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Over recent decades, e-commerce has seen substantial growth with a clear increase during the 
emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, when digital shops provided an alternative to 
many closed brick-and-mortar stores. This growth is expected to continue in the near future. 
While in 2021 e-commerce reached 16% of total global retail sales, by 2025 it is expected to 
contribute 21%, indicating an annual growth rate of 11.6% (CAGR 2022 – 2025) (Statista, 2022). 

The rising popularity of online shopping is because customers appreciate more convenient 
shopping experiences – from 24/7 shopping from anywhere to the availability of a wider product 
range and comfortable delivery services. Hence, it has become increasingly compelling for 
companies to offer state-of-the-art online shopping options to stay competitive.  

Nonetheless, companies also need to consider that e-commerce, with its substantially changed 
style of retail and underlying supply chain, has direct impact on sustainability indicators. Hence, 
brands will need to thoroughly evaluate the sustainability impact their digital offerings have and 
improve wherever possible – especially taking into consideration the growing environmental 
consciousness of customers. 

The core notion of this report is to address the dilemma between e-commerce as a growth driver 
and the implied sustainability impacts. We outline e-commerce  trends and convey the necessity 
of offering sustainable online shopping. We then provide a concrete roadmap of best practices 
to help companies integrate sustainability into e-commerce processes and explain how 
Momentum Novum can help to unleash an organization’s full potential towards sustainability. 
The scope entails both Business-to-Customer (B2C) and  Business-to-Business (B2B) markets 
that encompass the sale of physical goods via a digital channels. 
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The roots of retail as an organized industry are found in the 18th century, with gradual 
development over time. E-commerce, on the other hand, has fundamentally disrupted the retail 
market over the last three decades.  

After the appearance of e-commerce, initially many players on the market laid the focus on 
replacing “brick-and-mortar shops” with digital shops. Soon after, however, they started 
following a so-called “bricks-and-clicks” model – i.e., a symbiotic relationship between in-store 
and e-commerce where customers can choose whether to buy in-store and/or online (a typical 
use case being online purchases with in-store pick up). 

Nowadays, many brands are expanding their business models even further: on top of in-store 
and e-commerce options, they leverage even more (digital) selling touchpoints such as via 
social media and mobile apps, or more recently the Metaverse. This strategy is known as 
“phygital” (combining physical and digital elements in retail) or “omnichannel sales”. While 
such an approach results in an increased complexity of business operations, companies are 
implementing it because they expect to reach a bigger customer audience and generate new 
revenue streams.

• Especially younger generations are 
buying online. 

• These generations can be 
considered as particularly 
environmental conscious. 

• The younger cohort will enter the 
market with significant purchasing 
power in the next few years. 

Younger consumers appreciate such digital 
offerings: In 2021, the share of online shoppers 
in Germany was highest in the 25- to 45-year-old 
age group, at just under 82% of internet users. 
Among 16- to 25-year-old internet users, the 
share of online shoppers was second highest 
(77%) (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2022).  

More specifically these younger generations 
show a high sensibility towards sustainability 
challenges that results in concrete climate 
actions: almost all (90%) of Gen Zs and 
Millennials — those born between 1980 and the 
early 2000s (Dimock, 2019) — are making efforts 
to reduce their personal environmental impact 
(Deloitte, 2022). Further, the younger cohort of 
these generations will enter the market with 
significant buying power in the next few years.
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From a business perspective, this interest in personal environmental sustainability is one 
reason why companies that have a digital retail strategy should embed a clear sustainability 
strategy into their business operations. Care for the planet — such as reducing the e-
commerce’s carbon footprint, waste and resource depletion — is another reason why 
companies should move beyond the “sustainability business case” and integrate sustainability 
at all levels of their e-commerce. The next two sections discuss the concept of “sustainable e-
commerce” and concrete use cases that can support such a transformation. 

Figure 1: Overview of the different generations
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For digital or phygital retailers, e-commerce represents a notable lever for promoting 
sustainability and involving customers in company sustainability activities. This 
communication can be bi-directional: a brand can highlight sustainability actions and gather 
digital market signals simultaneously.

a. GOOD FOR PLANET, 
PEOPLE, AND PROFITABILITY

Integrating sustainability at different levels of an e-commerce store helps businesses to 
improve their environmental, social, and governance (ESG) performance while becoming more 
profitable at the same time.  

From an ESG perspective, sustainable consumption can be promoted in two regards: 

1) Already conscious customers are supported in finding sustainable products or services 
more easily and quickly, and  

2) Not yet conscious customers can be incentivized to consume more sustainably. 

In the case of the latter, customers are supported in closing the so-called “action-value-gap” — 
the discrepancy between a customer’s purchasing decisions and their personal values. With 
that, the consumption of products that are more sustainable (for example, with lower 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions or production under fair labor conditions) is promoted.
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Thus, these activities directly contribute to the sustainable 
development goal (SDG) 12 (responsible consumption and 
production) or 13 (climate action). 

From a business perspective, sustainability cannot be 
considered as a “nice to have” but is crucial in responding to 
customers’ changing expectation and helps brands to remain 
competitive. Integrating sustainability into front-office 
communication — the digital touchpoints where customers 
interact with a brand — helps increase revenue, improve brand 
reputation, and strengthen customer loyalty – and with that 
directly contribute to SDG 8 (decent work and economic 
growth).  

As outlined in section 2, especially younger generations have 
become more environmentally conscious – something that 
also is reflected in their purchasing behavior. Indeed, 
Generation Z (39%) and Millennials (42%) have a higher share 
that is willing to pay more for sustainability as opposed to 
Generation X (31%) and Baby Boomers (26%) (Simon-Kucher & 
Partners, 2021). In general, sustainability products are seen as 
growth drivers: Products marketed as sustainable grew seven 
times faster than those that were not (Whelan & Kronthal-
Sacco, 2019). 

Moreover, strengthened sustainability in front-office 
communication, as mentioned, can be a bi-directional process: 
it opens the door towards receiving valuable customer 
feedback, which can be looped back to expectations in up-
stream business processes — as with research and 
development (R&D), production or procurement — and to foster 
innovation that can benefit the company, society, and planet.  
With this, sustainability contributes to SDG 9 (industry, 
innovation, and infrastructure). 

Lastly, a company’s website and e-commerce store not only 
address customers but also represent a communication 
channel towards investors and employees – both constituting 
a group of stakeholders that similarly customers recently have 
laid a special focus on a company’s sustainability 
performance.
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b. DEBUNKING 
COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS

SUSTAINABILITY IS A SOLELY NICE EXTRA

Environmental and social success have become a license to operate for many 
businesses. Customers use various benchmarks or certificates to make decisions 
about which brands or goods to purchase and which not to. They are looking for 
companies that have excelled in business sustainability metrics. It is therefore 
critical for companies to understand which sustainability concerns motivate their 
customers and then align R&D, product portfolios, and marketing efforts 
accordingly. A brand should have a firm grasp on its customers' main 
sustainability metrics and expectations and then incorporate these into their value 
proposition (Sustainable Business Consulting, 2019).

Despite the earlier mentioned benefits in terms of ESG performance as well as profitability, 
many companies are reluctant when it comes to making sustainability an integral part of their 
web presence and digital offerings. Therefore, we would like to shed light on and resolve 
some common misconceptions in this section.

SUSTAINABLE OPERATIONS ARE EXPENSIVE

It is all too tempting for companies to look at their bottom lines and assume that 
sustainable solutions and operations are not economically viable. Although the 
initial cost may be considerable, most businesses fail to recognize the importance 
of a sustainability strategy in long-term performance. According to studies 
conducted by the Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP), companies that use 
environmentally sustainable products and processes are more likely to see at least 
an 18% return on investment (ROI) (Labutong & Hoen, 2018).
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CARBON FOOTPRINT IS THE SILVER BULLET

In the context of stricter and increasing sustainability legislation, companies have 
put a strong focus on measuring the carbon footprint of their products. While this 
represents a wealth of knowledge when it comes to reducing the operation’s 
environmental impact, this key performance indicator (KPI) disregards the 
importance of other greenhouse gases (for instance methane) and further issues 
such as water consumption or working conditions. Effective climate action 
directly or indirectly benefits all SDGs, but to really harness the potential of 
sustainable e-commerce, it requires a holistic approach that critically analyses the 
potential synergies and trade-offs of certain measures on a variety of goals at the 
same time.

TACKLING SUPPLY CHAINS IS TOO TOUGH

Many companies are focusing on the short-term impact or isolated, company-
owned business processes. By doing so, they lose sight of the larger picture and 
miss out on substantial business and sustainability opportunities. The collapse of 
global supply chains in the wake of COVID-19 impressively demonstrated global 
and intersectoral dependencies. Sustainable supply chains are resilient supply 
chains as can be observed, for instance, in the 2022 energy supply chain crisis 
where a dependency on non-renewable energy sources has led to a dramatic 
economic downturn in many parts of the world. And even though tracking and 
evaluating global supply chains is anything but simple, a sustainability audit can 
help in identifying data gaps and developing a story-mining and data collection 
method. The best sustainability consultancies equip companies with the 
necessary expertise to ensure that the processes can be repeated over time.
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c. SUSTAINABILITY AND 
DIGITALIZATION GO HAND IN HAND

More digitalization for a smaller environmental footprint 

Trusted data helps in avoiding greenwashing

Digitalization is a decisive lever for driving sustainability – for instance to achieve climate 
goals. According to the industry association Bitkom, between 23% and 34% of the CO2 
equivalents (CO2e) savings required to meet German climate goals by 2030 could be achieved 
through the support of digital tools alone (Bitkom, 2021) (CO2e is a metric measure to 
compare emissions from various greenhouse gases such as carbon dioxide, methane, ozone or 
similar). The same applies to businesses. Research shows that companies that show a high 
maturity in digital transformation also achieve a high sustainability performance (Fujitsu Future 
Insights, 2022). The reason behind this performance is that a high degree of process 
transparency across the entire supply chain is required in order to understand where and how 
to start implementing sustainability actions.   
Further, this transparency means data, data, and data. But as simple as this might sound, 
reality shows that such data oftentimes resides in different disconnected silos or is not 
available at all. State-of-the-art software solutions help with these challenges by establishing 
data governance and standardization processes, and thus managing and improving 
sustainability actions.

Promoting sustainability in customer communication represents a fine line between 
greenwashing and promoting sustainable consumption. Greenwashing refers to the misuse of 
deceitful marketing tactics that suggest sustainable business practices that are not backed by 
actual ESG performance. As the promotion of sustainable services and products represents a 
notable market opportunity, unfortunately, greenwashing has become widespread: the 
European Commission found that in 2020, 42% of green online claims were exaggerated, false 
or deceptive (ICPEN, 2021). 

Customers, however, increasingly have become conscious of and sensitive to false 
sustainability claims. Recent examples show that businesses that do not stick to the truth in 
their marketing messages risk negative comments on social media and decisively jeopardize 
the company's continued existence.
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Environmental footprint of digitalization  
and avoiding the “rebound effect”

It is important to note, however, that digitalization of business processes comes with a notable 
environmental footprint. The required digital infrastructure includes data centers, 
communication networks, and end-user devices. An analysis of eight international studies 
shows that the CO2e footprint of the global digital infrastructure accounts for approximately 
1.8-3.2% of global greenhouse gas emissions (Digital-Gipfel, 2020).  

To avoid the risk that the savings from sustainability measures are offset by additionally 
generated emissions due to digitalization (also known as “rebound effect”), companies should 
therefore assess the environmental performance of their digital suppliers and prioritize them 
accordingly. As sustainability claims are widespread amongst many providers, sustainability 
certificates that build on high levels of transparency and strong criteria (e.g. Science Based 
Targets initiative – SBTi) should be included in such assessment. Momentum Novum can 
support in the process of finding and assessing partners and suppliers.

Companies that base their sustainability communication on trusted data will be able not only 
to run sustainability campaigns and front-end messaging more efficiently, but also be able to 
safeguard the corresponding claims and hence avoid greenwashing accusations.



3. Use Cases

Momentum Novum
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Sustainability in the context of companies is a very complex topic that touches on many 
different lines of businesses within and outside of a company. Therefore, it needs to be 
considered holistically:  

1) Sustainability is built upon the three pillars: environmental, economic, and social.

2) Sustainability must be analyzed across a business’s entire supply chain, including up-
stream, company-owned operations, as well as down-stream ones.

While sustainability is increasingly a mainstream part of society and the economy, many 
companies still struggle to implement a comprehensive approach to operate more sustainably. 
Oftentimes, the focus primarily lays on the environmental aspects of sustainability (for 
example, reducing greenhouse gas emissions) and often only addresses company-owned 
operations.  

Within this context, this section provides use cases that can inspire and support e-commerce 
brands to become more sustainable across their entire supply chains. The list is not exhaustive 
and specific use cases may vary for different industries or business models. Momentum 
Novum can support identifying and leveraging the most suitable use cases for your business.

Figure 2: 3 Pillars of sustainability

Figure 3: Business process steps within a supply chain
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a. UP-STREAM

Companies need to assure that materials or products they procure fulfill ESG standards. This 
procurement applies for materials that will be processed further before being sold as well as 
for products that are re-sold without any further value added.  

In the recent past, many legislatures have put a special focus on business procurement 
activities – requiring them to guarantee specific standards across their entire supply chains. 
Hence, companies need to assess their suppliers not only on traditional economic criteria such 
as price, quality, and delivery times, but increasingly also on environmental and social 
performance.

Social indicators of produced materials and products

Particularly in times of low vertical integration and complex, global supply chains, a company 
must be able to ensure that the products or materials procured have been manufactured under 
high social standards, for example without child labor. This aim refers to the entire supply 
chain — not only to direct suppliers (tier-1 suppliers) but to all respective sub-suppliers (up to 
tier-n suppliers). This comprehensive approach often leads to high levels of complexity, which 
can be reduced by using relevant software and supplier management systems.

Figure 4: Overview of a supplier hierarchy
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In addition, legislatures in various countries are increasingly requiring companies to ensure 
compliance with human rights along their entire supply chains. The German ”Act on Corporate 
Due Diligence Obligations in Supply Chains” is one such example. Legislation on compliance 
with human rights and environmental standards is also to be implemented at European level. 
According to the current proposal, these requirements are even significantly more extensive 
than the German counterpart. Momentum Novum supports its customers in the analysis and 
implementation of the respective legal requirements.  

And while legal requirements in terms of scope still vary from country to country, costumers 
increasingly have become conscious about companies not being able to report on supply chain 
transparency and expect them to act upon it.

Environmental indicators of produced materials and products 

The environmental footprint of a product has increasingly gained importance to customers, too 
– especially when it comes to making a purchasing decision or not. To understand this 
footprint at product level and then ideally promote it as an additional selling point, a company 
needs to analyze and integrate emissions of all up-stream activities, materials, and products to 
provide trustworthy insights. As mentioned in section 3c, digitalization can help to gain 
required transparency and calculate the environmental performance of a product or service.
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b. OWN OPERATIONS

Sustainability transparency as decision factor

By gaining transparency over sustainability performance of up-stream activities, a brand can 
calculate relevant KPIs (for example, as greenhouse gas emissions, water consumption or 
labor conditions, among others) and highlight them in the storefront. Customers are then able 
to leverage these insights to make informed purchasing decisions and hopefully opt for the 
most sustainable products or services. A great example for promoting sustainability KPIs as 
additional sales drivers is to embed them prominently in the product detail section or as filter 
criteria in the product catalogue.

Re-Commerce & Rental

“Re-commerce” and “rental” are both concepts that are managed via a digital (secondary) 
marketplace where a customer can find products that have been used by other customers 
previously. In that way, a product’s lifecycle is extended, actual consumption is intensified, and 
the transition from fast consumption to sustainable consumption is thus supported. They 
represent options to leverage aspects of the Circular Economy (i.e. ,eliminate waste and 
pollution, circulate products and materials, and regenerate nature) for an online shop. As the 
products will remain in a circle, a lower product CO2e footprint is achieved as is less overall 
resource consumption and waste. At the same time, long-term customer loyalty can be 
increased as further customer touchpoints are implemented.  

To ensure that added required business process steps (e.g., additional logistical operations) 
will not offset the sustainability gains, the entire process needs to be designed strategically 
and holistically from a sustainability perspective (i.e., “Cradle-2-Cradle design”). 

A “re-commerce” platform constitutes a marketplace where refurbished “second hand” 
products are offered for purchase, mostly at a lower price compared to new products. 

“Renting” refers to the subscription of a product for a specific time frame (also known as PaaS, 
Product-as-a-Service). As opposed to “re-commerce”, the company remains the owner of the 
product. After the subscription period is over, the customer will return the product. It then will 
get refurbished (if required) and offered again to other users.
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Emission Offsetting

More and more businesses prioritize their sustainability activities according to the steps 
“avoid, reduce, compensate” – a “mitigation hierarchy” that should be followed in that order 
and prioritize steps 1 and 2. Nonetheless, most e-commerce activities currently entail 
substantial greenhouse gas emissions. That is why “emission offsetting” is gaining popularity. 

E-commerce providers can offer “offsetting options” to their customers at the end of the 
checkout process. That means that the customer pays a premium on top of the actual cart 
price. The brand then will invest that premium into offsetting projects, oftentimes linked to 
biodiversity or climate action projects.  

Unfortunately, recent investigations indicate that this method sometimes is misused as some 
offsetting projects do not deliver what they promise (Götze, 2021). That is why companies 
should pay special attention to the choice of the corresponding partner organizations. They 
need to ensure that projects fulfill the highest sustainability standards on all ESG levels in the 
short, mid- and long terms.
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c. DOWN-STREAM

Sustainable Packaging

Sustainable packaging requires a holistic Life Cycle Assessment (LCA) to minimize negative 
environmental impacts. This approach may follow the so-called “Cradle-2-Grave” concept, 
where the sustainability impact along the entire supply chain, from raw material extraction over 
packaging manufacture through the disposal, is assessed. 

Figure 5: Life Cycle Assessment concept

Criteria for sustainable packaging may include: use of compostable and/or recycled materials, 
recyclability, water usage, worker impact, required transportation space, etc. While the list of 
corresponding criteria may vary from use case to use case, the actual assessment and choice 
of criteria will need to fit the corresponding product strategy and business steps involved. 
Momentum Novum can support such an evaluation. 

Sustainable packaging requires initial investments that may have a substantial negative 
bottom-line impact in the short term, but the long-term ROI significantly improves as packaging 
sustainability represents an essential factor on customers brand choices. Indeed, in the USA a 
2021 survey revealed that 41% of online shoppers surveyed stated that sustainable packaging 
made them want to shop from a company online (Dotcom Distribution, 2021).



4. Conclusion

Momentum Novum
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There is a clear trend of increased online shopping which will continue beyond the COVID-19 
pandemic. It is inevitable that the accompanying greenhouse gas emissions and packaging 
waste have a massive toll on the planet we live on. However, changes in customer behavior, 
consciousness and preferences are here to stay. Many customers are becoming aware of the 
negative impact of their online purchases and expect companies to think and act more 
sustainably. For businesses and shops to be fit for the future, preparations can be made to 
benefit from these shifts. While it can be challenging for an online shop to become more 
sustainable, the economic as well as ecological benefits are notable and mostly outweigh the 
initial investments.   

Even though possibilities to make an online shop more sustainable are feasible for everyone, 
implementing and improving sustainable business practices are often not attainable without 
smart partnerships or collaboration. That is why at Momentum Novum we are here to help 
build a roadmap to achieving more sustainable e-commerce. 

With our advisory services at Momentum Novum, we support businesses on their sustainable 
development paths by analyzing their existing structures and practices to identify areas in 
which they can become more sustainable. At the same time, we enhance their effectiveness 
and efficiency to be better prepared for current and future challenges through analysis, strategy 
development and forecasting measures. Moreover, we offer business environment analyses 
and support businesses to gain a more competitive position. We strive to spark innovative 
ideas and see how creative and sustainable solutions can emerge. The corporate identity and 
specific wishes and expectations of our clients are at all times integrated into the solutions we 
propose.

Figure 6: Momentum Novum Ideal Transformation Journey
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Our expertise lies in assessing your organization’s efforts to determine how sustainable your 
business is,   where potential for improvement lies, and what the financial and reputational 
benefits of enhanced sustainability are. The assessment follows strategy development in 
which we develop full-scale reports, strategies and concrete action plans. Additionally, we 
assist in creating communication and marketing strategies. This will help prepare your 
organization to create a strong sustainability culture and impact the world positively!

Our  LIST of Services 
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Iris Konrad 

Digitalization Expert

konrad@momentumnovum.com

WE HELP YOU TO 
UNLEASH YOUR POTENTIAL

We hope this short introductory report has given you an idea of why 
sustainability is the way forward. We are convinced that focusing on 
the nexus between sustainability, responsible production and 
innovation can help you to unleash your full potential and become a 
leader in your field. With our international team of experts on 
different areas of sustainability and specific methods to turn ideas 
into practices, we are here to facilitate your success.

Contact us for a free introductory 
consultation at 

info@momentumnovum.com
www.momentumnovum.com 

Dr. Maximilian Jungmann 
 
 

Co-Founder and CEO

jungmann@momentumnovum.com barreto@momentumnovum.com 

Isabel Barreto  

Advisory

mailto:konrad@momentumnovum.com
mailto:jungmann@momentumnovum.com
mailto:info@momentumnovum.com
http://www.momentumnovum.com
mailto:barreto@momentumnovum.com
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