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Foreword  

By Bob Willard 

The 2007 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) reports 
state that we only have a few years in which to stabilize our greenhouse 
gases (GHG) before we experience irreversible and precipitous climate 
change.i The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MEA) says that 60% of 
the 24 ecosystems on which we depend are being degraded or used 
unsustainably, while the rest are in jeopardy.ii Humanity's Ecological 
Footprint is already 23% larger than the planet can sustain, and it is 
growing.iii The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) Global 
Environment Outlook (GEO-4) says that major persistent threats to the 
planet such as climate change, the rate of species extinction, and the 
challenges of feeding a growing population, to name a few, are all putting 
humanity at risk.iv  

These are crises, and they have planet earth teetering on the edge of a 
tipping point. We are in a race to see if humanity can save the world that 
nurtures us. Happily, solutions are known and within our capabilities. We 
do not have a deficiency of solutions, but a deficiency of leadership. We 
need to stop unsustainable practices that are precipitating this planetary 
emergency. We need to declare a War on Climate Change to galvanize our 
collective resolve. This can and needs to be done, even during the 
uncertainty of our current economic situation. 

We can bring the same level of urgency and resources to the climate, 
energy, and ecological crises as we have to the War on Terror. 
Governments AND corporations need to take leadership actions to future-
proof society. This book succinctly describes benefits that companies can 
reap from actions motivated by enlightened self-interest, so long as those 
corporate efforts are focused and supported by the following six bold 
actions that immediately address the pervasive monumental environmental 
and social challenges facing us.  
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1. Support integrating Education for Sustainable Development 
(ESD) throughout all education systems.  

The goal of the United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable 
Development,v 2005–2014, is to integrate the principles, values, and 
practices of sustainable development into all aspects of education and 
learning throughout the world, and this needs to be extended to 
corporations. This education enables business leaders to improve the 
mindsets of their employees, suppliers, vendors, and customers about the 
personal relevance of sustainability, the dangers of climate change and 
other social and environmental crises, and the urgent need for action. An 
informed population gives business and political leaders their mandate for 
change.  

2. Lobby for replacing the GDP with a GPI. 

A Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI)vi integrates health care, safety, 
environmental, and other indicators of well-being in conjunction with the 
Gross Domestic Product’s (GDP’s) financial and economic metrics to 
form a more holistic assessment of national progress. Endorsement of an 
annual report on national genuine wealth would legitimize value other than 
financial capital. Also, including an assessment of the national carbon or 
ecological footprint would awaken stakeholders to the need for urgent 
action on climate change and reinforce GPI as a strategy to boost corporate 
action and attention to these important issues. 

3. Promote ecological tax shifting. 

Much of our tax system is upside down; we are taxing positive actions 
and incentivizing negative actions. Instead of payroll taxes, which 
discourage new hiring, we should tax carbon to discourage pollution and 
waste. We should incent employment, renewables, capital investment, 
responsible consumption, and energy efficiency. Revenue-neutral shifting 
of taxes from things we do want to things we don’t want will send strong 
behavioral-change signals to important corporate stakeholders. 



 FOREWORD ix 

 

4. Request elimination of “perverse subsidies.” 

Today, governments of industrial countries subsidize the fossil fuel 
industry with more than $200 billion annually. In 2005, between $29 and 
$46 billion of that went to the US fossil fuel industry alone.vii These are 
“perverse subsidies” because they subsidize environmentally destructive 
behavior. Citizens are billed twice for fossil fuels: once when their taxes 
pay for the subsidies and again when they bear the direct and indirect costs 
of environmental mitigation and health care costs. As with ecological tax 
shifting, perverse subsidies should be shifted from fossil fuel and nuclear 
industries to clean-tech industries.  

5. Mobilize support for a price on carbon. 

An effective carbon-price signal would exploit the power of market 
mechanisms to realize significant climate-change mitigation potential in all 
sectors. Most assessments suggest that carbon prices of $20 to $50/ton 
CO2e, sustained or increased over decades, could lead to a power supply 
with significantly lower GHG emissions by 2050. This would also make 
many mitigation options more economically attractive, and would help 
further the financial potential of a cap-and-trade market.viii Governments 
should therefore cap carbon emissions by company, auction off permits, 
and let business either prosper or suffer. A carbon price is a crucial 
element of any plan to engage corporations in reducing greenhouse gases.  

6. Lead by example. 

We need corporate purchasing to increase the demand for “green” 
products from “green” suppliers. Businesses must lead by example by 
purchasing ENERGY STAR appliances, eco-friendly cleaning products, 
FSC certified paper with 100% post-consumer recycled fiber, recycled 
office products, advanced electric and hybrid vehicles with better fuel 
efficiency, and other similar “green” products and services. Corporations 
should also consider retrofitting or relocating to LEED certified buildings 
to save on energy costs, increase worker productivity, and improve 
employee health in the office. Most of all, we need businesses to show 
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how they are thriving by “greening” their supply chains, operations, 
products and services, to encourage others to join the bandwagon. 

The business community can and will benefit by leading the climate 
revolution. Read on to see how. Then imagine how these bold actions 
would magnify those benefits.  

 



 

Introduction 

Like many of you, I had been hearing about climate change for 
years—and it was an issue that I cared about—but I didn’t really see how I 
could make a difference on such a massive global issue. Although I cared 
about the increasingly scary rate at which glaciers are melting and the 
impact this is having on biodiversity and island nations, I struggled to 
relate to this issue because it didn’t seem to impact my business or my 
day-to-day life. 

My wife and I had already taken numerous actions to help, including 
buying a hybrid car, eating organic and local food, and buying 
environmentally friendly products. At work I was trying to make as much 
change as possible, but I felt like none of this was really going to make a 
significant difference in the grand scheme of things. So like many people, I 
tried to do my best and hoped that someone, anyone with power, would do 
something! 

That all changed for me in January of 2007 after I read the first report 
from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). I learned 
exactly how dire the situation was, and upon realizing that we had fewer 
than 10 years from that date to make decisive change, I found a new sense 
of urgency and purpose. I decided I was no longer going to sit back and 
wait for someone else to do something; I needed to get involved and in a 
big way. 

It turns out that I wasn’t the only one motivated by the IPCC’s 
warnings. The report sparked a watershed moment for climate change, and 
soon after the report’s release, the public and media for the first time really 
started to take climate change seriously, something that—as my wife 
points out—scientists had been screaming about for decades. Global 
warming began popping up on the cover of just about every major 
magazine and news program. Moreover, the business community shifted 
ever so slightly and began talking about this issue both at the water cooler 
and in corporate board rooms. That month, I decided to change the entire 
focus of my consulting business—its services, offerings, and policies—to 
focus on solving climate change. 
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Then as I traveled around the country in 2007 and 2008, working with 
clients and speaking to audiences, I realized that business leaders were 
looking for both a comprehensive understanding of how climate change 
might impact their companies and also a playbook for how to respond.  The 
majority of the climate conversation up until that point had been focused on 
mega-topics like sea-level rise and the threat to polar bears, but very little 
had been done to tell companies how they could take action and improve 
their bottom-lines. Then when the financial crisis hit during the fall of 2008 
the need became clear for a book that highlighted not only the numerous 
risks climate change poses for business but also the many opportunities for 
increased profitability; enhanced brand value; improved customer, 
employee, and shareholder relations; and better climate performance all at 
the same time – even during an uncertain and volatile economy.   

That’s where this book comes in.  
 

 
Figure 1. Climate change touches on every aspect of business operations and 

presents unique opportunities to make money and reduce costs. 

For companies that approach climate change as an opportunity, there 
are many areas for strategic value creation. For companies that choose to 
ignore climate change, many of these same areas could become threats. 
Therefore I organized the book around these two divergent paths: I first 
highlight the business benefits of taking action on climate change by 
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providing decision makers with both a “how to” and real world examples 
of companies that have profited by reducing carbon emissions. I then focus 
the second and third sections of the book on the various risks that 
companies face from potential carbon regulation and the market factors 
forcing business to take action, whether they want to or not. 

That being said, I’ve written this book not because of a gloom-and-
doom feeling that the world is coming to an end or that the economy is 
heading into a depression, but because I am filled with hope and 
enthusiasm, and have an eye on the enormous possibilities that climate 
change presents for companies and our society. 

Business has always shown a propensity to mobilize its skills, talent, 
and resources to meet great challenges, especially when there is money to 
be made. While I wholeheartedly realize that American-style capitalism is 
largely responsible for getting us into this mess in the first place, I believe 
that as the markets, public policies, and consumer demand shift to make 
addressing climate change a priority, this same capitalist influence will be 
the key driver toward the change that is needed.  

Climate change truly is the challenge of our generation. Generations 
from now, we will be measured and remembered for how we acted in the 
face of this massive problem. In a number of ways, I believe that this 
climate challenge can only be compared to the challenge faced by our 
parents and grandparents during World War II. We need the same type of 
commitment, but this time, instead of fighting fascism, we’ll be heading 
off the greatest ecological and social disaster our planet has ever faced. 

The generation that helped win WWII has been fondly referred to as 
“the greatest generation” because they stood tall against enormous odds 
and persevered. For our generation, the test is climate change.  

We have both the responsibility and the opportunity to address this 
issue head-on. We need to be the ones to plant a flag in the ground and 
make a stand against global warming. For if we do, we will be the ones 
that our children and grandchildren will look back upon and thank for 
answering the call to duty. We can be this century’s greatest generation. 

As today’s business leaders, we have the responsibility to respond, and 
this book will show you how to do so in a way that will reduce risk, 
increase profitability, meet customers’ expectations, improve brand value, 
and save the planet all at the same time. This will be a great challenge, but 
it is solvable. We need bold action, and we need it today, not tomorrow. So 
join me in making this happen. 
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SECTION 1 

ADDRESSING CLIMATE 
CHANGE: 

THE BUSINESS BENEFIT 

Chapter 1: The Climate Imperative 
Chapter 2: Carbon Footprinting 
Chapter 3:  Business Benefit 
Chapter 4: Return on Sustainability (ROS) 
 
There is both a necessity and numerous business opportunities exist 

for taking action on climate change. Throughout this section, I will cover 
what companies can do to reduce their carbon impact and provide both a 
process for implementation and real-world success stories of companies 
that have increased profitability, brand value, and their sustainability 
performance at the same time. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE CLIMATE IMPERATIVE 

Humankind is faced with an unprecedented challenge. Never before 
has an ecological crisis presented as fundamental and serious a threat to 
our way of life on such a global scale as climate change. It seems that until 
recently, very few people—aside from climate scientists and a handful of 
environmentalists—paid attention to the greenhouse gases we were 
emitting into the atmosphere. I believe we are just now awakening to the 
reality of the situation. 

We got into this situation because, over the past century, we have built 
our capitalistic market structure on two principles: an abundance of cheap 
fossil fuel energy and a focus on maximizing shareholder value in our 
business activity. These have been detrimental because, as market 
pressures have driven companies to focus on short-term profits, social and 
environmental impacts have only been considered insofar as necessary to 
avoid financial loss due to regulation.  

I believe these principles are changing, and I believe climate change 
will be the driving force behind this change, because climate change is 
real, and people and corporations have begun to feel its impacts. Fossil 
fuels, especially oil, are no longer cheap, and the many costs of their 
extraction and use are on the rise. Additionally, consumer, market, and 
government pressures will no longer allow businesses to ignore their 
climate impacts. Before I get into the business case though, I first want to 
lay out the climate imperative and describe the environment in which your 
business will be operating. 
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Climate Change is Happening 
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), a consortium 

of more than 1,000 of the world’s top scientists, stated that the “warming 
of the climate systems is unequivocal, as is now evident from observations 
of increases in global average air and ocean temperatures, widespread 
melting of snow and ice, and rising global average sea level.”ix This 
statement leaves no room for doubt that the planet’s temperature is 
increasing. Debate is now focused on how fast average temperatures will 
increase and what the full range of implications may be. Figure 2 is a 
graph that the IPCC created to show numerous models, using a range of 
estimates from conservative to aggressive: 

 

 
Figure 2. Models show that global temperatures are projected to increase.x  
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Though this model shows a considerable range in potential results 
from a minimum increase of 1.4 to a possible high of 5.8 degrees Celsius, 
it illustrates that, based on historical climate data, global temperatures will 
increase over the next century at the highest rate in the past 10,000 years. 
The extent to which this temperature increase occurs depends both on the 
changes that take place in natural systems and on human activity. 
Unfortunately, even the most aggressive numbers have proved to be 
understated. The first IPCC report predicted that the sea ice over the North 
Pole might be gone during the summer months of 2030, but now 
climatologists believe this may occur between 2008 and 2012.  

Climate Change Impacts on Weather, Water, and 
Disease 

Whether you believe in global warming or not is beside the point. Its 
effects are indisputable; all you have to do is look at the increased 
frequency and intensity of natural disasters. Although it may be that a 
portion of this trend comes from our increased awareness of disaster 
occurrences due to improvements in communication technology, the IPCC 
data suggests a very strong correlation between the recent changes in 
global temperatures and increases in extreme weather events.  
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Increase in Natural Disasters 

 
Figure 3. Natural disasters reported globally since 1940 have increased.xi 

Additionally, IPCC scientists agree that the health of millions of 
people is now at risk more than ever because of: 

 More frequent and intense heat waves, floods, storms, fires, 
and droughts causing injury, disease, and death 

 A decline in available potable water—and a simultaneous 
increase in world population 

 An increase and spread of disease into previously uninfected 
geographies and countriesxii  

 The Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters 
(CRED) has identified several ways in which weather climate 
disasters have begun to worsen, including:  

 Rainfall intensity; 
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 Storm intensity, especially hail, tornadoes and wildfire; 

 Flood and drought; 

 Effects of El Niño; and 

 Loss of life and livelihood.xiii 

Water Scarcity 
Water scarcity has already begun to have considerable impact, 

especially in regions where people are already in crisis and conflict over 
this resource. Water scarcity is now becoming an issue for everyone 
throughout the world. Even in the United States, businesses have felt the 
pinch of increasing drought and diminishing water supply.  

Water scarcity is being recognized as a risk to the entire global 
business community.xiv A nuclear power plant in Tennessee, for example, 
was forced to halt operations temporarily in 2007 because of a drought in 
the region. In California, the electronics industry alone consumes 
approximately 24 percent of the state’s water. What will happen to the 
bottom lines of electronics companies as water becomes less available?  

Several regions of the world, including the southwestern United States, 
have already reached “physical water scarcity,” a condition in which more 
than 75% of river flows are allocated to agriculture, industry, or domestic 
purposes.xv   

The global distribution of water is changing as well. According to 
estimates by the United Nations Environment Programme, one third of the 
world’s population live in dry lands, which are threatened by desertification.xvi 
The livelihoods of more than 2 billion people are in jeopardy as farming and 
grazing land becomes increasingly parched. It doesn’t take much imagination 
to realize that access to water will be increasingly important and, if not solved, 
may become a source of violent conflict.  

Other Impacts 
As a result of climate change and the increasing visibility of its effects, 

other related social and environmental concerns are increasing in both 
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scope and severity. Ecosystems are in decline and resources are shrinking, 
and the potential impact to the planet’s biodiversity is uncertain. 

  

 
Figure 4. A sampling of the myriad of problems affected by climate change.  

This is not sustainable.  These impacts far exceed the world’s true 
capacity to sustain life.  NASA scientist James Hansen, one of the nation’s 
premiere climatologists who testified in front of Congress more than 20 
years ago about the threat of climate change, contends that we should be 
aiming to lower the concentrations of carbon dioxide in our atmosphere to 
350 parts per million (ppm).  Prior to the Industrial Revolution, carbon 
dioxide levels were at about 287 ppm, but as of 2008 we are at 387 ppm 
and are increasing at an estimated rate of 2-3 ppm per year.xvii 
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Conclusion 
Although these statistics make for a dire picture, there is no need to 

feel hopeless.  Climate leaders such as Al Gore and Bill McKibbon are 
confident that we can reduce to and stabilize at 350 ppm if business, 
government, and citizens get involved and take action. 

 
Figure 5. Wedges diagram adopted from Pacala and Socolow showing the necessary steps 

to reduce emissions.xviii 

Thanks to the work of scientists and thought leaders like Hansen, 
Gore, McKibben, Pacala and Socolow among others, we are equipped with 
a roadmap to climate stabilization.  We can clearly see what must be done, 
and business plays a tremendously important role.  There is incredible 
profit to be made in the stabilization of our climate, and business leaders 
who see the situation for the exciting opportunities it holds will benefit 
from leading the charge.  As you read farther into this book, you will see 
that there are many things you and your company can do to operate 
effectively in this new environment and be part of the solution to climate 
change, even in an uncertain economy. 
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CHAPTER 2 

CARBON FOOTPRINTING 

What is carbon footprinting, and how will it help my company? A 
carbon footprint—also referred to as an inventory—helps companies 
baseline their greenhouse gas emissions and gain an understanding of 
which aspects of their operations are carbon contributors. The carbon 
footprint is the first and most essential component of an emissions 
reduction strategy, providing a useful tool for managers to demonstrate 
inefficiencies in current operations. This chapter provides an overview of 
the carbon footprinting process, details what’s involved, and offers 
examples for ways to communicate this process to employees.  

The Carbon Footprint 
A carbon footprint is a measurement of the amount of greenhouse gas 

emissions through the everyday operations of a business, creation of a 
product, or provision of a service. Each of the six major greenhouse gases 
(carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous oxide, sulfur hexafluoride, 
perfluorocarbons, and hydrofluorocarbons) has a different global warming 
potential, for example Methane is 21x more potent than CO2. Therefore 
emissions are often converted to CO2 equivalents (CO2e) for ease of 
comparison. It is important to note that whenever you hear a company 
reporting its “carbon” or “CO2” emissions what they are really referring to 
is CO2 equivalents.  

Although the methodology and scope will vary from footprint to 
footprint, in general, the emissions considered in the calculation should 
include direct emissions of energy, transportation, materials, freight, and 
waste. Calculating and tracking these organizational impacts can reveal 



12 ADDRESSING CLIMATE CHANGE: THE BUSINESS BENEFIT 

 

“Performing a carbon footprint not only 
helped us get a handle on our emissions, 

but also pointed out a few other 
inefficiencies in our systems that we 
were able to correct and save a lot of 

money.”  —Kevin Hagen, REIa 

areas where emission reductions can be made most efficiently and cost 
effectively and with the largest impact. 

The goal of this chapter 
is to give the reader a basic 
understanding and overview 
of the carbon footprint 
process and potential 
business benefit.  

The Carbon Footprint Process 
Steps to Conducting a Carbon Footprint  

 

Figure 6. Sustainable Business Consulting's carbon footprint framework. 
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Plan 

There are multiple ways to account for a company’s total emissions. It 
all depends on what aspects of your company you want or need to include.  

Setting Your Company’s Organizational Boundary 

Many larger organizations have subsidiaries, joint ventures, 
partnerships, franchises, or other business units that they may own a 
portion of but may or may not decide to include this affiliate’s emissions 
as part of their carbon inventory. Therefore, before a company embarks on 
the data gathering exercise, it is important to know exactly what 
information needs to be gathered, and from what aspects of the business. 
This is up to each company to decide, but the World Resources Institute 
has defined three main ways to define the corporate footprint boundary.xix 

 
BOUNDARY EXPLANATION 

Equity Share   
 

Equity share means that the equivalent number of 
emissions from a subsidiary, joint venture, etc. in 
which a company has an equity stake are 
included in the inventory. If a company owns 
100%, then all emissions are included, or if it 
only includes 51% ownership, then only 51% of 
the subsidiary’s total emissions are included in 
the company’s footprint.  

Financial Control 
 

A company has financial control “when [it] can 
direct its financial and operational policies to gain 
benefit from its activities.” 

Operational Control A company has operational control “when [it] has 
the ability to implement and direct operating 
policies.” 

Potential carbon footprint scope boundaries, as defined by the World Resources 
Institute 

There may be times when a company has financial control but not 
operational control, and vice versa. Once the company has decided on its 
boundary, it needs to be transparent and consistent going forward. 
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The company can also decide whether to include leased assets such as 
equipment or company vehicles. It may decide not to, or it may include 
these emissions even though it doesn’t actually own the assets because the 
company is responsible for these emissions from day-to-day operations. 
Again, no matter which option you choose, it is important to set your 
boundary and stay consistent and transparent throughout the process.  

As a company determines which emissions will and will not be 
included in your footprint, and why. You will need to think through each 
aspect of your business and decide where to draw the boundary—whether 
to include all of your operations; certain specific actions; the actions of 
your suppliers, customers, etc. If you are smaller or just getting started on 
your first footprint, many often start small with the actual areas that you 
control and not delve too deeply into the supply chain or customer issues 
for the baseline. However, I recommend including as much as possible in 
the first footprint to identify more opportunities for emission reduction and 
cost savings.  

Determining Scopes: 

Using the World Resources Institute (WRI) GHG Protocol, there are 
three distinct scopes of emissions: 

 Scope 1: Direct Emissions. These are emissions your company 
directly owns, such as emissions from power generation 
on-site through boilers or furnaces for natural gas, or for 
fuel used in company-owned vehicles or fleets.  

 Scope 2: Indirect Emissions. These are emissions from 
company operations and activities that are owned or 
controlled by another company such as electricity or steam 
from a utility. 

 Scope 3: All other emissions, for example employee 
commuting.  
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Figure 7. The World Resources Institute has defined three scopes for a carbon 

footprint.xx 

Although I do not typically speak in terms of “scopes” because it can 
be confusing, I thought it important to use the terminology here because 
these are the established terminology from both the WRI and Climate 
Registry.  

Most companies typically start with just their Scope 1 & 2 emissions 
and leave the more complicated footprinting for a later date. This is 
especially true for larger firms. Although, it won’t be long before the 
public expects companies to include all aspects of operations, including 
the full supply chain. 

Another way to decide which operational emissions to include is to 
break the emissions down to the five major business sources of emissions 
described in Figure 8. It is a little easier to communicate to the average 
person who is unfamiliar with the “scopes” terminology.  

ENERGY: Electricity, natural gas, and steam 
Scope GHG emissions associated with electricity and heating for your 

facilities. 
Data 
Needs 

Your energy bills and the type of energy you’re using (e.g., 
electricity, natural gas, steam). Is your firm purchasing green 
power? Do your energy bills come through a central agency, or 
does each facility pay its own utility bills? 
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Who Has 
It 

If you lease your facilities, you’ll likely need to work with your 
landlord or building manager to get this data. If you own your 
facilities, accounting should have all the bills. 

TRAVEL: Business travel, commuting, and company fleets 
Scope GHG emissions associated with business travel and commuting. 
Data 
Needs 

Business travel information (e.g., miles traveled by airplane, 
car, bus, train, ferry). How much did your company spend on 
business travel last year in each of these categories? 

Who Has 
It 

Travel agency, accounting, travel department, office manager. 
If you need commuter data, you can collect this easily using an 
online survey tool. 

WASTE: Solid (garbage), recycling, and compost 
Scope GHG emissions associated with garbage, recycling, and 

compost. 
Data 
Needs 

Total quantities of trash, recycling, and composting. 

Who Has 
It 

If you lease your facilities, you’ll need to get this data from the 
leasing company/ building manager. If you own your facilities, 
accounting should have all the bills from your waste hauler. 

PAPER: Office paper for printers and copiers, bills generated for 
customers 
Scope GHG emissions associated with paper consumption. 
Data 
Needs 

The quantity (number of reams or boxes) and type of copy and 
printer paper used (i.e., virgin, 30% or 100% recycled). 

Who Has 
It 

Procurement or office manager who orders/pays for office 
supplies. If you have a corporate account (e.g., with Staples or 
Office Depot), they should be able to put together a report for 
you. 

FREIGHT: Movement of goods by ship, truck, train, and air 
Scope GHG emissions associated with outbound shipping and inbound 

receiving. 
Data 
Needs 

Total pounds and miles traveled for each mode of transit, for 
both shipping and receiving. 

Who Has 
It 

Logistics manager, accounting. 

Figure 8. The scopes of a basic carbon footprint, as developed by Sustainable 
Business Consulting. 
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Recreational Equipment, Inc (REI) Case Study:  

The conventional wisdom for most US based outdoor retailers is that 
the largest contributor to its carbon footprint would be all the shipping and 
distribution of its product, notably from China. However, after performing 
its footprint, REI found out some surprising information in that its 
Adventure Travel business, which generates about the same revenue as 
one retail store, was responsible for 26% of the company’s total carbon 
emissions. This is an excellent case study because it demonstrates the 
importance of measurement and what it can reveal, in REI’s case that its 
largest source of emissions was something other than was expected. 

Set the Baseline Year  

After determining your organizational boundary and the scopes to 
measure, you need to determine the baseline year to track your emissions. 
This may be your most recent fiscal or calendar year, or it could be the 
year for which you have the oldest but most complete data, the turn of the 
century, or a significant business event such as a merger or acquisition. 
This is for each company to decide for themselves. 

Gather Data 

Data collection may be the most difficult part of the carbon footprint 
in part because most companies do not have existing or sufficient systems 
for tracking carbon-related information. Doing a carbon footprint requires 
tracking down all significant emissions released by the company, including 
energy, travel, waste, paper, and freight as listed above in Figure 8. 

It helps you understand the type of information you need, some 
questions you will want to answer, and where to go within your firm to get 
information. Remember, the larger the company and scope, the longer this 
process will likely take. 
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Calculate Emissions 

This step may sound easy, but because of the number of different tools 
out there and the varying methodologies that each use, it is important that 
your company choose a tool that follows accepted GHG methodology.  

Although many free carbon calculators are available online, each one 
will give you different numbers using different emission factors. 
Additionally, some may only take into account Scope 1 and Scope 2 
emissions, while others will vary greatly in what they include in their 
Scope 3 calculations. Also, it is often difficult to obtain the methodologies 
used by free online calculators. Some of the best tools and resources out 
there are the GHG Protocol of the WRI, the Climate Registry Information 
System (CRIS) of the Climate Registry, and the carbon inventory tool of 
the Seattle Climate Partnership.  

Set a Target for Reduction 

Once your carbon footprint has been calculated and analyzed, the next 
step is to set reduction goals and devise a strategy to achieve them. It is 
important to set clear goals, choosing specific reduction targets and a 
timeframe. These goals can be either absolute (e.g., 10% below 2008 
levels) or intensity-based (e.g., 5% per employee). 

The reduction target your company chooses may depend on your goals 
and the size and maturity of your business. Larger, more established 
companies that are focused on actual GHG reduction may choose an 
absolute reduction goal, whereas a fast-moving start-up growing at 200% 
annually may have to choose an intensity target in the short-term because 
it may struggle to reduce emissions below its historic emission numbers 
with that type of growth. This is up to the company. 

Report Your Results 

Once you have completed your footprint it is important to 
communicate the results of your footprint in terms that everyday 
employees and other stakeholders can understand. People who are less 
familiar with carbon footprinting might not have a clue as to what a pound 
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of CO2e represents or inherently understand how their actions can reduce 
emissions. 

When my firm works with companies on carbon footprinting, we try to 
break certain emission indicators into per-employee numbers, to help 
break down the entire process into easier-to-understand metrics such as: 

 CO2 emissions/employee 

 Kilowatt hours (kWh)/employee 

 Therms/employee 

 Paper usage/employee 

 Business travel miles/employee 

 Air travel miles/employee 

 Average commuting miles/employee 

 Pounds of waste/employee 

I’ve also found that with every company I’ve worked with employees 
generally would like to lessen their environmental impact, but just don’t 
see how their own individual actions will make much of a difference, 
especially inside larger companies.  Employees want to understand how 
their individual actions can add up to something. This is especially true 
during volatile economic times, as managers need financial justification 
for their actions more than ever. In the table below, I have quantified a few 
easy individual actions that employees can take. 

 
 

Sustainable Business Consulting 
 

Carbon / Cash Saving Comparisons (on the next page) 
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If you 
Typically: You Could: Annual CO2e Savings, Cost Savings 

$1,521 
Carpool 

Approx. 9 
trees 

2,293 lbs 
CO2e 2,600 miles 

 $1,560  
Take Public 

Transit  Approx. 16 
trees  

 4,099 lbs 
CO2e   3,900 miles  

$2,600 

Drive to 
work/ 

meetings 
alone       

(assume 
10 mile 

commute) 

Bike or walk 
 Approx. 18 

trees  
 4,586 lbs 

CO2e   5,200 miles  

     

$260/year 
Take Public 

Transit  Approx. 7 
trees  

 1,806 lbs/ 
CO2e 1,300 miles 

$1,300 

Carpool 

Bike or walk 
 Approx. 9 

trees  
 2,293 lbs 

CO2e   2,600 miles  

     

$1,040 Take 
public 
transit 

Bike or walk 
 Approx. 6 

trees  
 1,433 lbs 

CO2e   3,900 miles  
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Fly round 
trip to 

business 
meetings 

        

 $381/trip St. Louis 
to New 
York 

Meet 
virtually Approx. 8 

trees 
1,983 lbs 
CO2e /trip  1,778 miles 

 $436/trip San 
Francisco 
to New 
York 

Meet 
virtually Approx. 22 

trees 
5,510 lbs 
CO2e /trip  5,160 miles 

     

If you 
Typically: You Could: CO2e Savings, Cost Savings 

$31 Print and 
recycle 
paper 

Commit to 
NO paper 

usage for the 
day Approx. 1 tree 193 lbs CO2e 

     

 $20.8/CPU Leave 
computer 

on 
overnight 

Turn off 
overnight Approx. 4 

trees 921 lbs CO2e 

     

$364 Drink 
bottled 
water   

Switch to 
filtered tap 

water or 
water 

fountain 
Approx. 8.5 

trees 2,106 lbs CO2e 

     
Buy coffee 

or other 
beverages  

Use your 
own mug 65 lbs CO2e $26 Approx. 1/4 

of tree 
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Use task 
lighting 

Turn off at 
night 

41 lbs CO2e 
per bulb $2.73 Approx. 1/4 

of tree  

 

Please note the fuel costs were calculated in 2008 using the Federal 
Mileage Reimbursement number of $0.50 per mile.  The price of oil will 
likely cause this number to increase but we decided to use $0.50 to be 
conservative. Yearly averages are based on an estimated 260 work 
days/year. Actual savings will vary by office location, local pricing, 
distances traveled, etc. CO2e = Carbon Dioxide Equivalents. All 
greenhouse gases have been converted to this common metric for ease of 
use: 1 car = 500 miles/800KM  1 tree = 250 lbs/112.5 Kg of CO2e. Public 
Transit = Subway. 

Obstacles to Watch for 

Initially, the carbon footprint may seem overwhelming. Data 
collection and research may take time and resources, especially if a 
company has multiple accounting systems or if information is not tracked 
accurately. The good news is that all the work done for the first footprint 
to develop new tracking systems will make subsequent tracking and data 
gathering easier—especially if incorporated into existing reporting 
systems. Converting and analyzing the data may also be confusing at first, 
but once the systems are in place the process becomes standardized.  

Another challenge is related to the various carbon footprinting 
guidelines. Fortunately, the standardization of GHG guidelines is 
occurring. Three major institutions that are experts in this field—the 
International Organization for Standardization (ISO) 14064 standards, the 
WRI, and the World Business Council for Sustainable Development 
(WBCSD)—are all collaborating to unite their work.xxi  It is likely that as 
the cap-and-trade system comes to fruition in the US, these organizations 
will also join forces with the Climate Registry to produce a single national 
standard for the reporting of GHG emissions. 
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Conclusion 
More and more companies are calculating their carbon footprints. As 

climate change awareness grows, this will be an increasingly important 
and regular part of doing business and will become as standard as annual 
financial statements. Carbon mitigation is a challenge that businesses are 
beginning to face and it will only grow in importance in the coming 
decades. Understanding where a company’s emissions are coming from 
will help decision makers strategically reduce their environmental 
footprints as well as discover new efficiencies, new product and service 
opportunities, and potential cost savings even in an uncertain economy. In 
the next chapter you will see many of these benefits discussed in detail. 
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“Climate change will be a difficult challenge for all 
businesses. The good news is that there is incredible 
opportunity to be found and business can provide the 

innovation and profit motive to find tangible solutions that 
will make a difference.”  —Steve Leahy, CEO, Greater 

Seattle Chamber of Commerceb  

CHAPTER 3 

BUSINESS BENEFIT 

Many decision makers that I talk to ask me “how exactly will 
addressing climate change help my business?”  This is an extremely valid 
question, especially given the state of the economy. I’ve found through my 
consulting work that the most effective way to answer this question is to 
provide real-world case studies of companies that have realized bottom-
line business benefit from carbon reduction.  This chapter provides a list of 
potential actions any company can take on climate change and highlights 
examples of companies across a range of industry sectors both private and 
public, from small to multinational, that have attained tangible financial, 
brand, and sustainability benefits by taking action on transportation, 
energy, waste, and materials.  

Transportation 
For many businesses, transportation is their most significant climate 

impact. This is especially true for retailers involved in the manufacturing 
and distribution of their products (i.e., complex supply chains) and service-
based businesses that rely heavily on air travel.  
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For larger organizations, employee commuting is also a major source 
of emissions. 

Despite the significant impacts resulting from transportation, the good 
news is that companies can do several things that are not disruptive to their 
operations to reduce GHG emissions. 

For example, the innovations in virtual conferencing technology now 
provide an engaging and productive experience that can substitute all but 
the most important in-person visits requiring travel. And for that 
unavoidable travel, more and more car rental companies offer hybrids and 
other low-emission vehicles. Regarding employee commuting, we often 
hear “There is just no way I can get my employees out of their cars.” In 
fact, a number of incentives have proven to do just that. Below are some 
examples of companies that have been successful in both regards. 

Sun Microsystems xxii,xxiii 

Sun launched its “Open Work” program, which gives employees the 
option to work at least part of the time from home. After 10 years, it has 
20,000 participants—representing 56% of Sun's workforce—and has 
significantly enhanced productivity.  

 
Financial Brand Sustainability 

Realized cost-
avoidance savings of 
more than $300 million 
 
Increased worker 
productivity by 34% 

Developed a consulting 
practice to help other 
companies promote 
telecommuting 
 

Has prevented nearly 
29,000 tons of CO2 
emissions  

 

Yakima xxiv 

Yakima used to manufacture in Tijuana, Mexico, and then ship its 
products to its Memphis Distribution Center and then back to its customers 
on the west coast. This was costly both in time and fuel. Therefore, when it 
opened a west coast distribution center, it realized significant positive 
returns. 
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Financial Brand Sustainability 
Saved $120,000 in fuel 
costs since inception 
 

Cut transportation 
times by 50% getting 
its product to 
customers faster 
 

Saved 40,000 gallons of 
fuel since inception 

Ridolfi Inc.xxv 

The small Seattle-based company recognized the significant climate 
impacts of air travel. Ridolfi worked to combine client trips and included 
carbon emissions in the criteria for determining whether or not to accept a 
job. 

 
Financial Brand Sustainability 

Saved $10,000 in air  
travel expenses 

Demonstrated reduced 
costs to their clients 
through better travel  
policies 

Reduced air mileage by 
40%,significantly 
reducing 
company emissions 

Additional Transportation-Related Actions Any Company 
Can Take 

 Provide incentives to employees for not driving to work. 
Create a suite of things they could choose from, such as 
money toward gym memberships or cash for biking to work. 

 Participate in a car-sharing program that can offer a wide 
range of vehicle types, including hybrids and fuel efficient 
compact cars and sedans.  

 Offer free or reduced-cost transit passes.  

 Maintain company vehicles. Replacing an old air filter can 
improve gas mileage as much as 10%; tuning up an engine 
can boost mileage as much as 4%; and keeping your tires 
properly inflated can provide an extra 3% more miles per 
gallon.  



28 ADDRESSING CLIMATE CHANGE: THE BUSINESS BENEFIT 

 

 Site new offices and developments near mass transit and in 
areas with both biking and walk-ability considered. 

 Encourage the manager of your vehicle fleet to determine the 
most efficient transport routes and design a schedule 
according to these routes to be followed by all company 
drivers. UPS actually uses logistical software to minimize left 
turns, which reduces engine idling. 

 Encourage the delivery of materials during non-peak traffic 
hours. 

 Purchase or lease the most fuel-efficient vehicles when you 
swap out vehicles. 

 Size your vehicle fleet according to your needs (i.e., use 
trucks for hauling, but drive around town in smaller, more 
fuel-efficient cars. 

 Invest in videoconferencing and web-based meeting platforms 
to reduce air travel. 

 Combine multiple client trips for all business travel. 

 Enforce a “no idling” policy to ensure that company vehicles 
are turned off and not left to idle when they remain in one 
place for more than a few minutes. 

Energy 
Energy is also typically a large contributor to a company’s carbon 

footprint. Since energy and fuel costs are volatile and remain largely out of 
the control of management, companies are striving to find any way 
possible to provide price stability and budget certainty. The best and most 
cost-effective way to do this is through energy efficiency, especially 
because major metropolitan cities and utilities are beginning to offer 
numerous incentives and reimbursements for businesses to become more 
energy efficient. Additionally, the EPA has a variety of energy-saving 
recommendations and incentives through its ENERGY STAR program.  
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Energy efficiency is also the cheapest new source of power and has the 
double benefit of reducing GHG emissions at the same time. All 
companies, large and small, can reap the benefits of an energy-efficiency 
strategy. Below are some examples of how: 

DuPontxxvi 

Employed numerous energy optimization technologies and techniques 
at its facilities, and worked to improve yields from its manufacturing 
processes. The company has seen positive results since the program started 
in 2004.  

 
Financial Brand Sustainability 

Over the course of its 
investments, it avoided 
costs of over $3 billion by 
keeping its energy use 
down, while expanding 
their businesses by 30% 

 

Formerly notorious #1 
polluter is now seen as 
an innovator 

Reduced GHG emissions 
to 72 percent below 1990 
levels 
 
Removed CO2 emissions 
equivalent to almost 
78,000 vehicles, or more 
than 900,000 barrels of oil  

Lockheed Martin  xxvii,xxviii 

The company maximized use of day lighting and energy efficiency in 
the design of its Sunnyvale, California facility. 

 

Financial Brand Sustainability 
Saved $300,000 to 
$400,000 a year on 
energy bills 

Employee productivity 
rose 15 % 
 
Won a $1.5 billion 
defense contract based 
on increased productivity 

Used less fossil fuel-based 
electricity, reducing the 
company’s carbon 
emissions 
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CP Property Management (Now a Division of CBRE)xxix 

CP installed smart-time optimization programming and turned off 
HVAC systems on Saturdays for three of its Seattle Properties.  

 
Financial Brand Sustainability 

Saved $51,265 in 2007 
on electricity bills 
alone 

Used this as part of its 
“green” property 
management branding 
strategy 

Saved over 3,939,372 
kWh in electricity in 2007 

River Run Bed and Breakfast Kerrville, TXxxx 

Installed a high-efficiency heat pump and individual zone controls for 
heating and cooling in occupied areas and added programmable 
thermostats and ceiling fans in guest rooms. 

 
Financial Brand Sustainability 

Saved $2,400 a year 
with a six-month 
payback 

Guests expressed 
increased satisfaction 
in the quality and 
comfort of the inn 

Prevented 77,451 pounds 
of CO2 emissions 
annually 

Columbus Hospitality Group Columbus, OHxxxi 

Upgraded lights to CFLs, installed high-efficiency air conditioning 
units in guest rooms, replaced most water circulation pumps with high-
efficiency pumps. They also added occupancy sensors and installed water-
saving showerheads, toilets, and sinks. 
 

Financial Brand Sustainability 

Saved an estimated 
$30,000 

Realized increased 
patient satisfaction 

Saved 480,000 kWh 
since the start of the 
program 
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Additional Energy-Related Actions Any Company Can 
Take 

 Protect windows from sunrays with large overhangs and 
double-pane glass.  

 Control heat, air, and moisture leakage by sealing windows 
and doors. 

 Turn down the thermostat by as little as one degree in cold 
weather to save as much as 1–2% on the energy bill.  

 Clean or replace dirty air conditioner filters as recommended.  

 Set a timer for air conditioning and heating units. Time them 
to come on a short time before people come into the office 
and to turn off shortly after everyone leaves. 

 Turn off air conditioning and heating when the building is not 
being used (i.e., Saturday and Sunday and holidays). 

 Install compact florescent light (CFL) bulbs. They require ¼ 
of the energy for the same level of luminescence and last 10 
times as long.  

 Make sure that any new office hardware that is purchased is 
either refurbished or meets ENERGY STAR’s new E-80 
standard.  

 Install motion detectors in individual offices and in 
conference rooms to ensure that the lights are on only when 
people are present. Utilities often provide rebates for each 
motion detector purchased. 

 Invest in flat-screen LCD monitors. They not only draw less 
energy but also release less heat than boxy monitors, which 
decreases your need for air conditioning.  

 Dust the lights to increase brightness. 

 Conduct an energy audit of lighting and HVAC systems. 
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 Monitor, record, and post rates of energy and water use. 
Watch for changes that may indicate a need to repair or 
change equipment.  

 Encourage staff to close drapes and turn off lights and air 
conditioning when rooms are unoccupied. 

 Replace all exit signs with light-emitting diode (LED) exit 
signs. These high-efficiency exit signs can save $15–$20 in 
electricity costs when compared with typical, incandescent 
signs.  

 Disconnect unused ballasts where fluorescent tubes have been 
removed, as they still draw significant amounts of energy 
even though the tubes have been removed. 

 Ensure that all staff are trained in good practice (e.g., waste 
segregation, lighting and heating control) and that relevant 
issues are included in induction training. Carry out refresher 
training once a year. 

 Use day lighting where possible. Consider skylights in the 
ceiling and glazing with light shelves around the perimeter. 

 Use ceiling fans to reduce the use of air conditioners. 

 Install software that will allow downloads in the evening from 
the IT department but then put the computers back into the 
sleep mode for the rest of the night. 

 Set PCs to power down when not in use. 

 Research power providers in the area and select a provider 
that guarantees that a fraction of its delivered electric power is 
derived from net nonpolluting renewable technologies. 

Materials 
Every company is unique in the materials its uses. Whether a company 

is in the retail, service, or manufacturing sector, it can consider ways to 
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reduce material usage, recycle, or substitute more environmentally friendly 
materials. The solutions are as diverse as: 

1. Finding ways to use less “stuff”—in manufacturing, delivery, 
and packaging. 

2. Using recycled or reusable materials. 

3. Identifying biodegradable substitutes. 

The steps each company takes will vary widely across industries, but 
the examples below highlight potential actions and the ways they save 
businesses money, improve the brand image, and lower GHG emissions all 
at the same time. 

Wendel Rosen Black & Dean xxxii 

This company switched from 30% to 100% post-consumer, chlorine-
free recycled paper in its products. 

Financial Brand Sustainability 
The move actually cost a 
little more money up 
front 

Become the first law 
firm in the country to 
gain third-party 
certification as a "Green 
Business"xxxiii 

Eliminated 40,000 
pounds of  CO2, 
Saved 250 trees, 
24,000 gallons of 
water, and 33,000 
kWh of electricity - 
enough power to run 
3.4 homes for a 
yearxxxiv 

General Mills Hamburger Helper xxxv 

This division changed production from curly noodles to straight 
noodles and then redesigned packaging to shave 20% off the size of its 
packaging. 
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Financial Brand Sustainability 
Reduced the cost of raw 
materials packaging by 
10%xxxvi 

Demonstrated to 
customers a simple, easy 
solution to reduce GHG 
emissions without any 
impact on consumer 
behavior 

Fuel savings equated to 
500 fewer distribution 
trucks on the road each 
year 

Unilever xxxvii 

It reconfigured the plastic bottles for its Suave shampoo. 
 

Financial Brand Sustainability 
Saved more than $2 
million in diesel costs 
alone 
 
 

Met the stricter packaging 
requirements of customers 
such as Wal-Mart 

Shampoo: Saved 
plastic equivalent to 
some 15 million 
bottles a year 
 

Verizon Communications Inc., NY xxxviii 

Switched to a paperless billing service promoting online forms, 
training and electronic purchase orders. 

 
Financial Brand Sustainability 

Saved $5.4 million in 
paper processing and  
printing costs and 
reduced administrative 
costs by $3.7 million 

More than 3 million 
customers 
participated in 
Verizon’s online 
paperless billing 
service since 
inception 

Decreased office paper 
use by 1,300 tons from 
the use of online forms, 
and electronic purchase 
orders saved an 
additional 47.5 tons of 
paper 
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Additional Materials-Related Actions Any Company Can 
Take 

 Use duplex printing and copying whenever possible or, for in-
house documents, print on the clean side of used paper. Paper 
currently represents more than 70% of office waste. 

 Buy recycled paper. Production of post-consumer recycled 
paper can use 2/5 of the energy of the virgin alternative.  

 Ensure that all kitchen cleansers, paper towels, and napkins 
are 100% biodegradable. Work with the landlord to get the 
cleaners to use 100% biodegradable chemicals such as those 
available from Coastwide Laboratories of Corporate Express. 

 Where possible, try to purchase local products and materials. 
This cuts down on the environmental damage of packaging, 
storage, and transportation and helps support local business, 
enhancing community relationships and goodwill. 

 Take an active role in influencing and working with suppliers. 
Utilize stricter environmental, climate, social, and fair-labor 
policies in your vendor contracts and request for proposals 
(RFPs) to encourage suppliers to use more sustainable 
products. 

 Provide reusable crockery and cutlery instead of disposables 
in the office kitchen. 

 Purchase from local suppliers and vendors whenever possible.  

 Encourage the use of e-mail for both internal and external 
communication or, if this is not possible, circulate material 
rather than making copies for individuals. 

 Ask your contractors to use materials having low volatile 
organic compounds (VOCs) content during renovation. 

 Communicate to your suppliers and vendors what you are 
doing. Get them to measure their carbon footprints and require 
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them to complete applicable footprint data in their timesheets 
and reimbursement forms. 

Waste 
Anything that doesn’t provide value to your customer is waste. 

Therefore, any reduction in waste that a company can uncover represents a 
profit-improvement opportunity. Sustainable-design pioneers Michael 
Braungart and Bill McDonough base their philosophy on the idea that 
“waste equals food.”  

Although we fully believe this to be true, we have found that the 
average business owner or manager doesn’t often think in these terms. I 
therefore use the phrase “waste equals money,” because when you dispose 
of something, you are throwing away money. In fact, opportunities to 
capture waste streams and turn them into new revenue streams are being 
promoted through an emerging practice known as industrial ecology. This 
is discussed in more detail in Chapter 10 but in industrial ecology, 
businesses partners use the waste from one company as the raw materials 
for another. This is an efficient way to get the most out of our resources 
and divert waste and pollution from our landfills and environment. An 
example of this was when Ben & Jerry’s decided to sell its dairy waste to 
local pig farmers. It removed this costly waste from its bottom line and 
turned it into a valuable resource for the farmers, thus turning a cost center 
into a profit center on the income statement.  

Because the majority of waste in the US ends up in landfills—which 
are large contributors to methane emissions (which I mentioned in Chapter 
2 are twenty-one times more potent than CO2) - any waste that is 
eliminated positively impacts a company’s carbon footprint as well as its 
bottom line.  

All kinds of companies have successfully reduced waste and realized 
positive returns on carbon performance. Many of these measures are cheap 
and easy to implement, making waste a good place for many companies to 
start addressing climate change. 
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Garvey Schubert Barer  xxxix 

The firm’s Seattle office made a dramatic shift away from paper. It 
installed six high-speed scanners to scan every paper correspondence 
coming into the office and switched from paper storage to a web-based 
system. This reduced off-site storage and rental costs and opened up six 
rooms per floor for use or sublease. 

 
Financial Brand Sustainability 

Total net savings 
since inception = 
more than $1,000,000 
from reclaimed office 
space, paper costs, 
and employee time 
(including filing, 
copying, shredding, 
storage, and retrieval) 

Helped the firm 
become recognized 
as one of the most 
sustainable law firms 
in Seattle 

Dramatically reduced 
the amount of paper 
used, stored, and 
disposed of 

Idaho National Laboratory 

The lab replaced disposable paper cleaning wipes with reusable cloth 
towels, bought retreaded tires for vehicles, and started recycling tires that 
could not be retreaded. 

 
Financial Brand Sustainability 

Saved $21,000 
annually by 
eliminating paper 
waste 
 
Saved $60,000 
annually on tires 

Maintained its image 
as a leader in 
engineering and the 
environment  

Diverted hundreds of 
tons of waste from 
landfills 
 

Cascade Designs xl 

Turned the waste foam from its Therm-a-Rest camping mattresses into 
the raw materials for a new line of camp pillows.  
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Financial Brand Sustainability 

Turned a disposal cost 
into a revenue stream.   

Developed a value-
added product to meet 
customer demand  
 

Repurposed tons of 
waste foam destined for 
the landfill annually 

Burgerville, ORxli 

Implemented a food composting and recycling program in all 39 of its 
restaurants. 

Financial Brand Sustainability 

Saved $100,000 
annually in hauling 
fees across its system 

The employee-led 
program allowed 
employees to feel 
empowered and 
contribute their 
creativity and passion in 
their daily work   

Initial waste analysis 
found the restaurant could  
divert 85 percent of their 
waste out of landfills 

Additional Waste-Related Actions Any Company Can 
Take 

 Pay bills online and utilize direct deposit to save on paper use 
as well as mailing costs and envelopes. 

 Separate waste at the source, rather than going through all the 
trash after it is collected. For example, provide containers for 
recyclables in office areas and compost bins in kitchen areas. 

 Work with other businesses and organizations and the local 
municipality to support the development of efficient waste 
separation, collection, recycling, and compost systems. 

 Install water-saving faucets, shower heads, and faucets and 
devices such as low-flush toilets. Low-flow fixtures can 
reduce the flow of water by 50 percent without affecting the 
comfort level of the user. 



BUSINESS BENEFIT 39 

 

“Climate change will be the defining issue of this 
generation. You cannot underestimate the potential 

inspirational & productivity benefits of having an engaged 
workforce believing that the work that they are doing is 
helping address this global catastrophe.”  Mark Albion c  

 Don’t ignore leaks. A leaky faucet or dish washer, or a stuck 
solenoid valve that loses one-tenth of a gallon per minute will 
waste more than 50,000 gallons of water a year.  

 Recycle paper, plastic, aluminum, and ink cartridges. 
Companies such as Staples offer $3 store credit for individual 
printer cartridges. 

 Reuse packing materials and cardboard boxes. 

 Switch to rechargeable batteries. Large office supply stores 
even have collection centers for recycling dead rechargeable 
batteries. 

 Donate or recycle old computers and equipment. 

 Keep up with regular maintenance of all mechanical 
equipment. 

 Stop junk mail by registering with the site Lose 41 lbs 
(www.41pounds.org/). 

 Include waste-minimization and waste-management 
procedures in staff induction training and ongoing staff 
training. 

 Utilize native plants in landscaping to reduce water usage 

Integration into Existing Company Practices 
For a company to reap the full financial benefits of a climate change 

strategy, including all the derivative and co-benefits, the strategy must be 
carefully and fully integrated. It is important to make a serious 
commitment and incorporate the following three strategies into your 
carbon reduction strategy to maximize the business benefit.  

http://www.41pounds.org/
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 Leadership from senior management 

-Include climate change in the corporate mission, vision , and goals 
-Reinforce it as a business strategy vs. compliance or PR  
-Communicate support clearly in speeches, memos, actions, etc. 
 

 Educate the whole company 

-Train all employees in climate change and sustainability 
-Involve employees by soliciting ideas or creating friendly 
competitions between departments 
 

 Align with management systems 

-Integrate into reviews, recognition, and reward systems  
-Align with current measurement systems 

Conclusion 
Profitability and climate performance are not at odds with one another, 

and companies have numerous options to improve their climate performance 
while saving money and improving their brand value at the same time. 

Beginning with the easy, low hanging fruit is the first step, but the 
more comprehensively a company integrates a carbon reduction strategy 
into its overall corporate practices the greater the potential business benefit 
it will reap. 



 

“In addition to the financial returns 
on climate change, there will be 
additional benefits around CSR 

reporting, insurance, debt and equity 
markets, supply chain and brand 

value.”  —Gifford Pinchot, President, 
Bainbridge Graduate Instituted 

CHAPTER 4 

RETURN ON 
SUSTAINABILITY (ROS) 

Business leaders need to prioritize climate change efforts and 
understand what return they are going to get from these investments.  
This chapter is designed to provide decision makers with both a 
framework for how to sort through the implementation process and real 
world examples of companies that have realized financial and brand 
benefit by reducing carbon emissions.     

To help companies sort through the myriad of potential strategies 
and opportunities for reduction, and to quickly help them understand 
which actions give them the 
most ‘bang for the buck,’ 
I’ve created a new 
framework called Return on 
Sustainability (ROS) and 
several new carbon ratios to 
give decision makers 
quantifiable tools to quickly 
assess and compare their 
sustainability performance. 

These quantifiable metrics are important because, as we and others 
have tried to do this work, we have run into the following responses from 
our employees, managers, executives, and boards: 

 “I have to worry about the bottom line first.” 

 “We can’t afford to do this right now!” 
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 “It will cost more.” 

 “I don’t deal with environmental issues.”  

 “I’m expected to produce each quarter, and with everything 
going on, climate really isn’t a priority.” 

 “Even if we do the best we can, there’ll still be backlash from 
environmentalists, so why bother?” 

In response to these concerns, my firm, Sustainable Business Consulting 
(SBC), developed the ROS framework. The ROS calculates the financial, 
brand, and carbon impacts of each potential action a company may take in 
response to climate change and gives decision makers the prioritized, 
actionable, and quantified information they need to do their jobs. 

 
Figure 9. The Return on Sustainability framework helps businesses understand 
the full spectrum of benefits associated with their carbon-reduction strategy.  
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The ROS process is based upon some of the work of John Elkington’s 
Triple Bottom Line (TBL) theory, which measures social, economic, and 
environmental parameters.xlii However, as I’ve consulted with companies 
about climate change, I’ve found that businesses want help taking action 
on climate but are more focused on actions that contribute to their bottom 
line , that add brand value, are easy, and are not nearly as interested in the 
social aspect of the TBL. 

Language and Buy-in 
Companies are under pressure to juggle a staggering number of 

business priorities, and in this economic environment you would not 
expect to see climate change at the top of the list in very few of them. As 
Figure 10 shows and the rest of the book will describe in detail, however, 
climate change and a company’s reaction to it will affect each and every 
one of these business priorities.  

 
Figure 10. Climate change affects each of these business priorities. 

One of the key lessons the ROS is built on is that managers need to be 
able to communicate climate change and sustainability-related information 
in the language of business. One of the primary reasons so many social, 
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environmental, and climate initiatives experience resistance inside 
businesses is that the issues are not being discussed in terms that are 
important to managers today. For example, when discussing climate 
change with a marketing manager, one should be able to show how a 
climate message will resonate with target consumers and will provide the 
company with competitive advantage and market differentiation. When 
discussing it with a CFO, you need to be able to demonstrate the financial 
benefits because profitability is essential to all businesses, and without 
positive cash flow, companies cannot implement many of their climate and 
sustainability goals.  

That’s why my firm developed and employs the ROS process. I 
believe it is the most effective measure for determining and understanding 
the best actions for a company to take toward GHG emission reduction; it 
provides a quantitative score across categories and is weighted based on a 
company’s own goals and objectives. From those calculations, the ROS 
delivers a strategic road map, with prioritized implementation for actions 
that will improve the company’s financial, brand, and sustainability 
performance. 

How the ROS Process Works 
The ROS process, which is broken down into four categories—

Financial, Brand, Sustainability, and Ease of Implementation—is designed 
to 

 Allow the company to weigh each category depending on its 
level of importance to the company, 

 Quantify and put real numbers behind each potential action 
the company could take, 

 Score each action across all four aspects and by category, and 

 Discover low-hanging fruit for immediate action to increase 
buy-in throughout the firm. 

The exact items that are included in the calculations are scored based 
on their impact in each category and are detailed below. 
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Financial 

 Up-front costs 

 Net Present Value and Return on Investment 

 Payback period 

Brand 

External 

 Ability to increase existing customer satisfaction and loyalty 

 Ability to generate new customers in the market place 

 Importance to stakeholders such as suppliers, vendors, and 
shareholders 

 Ability to capture market share from competitors 

Internal 

 Impact on workplace productivity and employee morale 

 Effect on employee retention and recruitment 

Sustainability 

 Emissions reduction potential 

 Environmental benefit 

 Social and community benefits 
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Ease of Implementation 

 Identify low-hanging fruit and possible immediate actions 

 Determine areas of difficulty and resistance such as company 
culture, financial constraints, time, and resources 

ROS Process 
To conduct an ROS at your company, you’ll want to put together a 

cross-functional team because you’ll not only be able to come up with 
more potential actions but also have a deeper knowledge base to draw on 
to score each action. When I work with companies, I try to get 
representatives from as many of these departments as possible: 
management, accounting, IT, marketing and PR, facilities, operations, 
manufacturing, product design, customer service, legal, community 
relations, philanthropy, purchasing, supply-chain, and environmental 
affairs. Not every company will have each of these roles, and you may not 
be able to get all of these people in the same room at the same time, but the 
more interdisciplinary the team, the better. 

 
Step 1: Brainstorm all potential carbon-reduction actions the business 

could take, from the smallest and easiest to the largest and boldest 
The areas for action shown in column one of the scorecard below are 

guides to help get you thinking about all the areas within your company 
where action could be taken. This should cover the full range of company 
activities, departments, business units, and products. Some companies may 
choose to list each of their departments in this column and design actions 
specific to their corporate structure, and if you aren’t sure, Chapter 3 
provides lists for many areas that may help get you going in creating your 
own set of possible actions. 

 
Step 2: Set the Weights 
The company decision makers need to weight each of the four impact 

categories based on the areas of most importance to them. In the example 
scorecard below, which is for a law firm, management places more 
emphasis on the financial performance and brand value than on the 
sustainability and ease of implementation components. I find that most 



RETURN ON SUSTAINABILITY (ROS) 47 

 

companies tend to weight the ease and financial categories the highest: 
Business leaders want to know “What can we get done today?” and 
“What’s going to give us the best bang for our buck?” 

 
Step 3: Score Each Action 
This is where you will rely on the expertise in the room, as people will 

have to work together to figure out the impact each potential action may 
have. Each action needs to be given a score of 1–10 in each impact 
category, with 1 being the lowest benefit and 10 being the highest benefit. 
These scores then need to be combined for each activity based on the 
weights. 

 
Step 4: Analyze in Depth 
Now that you’ve done the back-of-the-envelope scoring, it’s time to 

truly analyze the financial, brand, and emissions-reduction impacts that 
each action may bring. This is done outside of the group setting so each 
person from the team can go back and run the numbers for each score and 
talk to their stakeholders to verify and adjust as needed. 

 
Step 5: Re-score and Sort 
Now that you’ve analyzed the numbers in depth and re-scored the 

items, you will want to compare the scores. Obviously, the actions with the 
best combined scores are the ones that will have the biggest total benefit to 
your firm and are the ones to put at the top of your priority list. 

 
Step 6: Sort by Category 
There will always be some bias toward implementation in a particular 

impact category, and one of the benefits of the ROS process is that it 
enables you to also look at the scores in each impact category, so that if 
your firm wants to know what actions have the highest scores within just 
one particular impact category, you can find out that information as well. 

 
Step 7: Strategize and Implement 
Now that you’ve completed the scorecard and have vetted and 

quantified each action by its financial return, carbon reduction opportunity, 
brand benefit, and ease of implementation, you can set about developing a 
strategy for implementation. 
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Example ROS Scorecard 

This example score card is based on a law firm.  For simplicity we list 
two action items per business area but expect that you would come up 
with many more actions when you brainstorm for your company. 

 IMPACT CATEGORIES 

POTENTIAL 
ACTIONS 

FINANCIAL BRAND SUSTAINABILITY EASE SCORE 

Weight assigned: 60% 25% 10% 5% 100% 

Operations      
Print/copy all 

documents double 
sided 

5 4 8 9 5.25 

Replace light bulbs 
with CFLs 7 2 8 8 5.90 

Shareholders      
Annual reports sent out 

electronically 7 5 8 7 6.60 

Pursue SRI investors 2 7 8 4 3.95 
Supply Chain / 

Vendors      

Questionnaire sent to 
supply chain about its 

climate efforts 
1 7 6 8 3.35 

Educate all vendors 
about company climate 

efforts 
2 3 3 6 2.55 

Employees / HR      
Employees given free 

bus passes 3 3 7 7 3.60 

Offer $25 week for 
bikers to work 5 3 8 6 4.85 

Products / Services      

Reduce toxic chemicals 
in products by 25% 3 8 7 2 4.60 

Create one carbon 
neutral product by 2009 2 7 9 2 3.95 

Marketing/Advertising      

Move 50% of all 
advertising to 
electronic/web 

4 9 6 3 5.40 
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Match philanthropy 
w/marketing strategy 8 6 9 6 7.50 

Environmental Affairs      
Obtain ISO 14000 

certification 2 3 8 2 2.85 

Perform carbon 
footprint for entire 

company 
2 3 7 5 2.90 

Community / Social      

Staff offered 25 hours 
of community 
volunteer time 

4 7 8 5 5.20 

Obtain Accountability 
1000 standard 2 7 7 3 3.80 

Management      

Management retreat 
done virtually instead 

of travel 
8 2 8 4 6.30 

Risk Reduction      

Prepare for future CO2 
regulation (legal, 
regulatory, labor) 

4 4 6 7 4.35 

Double number of 
safety trainings 3 2 7 8 3.40 

Of course, for each company, the weight or the importance they want 
to assign to each of the categories will differ. That is one of the strengths 
of the ROS — it can be completely tailored to each individual company’s 
values and goals. 

Let’s try the same example, but change the weighting system so that 
Financial is worth 50%; Sustainability, 40%; Brand, 5%; and Ease of 
Implementation, 5%. As you can see below, the scores come out 
differently. 
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BUSINESS AREA FINANCIAL BRAND SUSTAINABILITY EASE SCORE  

Weight assigned: 50% 5% 40% 5% 100% +/- 

Operations       

Print/copy all documents 
double sided 

5 4 8 9 6.9 1.65 

Replace light bulbs with CFLs 7 2 8 8 7.1 1.2 

Shareholders       

Annual reports sent out 
electronically 

7 5 8 7 7.2 0.6 

Pursue SRI investors 2 7 8 4 5.3 1.35 

Supply Chain / Vendors       

Questionnaire sent to supply 
chain about its climate efforts 

1 7 6 8 5.0 1.65 

Educate all vendors about 
company climate efforts 

2 3 3 6 3.3 0.75 

Employees / HR       

Employees given free bus 
passes 

3 3 7 7 5.4 1.8 

Offer $25 week for bikers to 
work 

5 3 8 6 6.2 1.35 

Products / Services       

Reduce toxic chemicals in 
products by 25% 

3 8 7 2 4.9 0.3 

Create one carbon neutral 
product by 2009 

2 7 9 2 5.3 1.35 

Marketing/Advertising       

Move 50% of all advertising 
to electronic/web 

4 9 6 3 5.1 -0.3 

Match philanthropy 
w/marketing strategy 

8 6 9 6 7.8 0.3 

Environmental Affairs       

Obtain ISO 14000 
certification 

2 3 8 2 4.5 1.65 
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Perform carbon footprint for 
entire company 

2 3 7 5 4.7 1.8 

Community / Social       

Staff offered 25 hours of 
community volunteer time 

4 7 8 5 6.1 0.9 

Obtain Accountability 1000 
standard 

2 7 7 3 4.7 0.9 

Management       

Management retreat done 
virtually instead of travel 

8 2 8 4 6.6 0.3 

Risk Reduction       

Prepare for future CO2 
regulation (legal, regulatory, 

labor) 
4 4 6 7 5.4 1.05 

Double number of safety 
trainings 

3 2 7 8 5.5 2.1 

Employing the ROS strategy is an effective framework for companies 
wondering how best to lower their emissions and how to get the best return 
from financial and brand perspectives at the same time. It removes some of 
the guesswork and places less emphasis on conventional wisdom or 
anecdotal thinking, providing decision makers with an in-depth quantified 
analysis that includes all the major functions of the organization.  

The Importance of Activity-Based Costing 

As we mentioned earlier, managers sometimes have difficulty 
justifying action on climate change because the up-front cost for the more 
environmentally friendly product or service may be slightly higher. Thus, 
it is important to explore which costs are being included and which are not, 
because too often, only the initial costs are considered, and not the 
operating or total life-cycle costs. For this reason, it is important to use 
Activity-Based Costing (ABC), which is the process of assigning overhead 
costs based on the resources required for each product or service in a 
company’s operations. 
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I am adamant about using ABC in the ROS process because carbon-
reduction actions make smart business sense. Take, for example, a CFL 
bulb: It costs more up front and would never be chosen if initial cost was 
the only criteria considered. The fact that this light bulb lasts about 10 
times as long and saves about $30 in energy over its lifetime makes it a 
cost saver in the long term.xliii Once you include the indirect costs of 
storage, and maintenance for swapping out the older incandescent bulbs, 
the true cost savings makes the switch to CFLs a no-brainer. 

Another good example of ABC’s importance is waste disposal. If 
waste is tracked only in terms of the direct costs, it may only show up on 
one line item on financial statements. However, there are many indirect 
costs, including labor for collection, transportation, processing and sorting, 
and storage. If a product contains any toxic or hazardous substances, there 
may be additional costs including: 

 Permit fees 

 Monitoring 

 OSHA/safety costs 

 Liability insurance 

 Workers’ compensation premiums 

 Potential health impact 

If all of these expenses are included in a cost-benefit analysis, the 
preferred course of action may look quite different than if only the direct 
cost of waste disposal is considered. 

Another example where by using ABC you may make a better 
informed decision involves Coastwide Laboratories of Washington, now 
part of Corporate Express. It produces environmentally safe and 
biodegradable cleaning products. The company has been able to 
demonstrate a cost savings with their product even though the price per 
gallon is usually higher than competitors’ traditional products. The reason 
customers save money by using their products is that less product is 
needed per application because it evaporates more slowly: Even though 
per-gallon costs are higher, less product is needed. Also, because 
Coastwide cleaners are environmentally safe, no special storage or 
handling is required by workers, which means no money is spent on latex 
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gloves and masks and workers’ compensation premiums are lower for the 
cleaning company because workers are not handling harmful chemicals. 

Activity-based costing gives a more accurate picture based on the total 
costs of a particular product or service rather than considering only up-
front and direct costs, and enables better financial decision making.  

New Carbon Metrics 

Financial indicators are the predominant mechanism for assessing 
companies’ profitability, efficiency, and financial health; they help 
investors, analysts, and internal financial officers quickly determine 
company performance. The same needs to be true for carbon accounting 
because these same people will need quick and easy ratios to understand, 
evaluate, and communicate their companies’ climate performances. To 
address this need, and to support the work we’ve detailed above with both 
the ROS and activity-based costing, my firm has developed the new set of 
carbon metrics shown in Figure 11. 

 
Figure 11. Carbon metrics to help companies manage carbon as it relates to 

their bottom lines. 

CARBON METRICS USE WHO IS HELPED 
 Assess the climate performance of 

companies over time 
 Compare the climate performance 

of different companies against each 
other 

 Quickly assess performance 
without having to do a full carbon 
footprint  

 Current and potential investors 
 
 Business analysts  
 

Internal managers 
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Carbon metrics enable decision makers to quickly compare a 
company’s climate performance and help uncover areas of concern. These 
ratios serve as benchmarks to help track a company’s carbon progress over 
time and evaluate how efficiently the company uses carbon emissions to 
generate revenue and increase shareholder value. Additionally, business 
analysts and current and potential investors can use the ratios to evaluate 
the climate-change performance of a particular business or sector, 
especially in comparison to competitors.  

I believe that as the economy becomes increasingly carbon constrained 
and as regulations, taxes, and external parties such as insurance 
companies, suppliers, and financial institutions inquire about carbon 
performance, these ratios will become even more important indicators of a 
company’s climate performance. This is especially true as carbon 
footprinting, corporate social responsibility (CSR), and Socially 
Responsible Investing (SRI) become more sophisticated and common. 

Below are descriptions of each metric and how they can be calculated. 

Return on Carbon  

The Return on Carbon ratio measures the amount of greenhouse gases 
a company emits to generate earnings. A high rate would indicate that a 
company is very efficient at generating profits per unit of carbon dioxide; a 
lower rate equates to inefficiency and a higher carbon output than 
necessary. 

 
Net Income ex: 3,000,000 =  75 
CO2    40,000 

Debt-to-Carbon 

The debt-to-carbon ratio enables decision makers to understand how 
much debt is being financed to produce the company’s carbon emissions. 
A low debt-to-carbon ratio indicates that the company is efficient at using 
debt to finance its carbon-emitting operations. A higher number indicates 
less efficiency. For example: A number below 10 indicates efficiency, but 
a number above 30 indicates inefficiency. 
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Debt  ex: 400,000 =  10:1 
Total CO2     40,000 

Carbon-to-Equity (C/E) 

The carbon-to-equity ratio can be used to determine the relative 
proportion of greenhouse gas emissions to equity. A smaller number 
indicates to shareholders that the company is emitting a low amount of 
emissions to generate equity. A higher number indicates that a company 
has to generate a higher rate of emissions to generate equity value. 

 
Total CO2  ex:  40,000_ =  0.1 
Equity   400,000 

Emissions per Employee 

This calculation measures the greenhouse gas emissions per employee, 
enabling a comparison of climate impact among businesses of different 
sizes. It is also helpful to a growing company that wants to know how its 
carbon performance compares to its increase in employee head count. A 
lower number indicates fewer emissions per employee, which might be 
good for fast-growing companies that may struggle to reduce their overall 
carbon emission but want to reduce their emission per employee. 

  
Metric Tons CO2e   ex: 4,000 =4 MTCO2e/employee 
Employee     1,000 

Carbon-to-Price (C/P) 

The carbon-to-price ratio is a measure of the price paid for a share of 
the firm relative to the greenhouse gas emissions per share. This is similar 
to a price-to-earnings ratio. A higher C/P ratio indicates that investors are 
paying more for each unit of carbon, so a lower number is preferred. 

 
Metric Tons of Carbon  ex:     4,000  = 80  
Price per Share         $50 
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Net Income to Energy Consumed  

 
This is the ratio of profit to energy consumption. It directly links 

income to energy use and tracks how much money is being made per unit 
of energy consumed. As energy prices increase, finding ways to be more 
energy efficient will increase in importance. In this ratio, the higher the 
number, the more efficient the company is with its energy use, while the 
lower the number, the more the company should be encouraged to look at 
its energy-use practices. 

 
kWh   100,000  
Net Income  ex: 3,000,000 =    $0.03 per kWh 

Limitations 

These metrics should not be used as a substitute for rigorous financial 
and carbon analysis, because, similar to financial indicators, these carbon 
metrics are only as valuable as the transparency with which the data is 
reported. As I mentioned in Chapter 2, it is important that companies detail 
which emissions are included in their carbon calculations and which are 
being excluded. Just as financial statements can be manipulated by moving 
assets and liabilities around on the balance sheet, carbon metrics will only 
be as useful as the information on which they are based and the honesty 
with which they are calculated and reported. 

For example, if a company wanted to improve its metrics, it could do 
so by changing the scope of its carbon footprint and not include certain 
carbon emissions that should be accounted for. It might decide to “hide” 
some of the Scope 3 emissions of its footprint in the same way Enron hid a 
number of its debts off its balance sheet. This is why transparency is 
paramount and why users of these metrics must understand the ratio 
limitations to make sure they aren’t comparing apples to oranges. 

As carbon footprinting becomes more standardized within industries 
and footprints are done transparently, these metrics will be an increasingly 
valuable tool for evaluating company performance per carbon emissions 
against competitors. 
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Conclusion 
As Paul Hawken indicated to us in his ground-breaking book, The 

Ecology of Commerce, and was further expanded upon with Amory and 
Hunter Lovins, in Natural Capitalism, business, environmental, and social 
interests are components of an integrated harmonious system. A climate 
strategy rooted in the ROS process incorporates each of these aspects 
through whole systems thinking. By utilizing the ROS process, activity-
based costing, and new carbon equations, decision makers are empowered 
with quantifiable data to make strategic choices about how to best reduce 
carbon emissions while improving their brand and saving money - both in 
times of economic prosperity and uncertainty. By using these three 
methods together rather than relying on only traditional metrics such as 
ROI, managers can make holistic, more informed, and better decisions for 
the short and long-term success of their companies. 
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