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A tipping point
into action

Ron Cotterman

Vice President of Innovation and
Sustainability, Sealed Air1

“We used to say, ‘We
want to leave the world
better than we found it.’
We’ve recently changed
that. Now we say, ‘We
want to make the world
better than we found it.’”

Across the world, new, evolving, and
established companies are working to
solve the challenge of plastic waste with
innovation, ingenuity, and vigor. And they’re
doing so in significant numbers: More than
13,000 companies from more than 160
countries have adopted the United Nations
Global Compact2 aimed at achieving UN
Sustainable Development Goals by 2030.
Among those goals: a call for responsible
production and consumption.
Additionally, businesses have united with governments and
other international organizations on The Global Commitment,
an initiative led by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation3 and the
UN Environment Programme to end plastic waste. All 450
signatories4 have committed to a set of ambitious targets to
reduce, reuse, or repurpose plastic by 2025, and have agreed
to track and communicate their progress annually.
These initiatives coincide with another shift gaining
traction as an investment metric for corporations. Many
companies are implementing Environmental, Social, and
Governance (ESG) strategies to demonstrate a deeper
level of commitment than traditional concepts of corporate
responsibility while enhancing brand value in the process.
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In that context, plastic waste becomes a front-and-center
issue. Whether it’s an intrinsic belief and value in doing
the right thing for both business and society, a desire to
be on the right side of history, or a recognition of possible
reputational risks, as public concern about the impacts
to seascapes and marine life increases, so does the
expectation that the corporate and industrial sectors
will respond with solutions. Add a further incentive—
government regulations that reflect a heightened focus
on protecting the environment, with protocols requiring
companies across the plastics value chain to rapidly
expand recycling and repurposing efforts.
Put all this together and a trend emerges—a growing
appetite to transition plastics to a sustainable “circular
economy.” Broadly defined, a circular economy is a system
aimed at eliminating waste and making continual use of
existing resources—as opposed to a linear economy, which
sees products disposed of after they are used. To create and
support a circular economy for plastics, bold approaches are
needed.
Yet companies across the plastic value chain face several
hurdles as they develop and execute strategies toward a
circular economy. To succeed in the market, they must meet
customers’ sustainability expectations while maintaining
the convenience, cost-effectiveness, and durability plastics
offer. Technological limitations also come into play that make
it difficult to derive value from plastic waste. At the same
time, these companies must constantly adapt to changing
government regulations that often take a broad-brush
approach such as banning single-use plastics, for example.
To gain insights into how businesses are responding to
these trends and challenges, as well as to identify learnings
and key actions companies can take to accelerate a circular
economy, FORTUNE Brand Studio and Dow conducted a
survey in October 2020 of 300 senior executives at plasticsusing brands and interviewed additional executives that
offered expertise in the circularity of plastics. In the survey
analysis, we identified as “Leaders” those companies
whose respondents agreed that plastics are central to
their organization and said that their businesses were
positioned to make major contributions toward establishing
a circular economy for plastics. More than a quarter—27%
of respondents—qualified as Leaders under that definition.
We then compared their responses to those of other
respondents. The results of the survey helped identify tools,
strategies, and areas of opportunity for global corporations
looking to embrace a circular economy for plastics.
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A strategic
imperative at
the C-suite level

Jeff Wooster

Global Sustainability
Director, Dow

“Executives see the
importance of doing
something more
sustainable for the future.
They’ve figured out that
it’s not only the right
thing to do, but also that
a sustainable business
model is in fact essential
to their enterprise.”

A sizable majority of C-level
executives say that recycling (71%)
and waste reduction (68%) have had a
“substantial” or “very large” influence on
their organization’s strategic direction
over the past two years—and indeed,
these issues rank higher than any other
environmental concerns. The impact
of these issues on corporate recycling
activities is especially strong in organizations
where plastics are central to operations.
In such cases, 75% and 73% of executives
say that recycling and waste reduction,
respectively, have had a “substantial”
or “very large” influence on their
strategic direction.
Jeff Wooster, global sustainability director at Dow5, is
encouraged by the finding. “It’s great to see that executives
recognize the need to address plastic waste,” he says. “They
see the importance of doing something more sustainable
for the future. They’ve figured out that it’s not only the right
thing to do, but also that a sustainable business model is in
fact essential to their enterprise. They need to work to ensure
their part in building a sustainable society and creating a
sustainable planet.”
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Learning from
best-practice leaders
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The strategies followed by
companies that are leading the
drive for a circular economy for
plastics provide a useful guide
to best practices that others can
follow. The Leader group is both
heavily engaged in the use of
plastics and positioned to act.
While the definition of “best
practices” differs from one Leader
to the next, the strategies they
have adopted and those of other
companies provide useful insights.
At Dow, best practices in
part entail a rethinking of
the company’s approach to
sustainability. Says Kevin
Kolevar, vice president of global
government affairs for Dow:
“Our sustainability journey
has evolved from focusing on
operational efficiency (our
footprint) to product solutions and
world challenges (our handprint)
to recognizing that only through
collaboration can we accelerate
a positive impact (blueprint
thinking).”
Ted Doheny, president and
CEO of Sealed Air says: “Our
portfolio includes plastic and
paper packaging solutions, so we
are actively working on circular
remedies for both. For our plastic
packaging solutions, which have a
lower carbon footprint and higher
efficacy than paper, solving the
waste capture and recycling
challenge is critical. We are
actively investing our capital and
partnering in the circular supply
chain to make this happen in
the near future.”
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The COVID-19
factor

Bridget Croke
Managing Director,
Closed Loop Partners

“Companies that are
thinking about a circular
economy in line with
these other mega trends
are going to be the ones
who are the leaders in
20 or 30 years.”

The importance of sustainability
gained new resonance at the beginning
of the COVID-19 crisis, when plastic was
designated as “essential” for producing
items such as disposable face masks and
gloves. Under pandemic conditions, the
survey found the C-suite assigned even
greater importance to recycling and waste
reduction. In fact, 70% of C-level executives
say they have been treating recycling as a
higher priority since the beginning of the
pandemic, while 68% are doing the same
for waste reduction. By comparison, only
59% prioritize the broader concept of
climate change and 57% cite reducing
air pollution as a prominent goal.
Executives’ own actions at home may help account for
the spike in interest around circularity. With more people
staying at home, demand for food delivery in takeout
containers rose sharply at the height of the pandemic, the
Ellen MacArthur Foundation reports.6 So did the use of
single-use plastic grocery bags, as some retailers temporarily
banned reusable bags. Some jurisdictions even halted or
reversed policies aimed at cutting the number of single-use
plastic products.
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Under pandemic conditions,
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waste reduction.
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Consumers, too, have become more conscious of plastic
waste during the pandemic—and that may be catalyzing
them to rethink how they dispose of it. That’s the view of
Lee Ellen Drechsler, a senior vice president at Procter and
Gamble7 and leader of the company’s R&D initiatives.
“People have more options for how they are ordering,
buying, and receiving things now,” she says. “They have a
bigger voice.”
For her part, Bridget Croke believes that the pandemic
represents an opportunity to advance the benefits of
circularity. Croke is a managing director at Closed Loop
Partners,8 an investment firm and innovation center that
focuses on building the circular economy. She says that the
public health crisis shines a bright light on the need for new
ideas and a comprehensive approach to the use of natural
resources.
“Historically, companies have put sustainability initiatives
on one side and the drive for innovation on the other,
treating them as completely separate verticals,” she says.
“But in fact, we need to use digital transformation, supply
chain improvements, enhanced transparency about plastic
provenance, and other major developments to mitigate risks
like COVID. Companies that are thinking about a circular
economy in line with these other mega trends are going to be
the ones who are the leaders in 20 or 30 years.”

prioritize the broader concept
of climate change

57%
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as a prominent goal
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Ready to
accelerate

Kevin Kolevar

Vice President, Government Affairs, Public
Policy and Issues Management, Dow

“One misconception
is that governments
and companies want
something different. We
really want the same
thing—a sustainable
society with a clean
environment. We want to
get our materials back for
reprocessing and reuse
and recycling.”

Many companies are willing to use every
available tool to advance a circular strategy.
However, the survey also found that impetus
and action are not always linked. Only about
half of respondents from organizations where
plastics are central to operations say their
firms are ready to make major contributions
to a circular economy for plastics. And 42%
of all survey respondents say the “minimal” or
“moderate” amount of plastic they use limits
the scope of what they are able to contribute.
What’s more, only a small number of companies represented
in the survey have made direct moves to address plastic waste.
Their most common response is to simply reduce the quantity of
plastics they use (38%). And those who have adopted measures
to use plastics more efficiently are even more rare. For example,
only 35% say that they have developed new methods of handling
or separating plastic waste, and only 31% have introduced
recyclability marking or labeling. Less than one-quarter have
changed the formulation of plastics materials to make them
easier to recycle.
Experts concede it is difficult to change a system built on
linearity with a cost structure that has worked more or less
universally since the industrial age. But some maintain that
acknowledging the business case for circularity—as many
companies are now doing—is a starting point.
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“A good parallel is the renewable
energy space,” says Croke. “In the
’90s, it saw a big boom. But it didn’t
grow as quickly as we wanted, even
though everyone knew that there
was huge opportunity there. The
companies took time and the system
took time to scale. New building blocks
in manufacturing and recovery must
be put in place to support this
emerging economy if we want to
turbocharge its progress.”
There are indications that the federal
government is increasingly aware
that it must take a comprehensive
approach to the issue of plastic
waste. In October 2020, the U.S.
Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) released a draft National
Recycling Strategy9 designed to
help improve recycling nationwide.
And encouragingly, behavioral
nudges, such as in-store discounts
for customers who use less singleuse packaging by bringing their own
reusable cups or bags, for instance,
are making better stewardship of
plastic waste financially appealing to
consumers. Such efforts are increasing

>

around the globe, but they require
structural support to make a
marked difference.
That support has yet to coalesce.
The EPA document cites several
factors that currently hamper recycling:
• Confusion about what
materials can be recycled
• Recycling infrastructure that
has not kept pace with today’s
diverse and changing waste
stream
• Reduced markets for recycled
materials
• Varying methodologies to
measure recycling system
performance
“Oftentimes, we focus on how we
can change consumer behavior,”
says Croke. “But at the end of the
day, we’re giving the consumer an
impossible task. We’re telling them
to look at one yogurt container that
is polystyrene and another yogurt
container that’s polypropylene and
asking them to try to figure out which
is recyclable when they look exactly
the same.”

The regulations
disconnect
In many cases, businesses are slow
to move on circularity because
they have taken a reactive stance.
Reducing use is the most common
action respondents’ firms have
taken toward plastics—and
the influence of government
regulations likely accounts for
this in large measure. So far, rule
changes have focused mostly on
product bans.
Executives perceive a disconnect
between regulations and best
practices. Respondents say that
their biggest issue with regulations
is that they are often based on
political considerations. They
submit that the resulting laws are
directly tied to consumers’ ideas or
perceptions of what is acceptable
and/or effective—views that are not
always backed by strong evidence.
And again, they question whether
consumers are willing to support
their calls for sustainability by
paying more for environmentally
friendly products.
Dow’s Kevin Kolevar is sympathetic to these concerns. “Creating
a circular economy for plastics is
not easy, but public policy can help.
To really make a difference, we
need policy makers to think more
holistically. Instead of banning
straws, we should be discussing
material neutral packaging fees and
recycled content incentives, as well
as supporting advanced recycling
innovations. We need to think
about the entire system and to work
to create more scale,” he says.
“One misconception is that
governments and companies want
something different,” Kolevar adds.
“We really want the same thing—a
sustainable society with a clean
environment. We want to get our
materials back for reprocessing and
reuse and recycling. We need good
legislation that enables and allows
us to do that. And we need it in a
way that ensures companies are
competing fairly with one another.”
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Collaboration
is key

Lee Ellen Drechsler

Senior Vice President,
Procter and Gamble

“Getting so many
companies moving in
the same direction is
challenging, but the
impact this could have
makes the effort more
than worthwhile.”

It’s clear, then, that technical,
regulatory, and consumer challenges are
interdependent and must be addressed in
parallel. However, that imperative tends to
complicate matters. No single function or
business unit controls all of these elements.
Yet collaboration across the value chain is
critical for success. For example, developing
economically viable materials and recycling
technologies are major technical challenges,
according to executives. Meeting those
challenges depends largely on consumers’
willingness to pay for fully recyclable plastics
that will support the costs to develop
economically viable materials and enhanced
recycling technologies.
The survey reflects the complexities executives face in this
regard: Some 56% of them cite difficulty collaborating across
the value chain as one of the top three obstacles to the
development of a circular economy for plastics.
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“Collaboration is key to advancing
the circular economy of plastics,”
says Ted Doheny, president
and CEO of Sealed Air. “No one
company or organization can do
it alone. In addition to companies
committing to using more recyclable
materials in their products, it will
take advancements and investments
in recycling infrastructure across
the world to scale up and be able
to keep recyclable and reusable
plastics out of the environment and
landfills and moving throughout the
circular economy.”
In response, some leading
companies are taking active
measures to bolster end-to-end
cooperation. One example: Procter
and Gamble’s Drechsler says that
her firm has initiated HolyGrail 2.0,
a project that aims to increase
plastic recycling rates by adding
imperceptible digital watermarks to
product packaging that make the
materials more readily scannable
for proper sorting. To make it work,
stakeholders at every level have to
be involved, she explains.
“HolyGrail is a cross value chain
collaborative project facilitated by
AIM [European Brands Association],”
she says. “We had the idea of digital
watermarking. Everyone recognized
that the technology was clever, but
we realized that we had to quickly
gather a huge number of partners
across the entire supply chain to
make the idea work. They’re the
people who make the machines
and the people who are doing
sorting today; they’re the big plastic
producers who are going to be
able to recycle. A groundswell of
people had to come together, and,
to date, more than 130 companies
have subscribed. Getting so many
companies moving in the same

direction is challenging, but the
impact this could have makes the
effort more than worthwhile.”
Collaboration can start with one
feasible project that puts theory
into practice, says Ron Cotterman,
vice president of innovation and
sustainability at Sealed Air.
“We’ve invested in a company
called Plastic Energy, a leadingedge technology firm based in
Europe that can recycle a wide
range of packaging materials,
including soft plastics. This is not an
academic, theoretical endeavor—it
has commercial-scale facilities
operating,” he says. “Consumers
have been returning those plastics
to Tesco stores since last fall. Those
same plastics were sent to the
Plastic Energy facilities where the
plant converted them into an oil.
Next, that oil went to SABIC, a resin
company, that converted the oil into
brand-new plastic—in this case
polyethylene. Sealed Air then takes
that plastic, puts it into film that is
used to wrap cheese, and the cycle
can continue over and over again.”
Sealed Air calls this a micro
circular loop, because it was build
around a specific set of collaborators. “We wanted to show that it’s
feasible and it’s economic to achieve
a circular material system instead
of a linear one. Now our problem
is, how can we go faster? How can
we expand to create a fully circular
loop based off some of these early
successes?” Cotterman says.
Strategies such as those deployed
by P&G or Sealed Air work because
they emanate from the C-suite and
permeate the organization, engaging
managers, front-line employees, and
external partners.

Industry highlights
Organizations with operations
that are dependent on plastics
have naturally been more
aggressive in developing strategies
to advance a circular economy for
plastics. Their approaches reflect
the various roles that plastics play
in their value chains.
The construction industry
has developed new methods of
handling and separating plastics
waste materials such as pipe,
wire, and cable products, and it
has changed the formulations of
the plastics products it uses. This
reflects the fact that consumers
have a particularly large role
in driving specifications in this
industry.
Manufacturing companies have
reduced the quantity of plastics
used in their operations. This
continues the trend of companies
reducing their raw material usage
through down-gauging and lightweighting, which is enabled by the
development of high-performance
materials.
The retail industry has
reduced the quantity of plastics
in the products it sells. As a
result, packaging materials are
streamlined—bottles are shorter
and boxes are “right-sized” to
fit the size of the product. This
is largely because retail is more
heavily impacted by regulations
(which tend to focus on product
bans) and more influenced by
consumer preferences than
other industries.
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From insight
to action

Jeff Wooster

Global Sustainability
Director, Dow

“Ultimately, although
not all businesses are
working on plastics
circularity today, we
are on the right path
with more and more
companies joining the
effort each day.”

Leading companies, or “Leaders,”
as the survey defines them, are moving
to create strategies such as the ones P&G
and Sealed Air have undertaken.
Nearly all of them (98%) say that members of their C-suite
teams have discussed either the concept of plastics circularity
or specific improvements to the use of plastics in their
operations. That compares with less than three-quarters
(72%) of other firms. And only 3% of Leaders say they do not
have a plastics circularity strategy or plans to develop one.
More important, Leaders have taken concrete actions
to address plastic waste issues much more frequently
than other companies. Indeed, the only action where other
companies have matched the Leaders is in reducing (or
eliminating) plastics in their own operations. Leaders and
others are equally likely to say they have reduced plastics,
but Leaders are slightly less likely to say they have eliminated
them. However, at 20% versus 19% they are close enough
to be virtually tied. For every other operational action, from
formulating new materials to developing better handling/
separation methods, Leaders have much higher rates of
adoption.
One reason for this performance advantage is that
Leaders have disseminated corporation-wide policies
throughout their organizations far more aggressively—a
prerequisite for effective collaboration. The differences are
significant even for basic techniques, such as describing a
strategy in a company’s annual report (43% versus 28%),
or in cultural messaging geared toward employees (43%
versus 31%).
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But gaps are much wider when it comes
to measures that drive action. Among
those measures are inclusion in executive
performance agreements (43% versus
20%), integrating into core business plans
(39% versus 21%) and driving targeted
advertising (40% versus 14%).
Leaders are also more effective
motivators, advancing awareness about
their company’s actions to repurpose
plastics through efforts like companywide
recycling challenges. The differences
between Leaders and other respondents
inspiring engagement on the issue are
especially stark, including employees
(80% versus 45%), customers (85%
versus 49%), communities (86% versus
48%), and interest groups (78% versus
36%). For companies at the forefront,
transparency is key. They ensure all
stakeholders have an efficient way
of providing feedback, are informed
about new projects, and are included in
celebrations marking successes.
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The critical
quantum leap

Ted Doheny
President and CEO,
Sealed Air

“Collaboration is key
to advancing the circular
economy of plastics.
No one company
or organization can
do it alone.”

Moving beyond linearity requires
a paradigm shift. The ethical obligation
and the business case are clear. Together
these two factors are driving an agenda that
instills optimism.
“Our sustainability initiatives are a key component of our
business success,” says Kolevar. “Today there is strong
demand from our customers, the converters, and the
consumer brand companies for recycled material. Our
investments in designing more readily recyclable materials,
in the systems that are needed to make sure the materials
are recycled, and in creating products for our customers with
recycled content will enable us to meet that demand.”
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 ome recommended means of taking the
S
leap include the following:

Tools to advance
plastics circularity

Measure the impact of your company’s plastics
circularity efforts using existing tools, then act quickly.
(See sidebar: Tools to advance plastics circularity.)
“There’s a tendency for companies to want to do a lot
of planning,” says Dow’s Wooster. “But there’s a point
where you need to recognize that you’ve got to do
something and you need to start by trying. And in my
mind, what you try is not as important as that you try.”

Several tools are currently available
or are on the horizon to help
companies take substantial steps
toward circularity. These include:
The Ecosystem Services
Identification & Inventory
(ESII)10 tool, jointly developed
by The Nature Conservancy,
Dow, and EcoMetrix Solutions
Group. It measures a firm’s
circularity, supports decisionmaking and strategic planning,
highlights strengths and areas
for improvement, provides
transparency about its circular
economy objectives, and illustrates
brand value to key stakeholders
with clarity.

Make use of new tools coming online. Says P&G’s
Drechsler: “A lot of technology is becoming more
accessible, whether that’s in the form of machine
learning for sorting or in recycling processes that have
been cooking in the lab for a long time.”
Invest in R&D and reconfigure processes throughout
the value chain that demonstrate the business case
for reducing plastic and product waste. “Look at both
the value that you create in preventing plastic waste
and in doing a better job of protecting products with
packaging,” says Cotterman of Sealed Air.

A data visualization tool11
developed by Closed Loop Partners
that “brings to light the diversity
of plastic waste and the volumes
and flows by country and state,
highlighting critical opportunities
to recapture valuable plastics
and reincorporate them into
manufacturing supply chains.”

 lign with firms using artificial intelligence and other
A
digital technologies to advance the cause. For
example, Closed Loop Partners has invested in a
company called AMP Robotics, which is using artificial
intelligence and machine learning to better sort
materials at recycling facilities.

Plastic IQ, a digital resource12
now in the works from SYSTEMIQ,
a company that partners with
stakeholders across the value
chain to make economic systems
sustainable. It will “enable
companies to analyze and prioritize
actions to improve their plastic
packaging strategy.”

Start now—and build on success. The most important
step is to take action now. As you are learning to
implement a circular economy in your organization,
even a small step can lead to a big impact.

“Ultimately,” says Wooster, “although not all businesses are working
on plastics circularity today, we are on the right path with more and
more companies joining the effort each day.”
“When you’re talking about a big shift in business, it takes some
period of time to make that change happen,” he says. “We can
accelerate [the process] by listening to consumers and hearing what
they’re demanding, and by having [the proper] legislation in place.
Change may not happen in the next 15 minutes—but certainly in the
next five years we can expect to see a dramatic change in the way
that companies do business and how they manage their resources.”

>
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Methodology
FORTUNE Brand Studio and Dow
conducted an online survey of 300 senior
executives of plastics-using firms in the
United States in October 2020. About 40%
of respondents hold C-level positions and
the remainder are SVPs, VPs, or department
heads. Three-quarters represent companies
in the manufacturing, construction, and health
care sectors, with the remainder from retail,
government, and nonprofit organizations.
Nearly half represent companies with at least
5,000 employees and one-quarter have fewer
than 500 employees.

1. https://www.sealedair.com/
2. https://www.unglobalcompact.org/
3. https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/
4. https://www.newplasticseconomy.org/projects/global-commitment/signatories
5. https://www.dow.com/en-us
6. https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/assets/downloads/Global-Commitment-2020-Progress-Report.pdf
7. https://us.pg.com/
8. https://www.closedlooppartners.com/
9. https://www.epa.gov/newsreleases/epa-releases-draft-national-recycling-strategy
10. https://www.esiitool.com/about
11. https://www.closedlooppartners.com/research/us-and-canada-recycling-infrastructure-and-plastic-waste-map/
12. https://recyclingpartnership.org/blog-plastic-iq-advancing-company-decision-making-on-plastics/
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