
Interview with Harriett Hentges, VP of Corporate Sustainability, Ahold USA 

1. Briefly describe what you are responsible for in your role as VP, Sustainability. 
a. Leading CR efforts for Ahold USA. Everything from creating a strategy, implementing, 

providing leadership to CR leadership team in a dotted line context 
b. Liaison with corporate structure in Amsterdam. There’s a whole CR document that lays out 

responsibilities. Lots of attention at board level because they are serious about CR. In some 
ways like general contractor because strategy is so comprehensive. She has team that has 
CR responsibilities but reports into other parts of business. 

 
2. What does sustainability mean to you as a Sustainability Executive within the Food 

Industry? 
We accept definition that is generally used…conducting business to meet needs of today without 
jeopardizing future gen needs. CR and S are interchangeable. We conduct business to have 
minimum negative impact and maximum positive impact. Priorities are where it relates most 
closely to our business and where we can the maximum impact.  

 

3. What does sustainability mean to Ahold? to Ahold Stakeholders? 
We conduct business to have minimum negative impact and maximum positive impact. 
Priorities are where it relates most closely to our business and where we can the maximum 
impact. E.G. In sourcing, we need to pay attn. to environmental, social and economic impact. Like 
sourcing of commodities…deforestation is happening to produce soy and palm oil (because of 
increase of demand and pricing, countries are creating land to plant these) Are creating 
certification on soy and palm oil…so that they aren’t clearing lands to produce it. We deal with 
range of hunger/undernourished and over-eating. In some ways, it’s like connecting the dots. We 
want to make sure we aren’t wasting foods, make good decisions in sourcing, packaging, and 
distributing it. We can have impact on hunger relief. We are big supporters of the food banks 
because they are in the same business as us. We often share expertise with them, backhaul food 
to food banks, give access to pricing on fuel, maintain trucks, and give excess freezer space. 
Issues are so interrelated. There is core around. 
 

4. What are the 1-2 greatest challenges the food industry faces in the years to come that will 
have the greatest impact on sustainability? 
 

a. Promote Health and Wellness (Food abundance and healthy lifestyle). Looking at 
products we are sourcing, info sharing, products we offer. There’s nothing we do more 
often in a given week than go food shopping. Ahold has 12 Million households that shop 
in our stores in 1 year. Are we missing an opportunity to make their lives healthier? For 
instance, all the children that come with their parents to shop. We weren’t doing anything 
with or for the children while they are there. Now, we have healthy food by the checkouts. 
How do we sell health and wellness? 

b. Expanse of supplier change. 80-90% of footprint is in our supply change not in our stores. 
How do we leverage mass of suppliers to make a difference?  

  

 
 

5. Where is awareness most lacking in the areas of sustainability within the food industry at 
large? 

 Health and wellness is one. 

 Food waste is “fashionable” one today. Estimates are that 30% of produced food is 
wasted. If we are talking about the resources of the planet, and then we use resources to 
throw it away, it doesn’t make sense. It’s related to hunger relief. There’s not enough of a 
vision of how you connect obesity, health, hunger relief and underserved populations. All 
are fundamentally related. 
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 Health and wellness tends to focus on markets that are already are. So, how do we 
change the culture of the underserved – food deserts (no access to healthy affordable 
and good quality foods).  
 

6. As the leader of sustainability for Ahold, what is your number one goal? 
To integrate all of the CR efforts throughout our business. In years past, S was an add-on. Now 
we look at every aspect of our business and we ask what is the S components. Easy for us 
because we have the 4 pillars. (Check the website for the pillars and use them in the article if you 
want) 
 
One goal is to make sure people are educated, aware, making informed choices. 
Of other goals, #1, is how to make rich our health and wellness strategy. 
 
How we recycle, design our stores, motivate customers…what we do in climate action is price of 
entry but isn’t our comparative advantage. Where we can really have impact is health and 
wellness. 

 

7. Where do you believe the future of sustainability is headed within corporations?(in the 
next 3-5 years and 6+ years) 
Next 3-5 years: Make sure CR becomes business as usual. What’s good for business is good for 
the planet. Automatically think about it, part of all conversations. 
 
6+ years: Pace of innovation prevents and solve the problems. Solar and wind are considered 
new technologies (expensive and important). Someone is going to come up with new technology 
to sell food. The competition to innovate to solve issues will take center stage. So we will have 
addressed several issues. Worn-out to say it’s a journey, you never arrive. When they set 2015 
goals, were clear that they’d be setting new goals. Zero waste phrase may not even exist after 6 
years. We’ll have educated and aware consumer base. 
 
2015 goals were made public in 2010 report. 25% of sales would come from healthy ideas criteria 
(FDA/USDA criteria with minimum nutrients, limited fat, salt, sugar). And be perceived by 
customers in healthy products tracked by consumer feedback. 20% reduction in carbon emission 
Goals on sourcing critical commodities (6-coffee, tea, cocoa certified), community engagement 
plan identifying priorities (hunger relief, health and wellness for children). Our people are a 
separate pillar for Ahold-addressing health and wellness issues and engagement in community. 
 
Responsible retailing. 

 
8. What 2 factors will hinder and what 2 factors will support movement toward the future you 

described? 
Hinder – tradeoffs you have to make. As a retailer, committed to offer choice to customer so we’ll 

never be a health food store only. Another one is cost of this and its impact on customer loyalty. 

Getting the mix right to respond to our customer. Do you lead or follow the customer? I think both 

are right.  

Support – General awareness by community. Huge collaboration among competitors and 

suppliers. We can benefit from reformulation of products, consumer research. Talked with Diane 

Holdorf on consumer panel 1
st
 night of summit. 

             There are countervailing forces and it’s a matter of which is going to trump the others. 

Labor supply, human condition rarely surface  
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9. How do you successfully change/shift the behaviors/mindsets in others in order to 
achieve your vision? 
There is such an overload of information; the field is so broad, so consumer could be exhausted. 
You have to do it by tiny steps, constant repetition and consistency. We started with labeling and 
then we moved to icons (for us, it’s Healthy Ideas). Our hope was that a busy mom would pay 
attention to adding a few Healthy idea items so eventually she’d shift the content of her basket by 
25% to more Healthy Idea items. Can’t be all stealth or all frontal. It has to be a combination that 
makes it easy and fun for the consumers. Like we do store tours for kids and have a web based 
application for fun learning. 

 
 

10. If new leaders/future gen’s are seeking to work in the area of sustainability, what advice do 
you have to offer? 
Start with areas of their interest. Just talked with young woman interested in organics and 
sourcing of food. Was a good start. Recommended she look at non-profit and corporate websites 
to explore how your interests compare to those companies’ interests.  
 
This field appeals to a generalist. I know a little about a lot of things. I’m constantly learning in S 
areas. Other colleagues I know are packaging engineers, scientists, environmental engineers. 
We don’t do a good job at helping people know their interests. 
People that are satisfied in their jobs don’t always come from following your passions. Find an 
area where you can make a contribution and you’ll find success.- Op Ed piece that David Brooks 
wrote around time of graduation (from New York Times) 

 

11. What 2-3 leadership behaviors do you feel are most critical for you to be successful in 
your role? 
Connecting people to relevant information and doing it in a way that makes sense to them. I think 
people want to do the right thing but they don’t know how. I help bring them along…leadership by  
collaboration. It’s introducing information, articles, companies that expand their horizons. 
 
Collaborative style is critical. I don’t have lots of people reporting to me. Right org structure is a 
very tiny staff because you are dependent on seeing S done through the business. That’s how it 
becomes self-sustaining. Lots of ideas being implemented that I had an impact on. They people 
think that it’s their own data. The leaders know they can turn to me to help them be successful. 
Thrilled when someone calls and asks for helps or says “You should be at this meeting.” 
Priority management becomes important. 

 

12. Is there one story that you would be willing to share, that illustrates that impact 

sustainable has had on your organization and beyond? 

 When considering Ahold position, a friend said “Ahold is really a leader in S.” We do have decent 

standing in socially responsible financial community though it hasn’t had an impact on share price. 

Jeff Martin, head of merchandising, would ask suppliers “Tell me about your S efforts.” When they’d 

answer, he’d say you need to share this with Harriet. So I pursued a variety of vendor partnerships 

and it really wasn’t happening. Met with Jeff in Dec. and said we aren’t getting traction. He said, we 

don’t get credit for what we are doing and we need to have a summit with our vendors. Here’s a guy 

focused on the numbers who is now getting it in fundamental ways….like he suggested we:  

-Need to do pilot in one store with low income populations.  
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It’s an example of the drip, drip, drip of the message of how it’s important and will impact how we do 

business. 

Years ago collab with NE Aquarium. Reached out to them to help us with  procurement. Helped us 

develop 10 pt policy on seafood procurement. 1
st
 public private partnership with Aquarium. When FMI 

realized it was something they needed to do for their members, she proposed Ahold leader as S 

seafood working group leader. Industry adopted 10 pt policy from Ahold…changing the industry 

12. What have I not asked that you would like to share? 
The cost of all of this to a company has to be looked at step by step. We need to invest in 
renewable energy, we need to look at the return. It may not be the same as other returns. If we 
make capital expenditures, there needs to be a CR component in it. It’s how we follow these 
issues without breaking the banking or breaking the system. It is exhausting to do it right. 
 
There’s a lot of reporting going on in CR or S. Enormous resources are put into that as well as 
into what we do in CR or S. You can get on a track because people don’t always see the 
connection between data and results. Ahold has decided that this is important to us and to our 
stakeholders. It’s not a very sexy issue and it relates to green washing.  

 

 


