainability 
challenges, the rise of sustainability-conscious consumers, and competitors eroding the 
firm’s competitive advantage as a sustainability leader.

Coop: A century-old sustainability leader
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• Coop’s Board of Directors has identified that Coop needs to 
work on its portfolio of sustainability actions. 

• The Board of Directors has asked Coop’s CEO, Philipp 
Wyss, to prepare proposals on how Coop may address 
important sustainability challenges.

• Mr. Wyss has commissioned proposals on seven 
sustainability challenges based on the company’s materiality 
matrix and submitted them to the Board.

• The proposals suggest paths to address each sustainability 
challenge for the next 2 and 10 years.

The CEO’s task
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Reducing emissions in logistics Reducing value chain emissions Reducing food waste

• Electrify the diesel-powered 
trucks owned by Coop

• Cooperate with other retailers 
on a ‘last-mile’ distribution 
system

• Methanogen inhibition in cows 
via feed additives

• Support the development of 
cell-cultured based meat

• Develop a new Coop app, in-
store smart pricing and 
marketing to help purchase 
about-to-be-wasted food

• Digitize Coop’s operations to 
improve stocking and avoid 
waste

Reducing plastic waste

• Analyze existing packaging and 
focus on reduction in volume 
and recyclability

• Invest in R&D into chemical 
recycling, edible coatings, etc.

Improving human rights Fostering a sustainability culture Enhancing biodiversity

• Identify and track the risks 
of human rights abuses in 
the supply chain

• Create a label to make these 
visible

• Exchange and education 
platform

• Points scheme with Pro Specie 
Rara to support heritage 
vegetables

• Invest in regenerative 
agriculture with Swiss farmers

Coop’s seven most pressing sustainability 
challenges
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2

4

3

Sustainability 
challenge 
introduction

1
Proposal’s title, core 
idea, and summary

2
Proposal’s phase 1 
and 2 budgets

3

Proposal’s impact and viability evaluation
4

Proposal example
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Sustainability 
challenge

Solution 
(next 2 years)

Budget 
(million 

CHF)

Solution
(next 5 years)

Budget
(million 

CHF)
Reducing emissions 
in logistics

Electrification of 
truck fleet 39 Shared last-mile 

distribution network 20

Reducing value 
chain emissions

Deploy methanogen 
inhibitors 20 Support culture-

based meat 50

Reducing food 
waste

Expand Coop app 
and smart pricing 57 Digitalise operations 40

Reducing plastic 
waste

Packaging analysis 
and redesign 31 R&D on chemical 

recycling 50

Improving human 
rights Human rights label 10 Supply chain due 

diligence 20

Fostering a 
sustainability culture

Exchange and 
education platform 20 Maintain and expand 

platform 20

Enhancing 
biodiversity

Heritage vegetable 
scheme 30

Regenerative 
agricultural advice to 

farmers
40

Budget rules

• Available budget: CHF 280 million
• Free allocation below limit; no 

obligation to use the entire budget
• Minor proposal adjustments are 

allowed as long as their budget 
stays the same

• Independent proposals can be 
combined; Phase 1 is not required 
for Phase 2

Proposals overview
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• You are a member of Coop’s Board of Directors. Together with 
your colleagues, you need to discuss the seven sustainability 
proposals, which were prepared by the Executive Committee to 
help Coop be as sustainable as possible in the short and medium 
term. 

• Together you must combine the proposals into one single 
portfolio to be presented to external stakeholders.

• Due to financial and other constraints, you cannot implement all 
proposals – creative ideas on how to mix and match might be 
necessary! 

• At the end of the meeting, you will present your portfolio 
proposal to the annual assembly of Coop’s regional cooperatives. 

Your assignment
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Impressions and additional material
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The case study is suitable for all levels of study: Undergraduate, graduate, executive

Participants studying the following topics, among others, would find this case study insightful:

Class size: 
• We recommend 15 to 30 participants working in groups of 5 to 7 participants. 
• Depending on the group size adjust

• # of sustainability challenges
• # board members; 
• # of parallel board meetings

• Management
• Environmental science
• Corporate strategy 
• Environmental management 

• Corporate sustainability
• Sustainability management
• Engineering

Target learning groups



Material

Case Study

Extensions

Slides

Teaching notes
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Thank
you!
Q&A
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Dr. Emily Elsner

Teaching specialist
ETH Zürich

 eelsner@ethz.ch

Prof. Dr. Johannes Meuer

Associate Professor of Sustainability 
Strategy and Operations
Kühne Logistics University

 johannes.meuer@the-klu.org
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