
 1 

       

 

 

SUSTAINABILITY CONSULTANTS IN ACTION: Challenges and Achievements in a company 

sponsored project at Ernst Schweizer AG, Metallbau  

________________________________________________________________________________________ 

This report describes a ‘typical’ project team’s experiences, including some of the challenges, achievements 

and insights gained from working as a group of consultants on a sponsored sustainability project. The work 

took place over 10-months, during the Diploma in Sustainable Business program. It is based on real 

experiences reported by participants, but summarized in anonymous form in order to protect their identity.  

 

Introduction to the Project  

From September 2011 until June 2012 our team worked intensively on the project “Eco Design and Safety in 

Design” with the objective to systematically integrate aspects of environmental protection and safety in the 

product development process  of the Ernst Schweizer AG, Metallbau (Schweizer). Schweizer offers products 

in diversified product segments, ranging from mailboxes, solar energy systems, doors and windows to 

metal/glass facades. An ISO 9001 compliant robust toll gate process existed already internally and early steps 

were taken to address this issue. Our consulting team was meant to be an “external enabler” to help move 

the project further and expand the criteria with eco and safety requirements. 

 

The project brief  

Our team was asked to develop and integrate a new sub-process covering eco design and safety in 

Schweizer’s product development process. The following objectives were set at the beginning:  

• take environmental, health & safety aspects systematically into consideration  

• represent state-of-the-art knowledge and best practice 

• build on the company's vision, mission, and culture 

• consider the company's policies, structures and competences 

• fit to the product portfolio 

• secure acceptance from Schweizer staff and allow effective implementation  

 

Desired outputs were: 

• a summary report on literature search and best practice in eco design and safety design 

• process descriptions and supporting documents (forms, checklists) for the product development process 

• implementation and validation of the process in a test development project 

 

Main project results 

The major achievements through our project were in two different areas.  
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•  Procedural changes: The project delivered embedded processes to ensure that environmental and safety 

aspects are integrated into the work of a product development team. The new aspects were integrated into a 

management steered project review and can be made either mandatory or optional. 

•  Cultural changes:   Our project work was launched at a time of a larger change phase inside the company. 

It thereby became part of a cultural change process.  

 

The consultancy process 

Team member 1: Walking into Schweizer, we found a company being already benchmark for Swiss industry in 

terms of applied sustainability. It was ISO 9001 and 14001 certified since 1996, it publishes annually a 

sustainability report since 2003, and represents a company living many values, which do make the base of 

sustainability. For 15 years Schweizer is working with lifecycle assessments in  product development. In 1978 

Schweizer started assessing the companies energy consumption annually, in 1995 the eco balance for the 

companies activities and used material started. Schweizer was one of the first companies accredited in 1996 

to the just published ISO 14001 (Environmental Management System). 

Team member 2: The project team was an external enabler to move the project further and expand the 

criteria with eco and safety requirements. To achieve this, we completed a literature survey to give an 

outside view of the state of the art practices in the corporate world. We also performed a benchmarking 

study, selecting 4 advanced companies to work with. We did not only ask for eco and safety in design, but we 

targeted questions about management commitment, employee and stakeholder involvement and the overall 

company culture. This has proven as a very helpful tool. It helped the company understand that “we are not 

alone, the others have already done that and we have already a lot in common.” In order to support 

integration of our proposals into the company, we did not copy design processes from any of the companies 

we interviewed. Rather, we summarized learnings and captured the essence of the methodologies used in 

the form of questions for our new ‘questionnaire’.  

Team member 3: Over time, we noticed that for Schweizer we were no longer “just some students”, but were 

seen as consultants.  We were actually given the freedom to look into various directions and to find sources 

of information and suitable ways to integrate the same into the new product development process. An 

improved process had already been drafted when we started the project. However, it was not approved yet 

and it was still lacking elements to ensure systematic eco design and safety in design. It was very motivating 

for us as a team that Schweizer was open and willing to change, and was ready to integrate our proposals for 

improvement. 

 

Adding value as a consulting team 

Team member 1: Our team had a special blend of different professional and personal skills that we used to 

the advantage of the project:  

- We had a packaging engineer, who had experience with design and a special attention to details. He went 

often into the nitty-gritty of customer requirements and challenged the company several times. He had great 

communications skills both verbal and in writing that we could use extensively in our benchmarking visits.  

- We had a knowledge management expert; she was constantly challenging the ways of working, asking for 

more and more involvement of all levels of experts, within and outside the company, she was pushing for 

clarifications all the time.  

- We had a Lean Six Sigma expert with engineering background, who was familiar with benchmarking, project 

planning, project tollgates and steering committees. Beside that he lived very close to the Schweizer location, 

so a continuous “live communications” was present at the very beginning of the project that helped to build 

relationship and trust. The engineering background in the team helped to find the language within the com-

pany and especially with the benchmarking partners.  
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Team member 2: Frequent direct contacts with Schweizer was another crucial element required for the 

success of the project. We had steering committee meetings, meetings with our project sponsor, meetings 

with the product development manager and meetings with a project manager: all this on site, or through 

skype. Only this on-going exchange in form of feedback, guidance, new insights, questioning and presenting 

different views allowed both sides to advance and to come to a result being accepted by the project team, as 

well as inside the company, on all levels from the CEO down to the project manager level. 

Team member 3: We contacted four companies to do a benchmark study. Initially we worried about how 

these well-known companies would react on our request for an interview, but were surprised by the openness 

of all of them to support our project. We interviewed one company over the phone, and were able to visit the 

three others. We spent between two and five hours in presentations, discussions and factory tours, and 

gained insight into similarities in approaches to environmental protection, eco design principles and a social 

attitude towards employees, as well as particularities like cradle-to-cradle design, focus on usability, durability 

and lifecycle costing, depending on the nature of their products. This benchmarking study was definitely one 

of the most valuable activities we did for Schweizer.  

 

Embedding sustainability in business operations 

Team member 1: At first, the project seemed straightforward: include environmental, health and safety 

aspects into the product development process. Yet, it was really about changing the way of thinking, the 

mind-set. The head of quality, environment, and health & safety aimed to make the organisation more 

integrated by embedding sustainability. 

Team member 2: Instead of limiting ourselves to eco design and safety in design, we enlarged our objectives. 

We took the maximum number of sustainability aspects possible and applicable and convinced Schweizer to 

add also social aspects, cradle-to-cradle aspects, product usability and communication to the product 

development process, but as well to other related processes (marketing/sales, purchasing, production, 

installation, dismantling). As a consequence Schweizer will step-up the integration of stakeholders (suppliers, 

customers) into product development and verify the potential for eco-labelling and sustainability marketing. 

 

Thinking beyond the end of the project 

Team member 1: In the beginning the research was done by our project team. Regular feedback was given to 

Schweizer. However, at some point, when the company started integrating our results into their processes, 

they searched also for additional information to improve processes and other supporting documents. This 

was the moment when we knew they had accepted the change happening, and they would take it further, 

even after we have left. 

Team member 2: A particular experience in this project was the fact that we were given the opportunity and 

freedom to prepare a significant change for Schweizer. This made us feel personally responsible for the 

project. Each of the team members worked on the project as if it was our employer, our company and our 

full responsibility that the results achieved would be the best possible both for the project and beyond it.  

Team member 3: A personal learning when thinking beyond this project is, that I now really know that 

companies can run business in a responsible way, while being economically successful. The project made me 

see potential personal opportunities to change my professional life, either by moving to a sustainability 

related position in the same company, or to look for a new position where the learnings from the course and 

the project can be applied. Last but not least the project made me see that I can exceed – at least 

temporarily - personal limits of workload, discipline and integration of additional projects into my personal 

and professional life, and I learned to what great extent I am able to learn and develop personally, if the 

motivation is big enough and room for experimenting exists. 

 

This article was compiled by Dr. Madelon Evers, reviewed and cleared by Jörg Schwille, Schweizer 


