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The state of play
with sustainability
comms
Lockdown restrictions relating to Covid-19 forced many businesses to rethink their
role beyond creating a profit for stakeholders. We are doubtless entering a ‘new
normal’ for sustainability strategies and related communications, in which increased
ambition, action and transparency are crucial.
The debate about the shift from a
solely stakeholder-focused model of
capitalism has become more prevalent
since 2020; businesses are facing
pressure to have a purpose beyond
profit, not just during lockdown, but for
the long-term.
This is far from a mere theoretical
debate. The number of companies
certifying as B Corps grows each day,
as do the number of job postings
emphasising company purpose.
Collaborations have been forged on the
shift to a stakeholder model by some of
the world’s biggest and most influential
businesses. The Better Business Act
is being proposed in the UK, in a bid
to make this the expected role of
companies.
Of course, the pandemic is not the only
driver of change. Public awareness
of the world’s biggest environmental
challenges has been growing for
several years now, with more coverage
in the media, more focus from
governments and the tireless efforts of
youth activists. This had already been
affecting people’s decisions about what
companies to shop with and even work
for.
As lockdown restrictions begin to lift
in the UK and elsewhere, the world

continues to reel from the economic
impacts of the pandemic. But, while
many consumers are tightening their
budgets (one KPMG survey found that
a third of households are planning to
cut back this year), the demand for
sustainable products and services
remains high, and a growing minority
are prepared to pay a premium for
‘greener’ items. In terms of talent
attraction and retention, staff appear
to be favoring purpose-led companies
more than ever.
Investor pressure for sustainable
business, meanwhile, seems to have
grown exponentially during the
pandemic. ESG investing, in terms of
assets under management (AUM),
grew from $30.6trn in 2018 to $37.8trn
by the end of 2021, according to
Bloomberg. The Climate Action 100+
group of investors now represents more
than $14trn of AUM. Investors filed 146
environmental and social resolutions
during the 2021 AGM season.
This pressure from investors, combined
with new legislation and regulation,
has placed sustainability firmly at
the feet of board-level executives. In
economies like the UK, with binding
net-zero targets, even boards that
were once disengaged are feeling the
pressure.
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Sustainability experts have been warning
for some time that greenwashing is
likely to get worse before it gets better.
Businesses are understandably keen
to appeal to key stakeholder groups
as soon as possible. While some may
deliberately be putting out misleading
information in attempt to look good,
there is a lack of agreed definitions or
legal powers to enforce them in the
sustainability space, meaning others are
likely greenwashing inadvertently.
Organisations wishing to show true
leadership know that greenwashing
– intentional or otherwise - won’t be
acceptable for long. Here in the UK,
the Competition and Markets Authority
(CMA) is planning to call companies in
and fine them for breaching its ‘Green
Claims Code’ in the coming months.
The EU has gone one step further and
is proposing changes to consumer
rules that would effectively ban
greenwashing. Bodies are being formed
at a pace, in an attempt to implement
new standards and definitions for
sustainability-related terms and claims.
In a nutshell, now is an important
moment to get sustainability-related
communications right - both internally
and externally. This report provides
practical advice and actionable tips for
doing just that.
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ENGAGE 2022:
Register for the
Sustainability Reporting &
Communication Sessions
Some of the ideas discussed in this
handbook will be discussed in more
detail at edie’s ENGAGE 2022 online
event, taking place on Thursday 28
April from 12.40pm-4pm (BST). You can
find our more about the event and
register to attend on the final page of
this handbook, or by clicking here.

Introduction
Sustainability used to be a ‘nice-to-have’ that sat
in a silo at the edge of most businesses – but it is
rapidly becoming a business-critical strategic priority.
Professionals in this space, therefore, need to engage a
range of groups internally and externally to drive the
progress that is now expected of them.
Businesses are under increasing
pressure to provide more information
on their environmental credentials –
whether to digital native consumers
who want to spend their money with
purpose-led brands, to increasingly
ESG-minded investors or simply to
comply with new legislation.
There are a multitude of factors that
have pushed the need for sustainability
to the top of the business agenda.
COP26, late last year, came after a
culmination of almost two years of
build-up. Many have stated that no
other COP to date has involved nonstate actors to such an extent; the
build-up period saw new coalitions and
initiatives being launched at a pace by
cities, regions, finance, business, civil
society and academia. And, all the
while, climate scientists continued to
update their forecasts, emphasising the
need for rapid and far-reaching action
to stave off the worst impacts of the
climate crisis.
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At the same time, national governments
have increasingly been updating
their overarching climate targets and
implementing changes to legislation
and regulation to help drive the
accelerated rates of decarbonisation
needed. On the former, national
and regional net-zero targets now
cover 90% of GDP, 88% of the global
population and 88% of global emissions.
In parallel to the increased focus on
climate, there has been an increased
acknowledgement of how climate,
nature, human health and social
equality are interlinked – particularly in
the context of Covid-19.
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In this environment, it’s understandable
that most businesses want to be seen
as responsible corporate citizens.
However, it’s clear that many are
not walking the talk. Greenwashing
appears to be becoming more
commonplace; one sweep of corporate
websites, by the CMA, found that 40%
of sustainability-related claims could be
misleading.
This handbook, produced in association
with [INSERT SPONSOR HERE] as part of
edie’s 2022 Engagement Week content
campaign, outlines how businesses of
all sizes and sectors can be clearer in
their sustainability-related marketing,
engagement and communications.
Specifically, it sets out some of the most
prominent environmental issues and
terminologies in the business space and
outlines how sustainability professionals
can engage a range of internal and
external stakeholders with this fastevolving agenda.
The issues and terminologies covered
can be seen in the table of contents on
this page. For each area, this handbook
contains information on engaging the
board; investors; suppliers; colleagues
and consumers. In every instance, edie
has sought advice from experts, making
this handbook packed with information
and inspiration.
Our hope is that this handbook will
help you to fine-tune your approach
to crucial conversations – regardless
of whether your organisation has
an established strategy, is looking
to re-invent its approach, or is just
getting started on its sustainability
communications journey.

Communicating
net-zero
With national and
regional net-zero
targets now covering
90% of GDP, net-zero
is a major strategic
focus for most
businesses. But, given
that the climate
science on net-zero
is global, how do we
simplify and translate
messages for our key
stakeholders?

THE BOARD
The Carbon Trust, which recently
launched its ‘Route to Net-Zero
Standard’, told edie in a research
call for this report that “net-zero can
only be achieved with buy-in from all
levels; everyone’s understanding and
participation is needed”.
The importance of boardroom buy-in
cannot be overstated. This is necessary
to ensure that net-zero is seen as a
strategic priority and, therefore, backed
with the necessary financial support.

JARGON BUSTER:
Net-zero
Net-zero refers to balancing the
amount of emitted greenhouse
gases with the equivalent
emissions that are either offset
or sequestered. This should
primarily be achieved through
a rapid reduction in carbon
emissions, but where zero carbon
cannot be achieved, offsetting or
sequestration needs to be used.

Boards are generally motivated by the
need to avoid risks and cut costs, or to
accelerate innovation and maximise
opportunities. Risk-adverse boards
may be motivated by new reporting
requirements; forthcoming tax changes;
physical climate risks to the value chain
or reputational risk analyses.
For more opportunity-focussed boards,
there are a wealth of case studies in
which low-carbon brands outperform
peers; Tesla, Unilever’s Sustainable Living
Brands and Alphabet, to name but a few.
Benefits like employee attraction, retention
and satisfaction may also be engaging.
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Remember that, like other staff, it’s
likely that not all board members are
environmental experts. You may need to
lay out the basic definitions for them in
the first case.
COLLEAGUES
It is likely that not all of your staff will
understand what net-zero truly means.
The UK Government’s own research
concluded that only 39% of people
believe they know “a lot” or “a fair
amount” about net-zero.
With this in mind, the majority of staff
will likely need a clear definition of what
net-zero is and why it is important, as a
starting point. The simplest definition of
net-zero is that it involves an organisation
removing the same volume of emissions
as it creates. Many definitions, including
that offered by the Science Based
Targets initiative (SBTi), require a certain
commitment to reducing emissions
before removing them. As such, staff
must be told that this is a journey, not
something that can happen overnight.
On communicating the importance of
net-zero, it may be worth asking your staff
why climate action is important to them.
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“The UK Government’s own
research concluded that
only 39% of people believe
they know “a lot” or “a fair
amount” about net-zero.”
It is worth directly engaging with
your own investors to identify exactly
what information they would like to
receive on your organisation’s net-zero
transition, and why. Most investors are
taking an engagement first, divestment
second, approach.

Government research has shown that
climate concern is at an all-time high of
83%, so don’t assume your staff won’t be
on board, but be prepared to identify their
own motivations.
CONSUMERS
Much recent research has concluded
that, while consumers feel climate
guilt and want to choose products
and services from companies with
strong climate credentials, they are
often confused by mixed messages.
As with colleagues, it bears including
a clear definition of net-zero, why it’s
important to your organisation, and
how you’re approaching it, on your
website.

CMA is this year issuing its first
warnings to businesses for breaches
of its Green Claims Code. Also, court
cases regarding climate-related
greenwashing are becoming more
prevalent.
INVESTORS
An ever-growing number of investors
are drawing up their own net-zero
plans. To meet them, they need to be
able to make informed decisions about
the climate impacts of their portfolios.

Without this, prepare for information
on social media or on packaging to be
questioned. These avenues are useful
for adding extra information, but you
will need to be able to back up claims.

Broadly speaking, influential investors
groups will often ask for businesses to
evidence that their long-term net-zero
goals and interim targets are sciencebased and integrated into future
financial plans. There has also been an
increase in requests for detailed data
on Scope 3 (indirect) emissions and on
climate-related risks and opportunities
across the value chain.

Ensuring that customers know what
you mean when discussing netzero is not only key to building and
maintaining trust, but is increasingly
becoming a legal requirement. The

Investors are also beginning to ask
companies to prove that their trade
associations are not hampering
the net-zero transition through their
lobbying activity.
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SUPPLIERS
CDP estimates that Scope 3 (indirect)
emissions account for 11.4 times more
emissions than operations do for large
businesses, so supplier engagement is a
key facet of any credible net-zero plan.
Suppliers, particularly SMEs, are under
a lot of pressure at the moment with
global disruption ongoing and the price
of energy and resources increasing.
Net-zero must not, therefore, be another
burden.
Some companies have changed
supplier climate requirements as part
of their net-zero plans already, requiring
them to set certain climate targets to
receive major contracts. This is certainly
a great motivator, but most end-users
recognise that this approach is best
for larger suppliers with the resource
to decarbonise themselves. Smaller
suppliers may need support in the form
of tools, training and finance to develop
and deliver low-carbon plans.
For dispersed supply chains, digital
communications and monitoring can
be useful. Businesses with smaller and
more localized supply chains may wish
to hold regular in-person meetings
to maintain engagement and foster
collaboration.
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Communicating
climate adaption
A major report released by the IPCC in
February confirmed that more than 3.3 billion
people are already “highly vulnerable” to the
physical impacts of climate change, outlining
the importance of adaptation as well as
reducing emissions.

THE BOARD
As noted in other parts of this report,
board members tend to be motivated
by quantitative data and by a desire to
avoid risk. Climate scientists, NGOs and
national governments have all increased
efforts to measure the impact of poor
climate adaptation to date and to
forecast likely future impacts, which can
help with the quantitative hook.
The IPCC Working Group II’s Sixth
Assessment report provides a wealth of
facts and statistics on this topic, relating
to business-critical risks including
resource shortages, mass migration and
public health crises.
For boards who may believe that their
organisations are somehow immune
to poor climate adaptation efforts,
the same IPCC report outlines how
all regions will be affected, providing

JARGON BUSTER:
Climate adaption
While climate mitigation refers
to reducing emissions, climate
adaptation is all about building
in resilience to changes that are
either already ‘locked in’ or are
likely to happen.

localised breakdowns of global
predictions. Unfortunately, the events
of the past 12 months will likely have
already led many to this realisation,
with extreme weather events having
deadly impacts in places including
Australia, China, California and Texas.
The UK is not immune either. The UK
economy grew by 0.8% in January 2022
but just 0.1% in February. The Treasury
has pointed to the first occurrence of
three major storms in one week as one
of the key reasons for slowed growth.
Boards may need to be convinced to
take an ever-more proactive role to
respond to these risks. McKinsey research
has revealed that, by building in resilience
to extreme weather events, businesses
could reduce the level of revenue loss in
the year of a disaster up to sevenfold.
COLLEAGUES
The need for climate adaptation
certainly receives less media coverage
than the need to reduce emissions.
Historically, it has been framed as an
issue for developing countries. So, if
many of your colleagues are based in
places that have avoided the worst
physical impacts of the climate crisis so
far, it may be a challenging concept to
communicate with anecdotes.
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The IPCC report mentioned is more than
3,600 pages long, so it is the job of the
sustainability professional to pull out the
headline findings and to translate them
into simple language when explaining
to staff why climate adaptation is
important to their organisation.
The main message is that, even if we
keep to big national and international
pledges to reduce emissions, a level
of warming and changes to weather
patterns is already “baked in”. To avoid
global disruption, we need to adapt
business value chains to that likely level
of change, while also preparing for
further change.
People may be motivated by the
business aspects of adaptation, and
how it can prevent supply chain shocks
and contribute to ensuring stable
economy in the decades to come.
But they may be more motivated by
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the human aspect. The IPCC report
concludes that 3.3 – 3.6 billion people
are already “highly vulnerable” to
warming due to poor historic action
on the climate crisis. Ambitious action
now is needed to secure a “liveable
future” for these people and, as the
Working Group III report on mitigating
the climate crisis stated, everyone has a
role to play in delivering that future.
CONSUMER
As with colleagues, not all consumers
will know why climate adaptation is
important. You will need to explain this in
easy-to-understand terms but, because
this is a complex and nuanced topic,
inclusion in reports, websites or blogs
may well land better than on-pack
messaging or simple social media posts.
Many businesses choose to highlight
success stories in this field in their annual
sustainability report and associated

materials. This is perhaps most visible in
agri-food, with businesses like Unilever
and the Co-op taking this approach.
INVESTORS
Climate risk assessment frameworks
have matured quickly in recent years,
with the Taskforce on Climate-Related
Disclosures’ (TCFD) recommendations,
which were first published in December
2016, now becoming the subject of
corporate disclosure mandates in
markets including the UK and New
Zealand.
Many investors are now asking clients
to produce climate risk analyses and
to detail their plans for improving
adaptation efforts to reduce risks,
as well as asking for better quality
emissions data.
TCFD alignment is rapidly becoming
the mark of best practice for investor

engagement on climate risk. A key
facet of the framework is scenario
analysis – assessing and disclosing
likely risks to the business at a range of
potential warming trajectories, including
those targeted through the Paris
Agreement.
The TCFD’s annual status reports
confirm that the uptake of scenario
analysis has broadly been slower than
the uptake of other key parts of the
framework. This may be a relief if your
organisation is at an early stage of its
disclosure process, but is not an excuse
to avoid this exercise altogether. As has
been stated repeatedly, completing
TCFD-aligned reporting should not be
a ‘tick-box’ exercise, but a foundation
from which ambitious new goals
and approaches to improve climate
resilience can be developed.
SUPPLIERS
We know that, in most cases, supply
chains will account for the majority
of an organisation’s overall emissions
footprint. If your organisation has supply
chains that are multinational, or at
least more complex than its network of
operational sites, the chances are that
climate risks and the need for improved
resilience will be greater here, too.
The baseline for engaging your supply
chain on climate resilience will likely be
related to geographical location and
which products and services are being
supplied. Businesses providing products
already affected by climate shocks
will likely not need to be informed
what climate adaptation is or why it is
important, but instead clearly told what
actions they need to take and what
support they will receive to do so.

“The UK economy grew by 0.8%
in January 2022 but just 0.1% in
February. The Treasury has pointed
to the first occurrence of three
major storms in one week as one of
the key reasons for slowed growth.”
edie.net/engagement
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Communicating
ESG
It has been remarked that fewer organisations
are using the language of CSR, instead opting
for the language of ESG – a trend most
prominent in the investment space. What
does this shift mean for engagement with key
stakeholder groups?

THE BOARD
Board members have a responsibility to
act as stewards for their company’s longterm future – not just to maximise profits
for shareholders in the short-term. As such,
they often have good intentions to improve
environmental, social and governance
(ESG) performance. But, without clear
information on ESG expectations from key
stakeholders and related risks to the value
chain, they may not deliver a response to
the necessary scale.
Alcumus’ SVP of sustainability David
Picton uses a ‘5Rs’ model to communicate
the full scope of the ESG agenda
to board members - revenue, risk,
regulation, reputation and responsibility.
The competitive advantages of acting
and disadvantages of inaction can be
measured and communicated through
these lenses.

As with net-zero, it is important for
boards to understand that improving
ESG outcomes is likely to be a long
journey. Changes can be made over
time and learnings fed back into
the process. As Picton summarises:
“It should always be cyclic, it should
always be building and should always
be a learning process where the ink’s
never dry.”
COLLEAGUES
A survey of 2,000 UK adults found that
just 20% know what ESG means. As with
net-zero, you will likely need to provide
a top-level definition for colleagues.
ESG can be defined as developing
strong environmental and social targets;
backing them up with good governance
and proving that your organisation is
acting responsibly by measuring and
disclosing its impacts.

“A survey of 2,000 UK adults found
that just 20% know what ESG
means. As with net-zero, you will
likely need to provide a top-level
definition for colleagues.”
edie.net/engagement

As the ESG agenda is so broad,
it is easy for the term to become
diluted and attached to incremental
schemes that do not deliver major
improvements to a business’s
sustainability performance. Staff will
need to be told which parts of ESG
are most material to the business and
that while ESG covers global issues,
regional and local impacts will be key
to solving them.
Breaking down this agenda into clear
business initiatives and KPIs for teams
and individuals is key. It has often
been noted that employees are most
motivated to make sustainabilityrelated changes when they are
empowered to co-create and codeliver strategies.
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JARGON BUSTER:
ESG
ESG stands for environmental,
social and governance. It is most
often used by the investment
community. In recent times, many
companies are shifting from CSR,
corporate social responsibility, to
the language of ESG.

INVESTORS
As noted, the uptick in ESG focus is
most prominent in the investment
community. A record $649bn went into
ESG-focussed funds worldwide in 2021.
Bloomberg is forecasting that, by 2025,
ESG assets under management could
grow to represent one-third of the
global total.
Broadly speaking, investors will want
ESG related information around
anything relevant to your business’s
purpose and operations. The value
chain is also, increasingly, becoming a
focus – strong ESG approaches avoid
externalising responsibilities.
Engaging directly, regularly and
thoroughly with your investors about
their ESG disclosures and performance
expectations is important, as not
all investors will want the same
information. ESG investing frameworks
are notoriously non-uniform.
Common topics investors may want
information on include emissions
footprint, climate risks, waste and
water impacts, modern slavery,
diversity, cyber security and ethical
trading.

SUPPLIERS
It is crucial to develop transparency
and visibility across the supply chain to
verify your ESG claims.
There is now a real risk of suppliers
losing work over poor ESG plans and
performance. Barclays claims that one in
five British retailers cancelled contracts
with suppliers in 2021 because of this,
representing a total of £7.1bn of contracts.
These top-down risks and requirements
will doubtless move many suppliers
to act, but as with net-zero, this will
likely be most effective for engaging
suppliers with the resources to change.
Suppliers are businesses too, and,
therefore, they are likely assessing the
physical and reputational risk of poor
ESG performance. They may need
support to move from measuring risks,
to developing and delivering strong
mitigation plans. Collaboration with
clients and other suppliers may well
help to simplify challenges here.
Organisations hosting free step-bystep guides to driving ESG change
in supply chains include the UN PRI,
McKinsey and KPMG.

CONSUMERS
As with colleagues, not all consumers
will know what ESG means. But the
good news is that an increasing cohort
of consumers want to shop from
businesses acting responsibly, and more
consumers say they will stop supporting
irresponsible brands than ever before.
It bears noting that consumer viewpoints
on which ESG issues organisations
should focus on, and which are actually
most material, can often differ. For
example, the focus on plastic packaging
rather than ingredient supply chains in
the food and drink sector.
Organisations may, therefore, need
to provide different information – or
order it in a different priority – to
consumers than to investors. Providing
information on both material issues
and those which customers care
about may help allay greenwashing
concerns.

edie.net/engagement
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Communicating
biodiversity
Scientists are warning
that the Earth is on
course for a sixth
mass extinction. As
governments finalise
a new international
treaty to buck this
trend, more and
more businesses are
drawing up plans to
reduce their negative
biodiversity impacts.

THE BOARD
Biodiversity is a nuanced concept and
it’s unlikely that boardrooms need to
know everything. They need to know
that healthy nature is fundamental to
business resilience and prosperity in the
long-term. More than half of the global
population depend on nature for their
income and livelihoods. On the current
trajectory, nature loss could wipe £8trn
from the global economy by 2050.
Boards not engaged with the need
to protect and restore biodiversity
will need to be made aware of how
these risks could materialise for their
organisation’s own operations and
supply chain. For some value chains, like
coffee, the physical risks of biodiversity
loss are already materialising. A
specific assessment of biodiversity
dependencies and impacts will make
board engagement easier.

Boards may be disengaged due to
the fact that measuring biodiversity
impacts -positive and negative - has
been notoriously challenging. But new
frameworks are emerging, like the
Taskforce on Nature Related Disclosures
(TNFD). The Taskforce will present
its final framework next year and, in
time, nations may mandate aligned
disclosures.
The natural capital approach, in which
companies assign a value to nature, is
also evolving and may be of interest
to boards as a way to integrate
biodiversity considerations into
decision-making and processes.
COLLEAGUES
Nature is a far more emotive subject
than greenhouse gas emissions. 82% of
UK adults say being in nature improves
their happiness, and 62% visit a natural
space at least once a fortnight.
As such, most employees will likely
already care about protecting
biodiversity. As with climate, you will
need to translate this complex global
situation and global best-practice
solutions into impacts and actions at
a more localised level. How has nature
changed in the communities in which
you operate, and the areas covered
by your supply chains? How could it
be improved, and what role can your
organisation play in that process?

JARGON BUSTER:
Biodiversity
The existence of a wide range of
living organisms, such as animal
and plants, in a particular habitat.
The complexity of life in a habitat,
and more broadly, is necessary to
sustain ecosystems

“82% of UK adults say being in
nature improves their happiness,
and 62% visit a natural space at
least once a fortnight.”
edie.net/engagement

10

There is anecdotal evidence that
more businesses are opting to
support local initiatives to protect and
restore biodiversity. Benefits of this
approach potentially include improved
transparency and social benefits
for local communities, but this can
also make employee participation in
conservation schemes easier.

of sale may well be enough to engage
some consumers. However, in the digital
age, brands are facing ever more
scrutiny when they take this approach.
There is a growing cohort of customers
who want to know what businesses
mean when products are badged as
“natural “or “eco-friendly” - and when
brands say they are targeting “netpositive” biodiversity impact. Tools like
‘greenwash.com’ are also emerging to
help customers understand when to
question corporate claims.

CONSUMERS
Between 2015 and 2021, online
searches for sustainable products
increased by 71% globally. Consumers
in all markets – whether they are
developed or developing, whether their
governments have strong nature targets
or not – want to know their choices
aren’t harming biodiversity. In the UK
specifically, the market for ethically and
sustainably sourced goods has grown
fourfold since 1999.

INVESTORS
Because biodiversity loss creates
systemic risks for society and the
economy, investors are increasingly
asking for related information from
companies. This process is far less
mature than with climate. In the
absence of the TNFD framework and
with the UN’s international, post2020 biodiversity agreement still yet
to be finalised, the development of
science-based biodiversity targets from
businesses has proven challenging.

Adding brief details about a product’s
nature-related credentials at the point

In action:

Nonetheless, investors participating in
initiatives like the UN PRI are beginning
to co-create briefing papers and new
methods for engaging businesses.
Many investors are also launching or
expanding dedicated biodiversityrelated thematic funds, like Credit
Suisse’s Ocean Engagement Fund.
Investors continue to face pressure
to stop supporting companies that
degrade nature.

Read the edie
Explains guide on
Biodiversity and
Business
This free-to-download guide,
from edie and the Woodland
Trust, explains the benefits of
business action on biodiversity in
more depth.

Be prepared to provide additional
information to investors in future. They
will be seeking up-to-date, credible
data on your organisation’s impacts
and justification for its plans to reduce
negative impacts.
SUPPLIERS
Businesses with complex supply chains
are increasingly appointing staff to
measure and reduce their biodiversity
impact, including Unilever. But this is
the exception rather than the norm;
CDP states that just half of sourcing
companies have looked beyond
first-tier suppliers on deforestation
risks. Engagement has been weaker
still on water. Without improvement,
businesses could face up to $120bn in
additional costs by the end of 2025.
As is the case with emissions, most
large businesses will see the majority of
their biodiversity impacts falling outside
of their operations.
Suppliers are businesses, so some
of the techniques mentioned above
for engaging boards may well be
effective. Suppliers will need to know
that biodiversity loss is accelerating,
creating future systemic risks to the
procurement of key materials. From
there, they will need to understand how
to measure and reduce their negative
impacts in line with your expectations.
This can help move from a reactive to
a proactive approach to biodiversity
management in supply chains.

Read more >
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weather
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external experts
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more
timethe
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The
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Boardroom buy-in
humanity’s
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to the climate
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as thatmake
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it exacerbates
couldand
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seaaware
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professional
to make
the boardroom
fully
threatens
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its potential
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weather
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especiallywhile
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it to
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businesses
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biodiversity
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as partessential
of their CSR
strategy and reporting, rather

Achieving net-gain still relies on
a “hierarchal” approach, based
on avoidance of biodiversity loss,
mitigation of business impacts and then
compensation through offsetting.

than treating it as a standalone concept, so as to
Crucially, biodiversity is one of the key levers that
drive initial progress in this area.
can help combat the climate crisis. The carbon
emissions associated with deforestation and landBusinesses can include biodiversity as part of
use alone account for around a quarter of total

Put simply, “biodiversity net-gain” is
an approach which aims to leave the
natural environment in a measurably
better state than beforehand.
This approach is commonly used by the
construction sector, but more businesses
are exploring how they can achieve
biodiversity net-gain.

BIODIVERSITY
AND BUSINESS

a carbon strategy, either through offsetting
manmade greenhouse gas emissions. Enhancing
or insetting measures. The success of these
biodiversity by reducing deforestation, increasing
initiatives, often handled by external parties, can
reforestation and restoring natural habitats will
add a story-telling layer to carbon reduction
therefore prove fundamental in helping the globe
strategies and give sustainability professionals a
reach net-zero emissions by mid-Century.
much richer narrative which also combines the
‘social’ pillar of a corporate strategy.

What is the relationship
between biodiversity and

Sustainability professionals can also address
business?
the need to act as a means to get boardroom
engagement. As noted in this guide’s introduction,
As already mentioned within this guide,
the time to invest in biodiversity is now. The
biodiversity is fundamental to the long-term
world’s ecosystems are on the brink of collapse

edie explains / BIODIVERSITY AND BUSINESS

SPOTLIGHT ON:
Carbon insetting
resiliency and prosperity of a business. The
Some sectors and businesses are wellbiodiversity
drivers,
and opportunities
positioned
to challenges
restore nature
or sequester
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chains
a process
facingcarbon
a business
will value
of course
vary- based
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insetting.
Insetting,
as opposed
sectorcalled
– typically,
agricultural,
construction
and
to offsetting, is based on tree-planting
food and drink firms are those that are more
projects or regenerative agriculture
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due
to the
practices
that
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directly
environmental
ofsupply
their operations
within a demands
company’s
chain. Asand
well
working as a form of carbon capture,
supplyaschains.
these projects can work communities
across the supply chain to improve
Businesses
relyresilience,
on naturalpromote
materialsbiodiversity,
to assist with
climate
production
processes,
but are
heavily
restore
ecosystems
andalso
support
thereliant
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of localtoproducers.
on ecosystem
resources
complement business
models. A business can be impacted by soil
As such, insetting gives a business
quality,
water
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and
air quality. Forof
example,
more
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and
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agrifirms
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“BUSINESSES CAN GAIN ACCESS TO NEW TYPES OF FINANCE
BY CHAMPIONING BIODIVERSITY, WHICH WILL BE CRUCIAL IN
BUILDING BACK BETTER BY PROMOTING A GREEN ECONOMY
THAT INCLUDES BIODIVERSITY PROTECTION AND RESTORATION.”

other businesses rely on the natural environment
to treat waste.

and it will only become more costly to revert
While
business as
is reliant
on biodiversity,
it can
this collapse
the situation
deteriorates.
also
have a majorthat
detrimental
impact
onasit.ancient
Land
Understanding
each biome,
such
use
and wastehas
generation
greatly
damage
woodlands,
a tippingcan
point
which
is fastbiodiversity, including environmental degradation,
approaching, will underline the urgency of the
species loss and cases of pollution.
matter and help kickstart corporate efforts

and healthy soil, allowing businesses to calculate
the “true cost” of their decisions. Indeed, investors
and politicians are currently exploring how natural

are supporting TCFD recommendations, including
corporates with a combined market cap of
$12trn and investors with $138.8trn of assets under

assets can be included as part of financial
decision making processes.

management collectively.

to respond. By articulating the risk of doing
It is therefore crucial that every business
nothing, sustainability professionals can kickstart
understands its direct and indirect relationship
responses. The maturing of natural capital
with biodiversity. A business can both improve and
frameworks will only help with this narrative,
degrade the natural environment which surrounds
which brings us onto the next point.
its physical assets, like factories and offices.
However, as more businesses look to decarbonise
Natural capital data
value chains, they should realise that protecting
Quantifications of the major opportunities that
and restoring biodiversity at supplier sites will also

Spearheaded by the UK and Swiss Governments
and by NGOs WWF and Global Canopy, the Task
Force for Nature-related Financial Disclosures

At the start of the year, a new landmark review
was also launched, with support from the UK
Government, outlining how businesses and
policymakers can include and account for nature

(TNFD), is aiming to publish a reporting framework
in 2021. The framework will provide corporates in

as part of economic decisions, with many
claiming the findings could be as influential as

all sectors with best-practice advice for measuring
the financial risks they are facing as a result of
the over-exploitation of natural resources (i.e.
deforestation, overfishing, poor soil management)

the Stern review on climate change. The UK
Government commissioned Professor Sir Partha
Dasgupta to lead an independent, global Review
on the Economics of Biodiversity in Spring 2019.

and as a result of extreme weather events.

One of the main aims of this review on the
‘Economics of Biodiversity’ was to create insight

The TNFD will be similar in format to the Task
Force on Climate-related Financial Disclosures
(TCFD). At present, more than 1,000 organisations

into how financial and policy decisions can
reverse biodiversity loss. It is the largest and most
comprehensive review of its kind, that explores

business have in this space are still emerging, but
be crucial.
the growing maturity of natural capital accounting
will give businesses a greater understanding of

What are the business

how biodiversity will impact financial security and
challenges surrounding
performance. Natural capital accounting assigns
biodiversity?
a monetary value to natural resources like forests

edie explains / BIODIVERSITY AND BUSINESS
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Communicating
the circular economy
Humanity consumes more than half a trillion tonnes of virgin materials
each year and less than 9% are reused or recycled. Solving this
challenge will require a shift away from linear take-make-dispose
models at scale, to circular models, which will necessitate good
engagement with key stakeholders.
THE BOARD
Waste management has long been a
key compliance issue for businesses.
Taking a circular economy approach
will require going beyond this narrow
framing and being willing to trial and
scale new business models and form
new partnerships. This opportunity for
innovation and reinvention may well
captivate some boards, especially as the
need to recover from Covid-19 is prompting
strategy changes at many businesses.

increased customer loyalty. They may
also be interested in Green Alliance’s
prediction that a UK circular economy
would create 450,000 jobs by 2035.
Boards already engaged with netzero may be interested in how
circular economy approaches can cut
emissions. Circle Economy has stated
that 39% of global annual emissions
could be mitigated by changing how
we use materials.

In action:
Read the edie
Explains guide
on The Circular
Economy

But other boards may remain
disengaged and argue that there are
more pressing priorities. If this is the case,
your board may like to read a recent
Kearney study which found that circular
economy models tend to result in costsavings benefits, revenue increases and

COLLEAGUES
As noted above, you can engage
professionals with the circular economy
concept using a range of ‘hooks’, from
tackling climate change, to improving
a business’s financial performance, to
leading the innovation curve.

This free-to-download guide
explains the benefits of circular
economy approaches in more
detail.

Read more >

Supporting Partner

WHAT THE CIRCULAR
ECONOMY
MEANS FOR…
MANUFACTURING
Manufacturers should reframe
products as assets and look
to extend their use cycle
through closed / open loop
recycling, remanufacturing or
servitisation. This will create
opportunities for diversified
reuse of products, component
parts and materials.
Servitisation, the offering of
products as services, can be
aided through the use of smart
technology such as connected
devices and big data, enabling
manufacturers to build in
added value through predictive
maintenance, asset tracking
and product use patterns.

This allows the life or performance
of a product to be extended through
maintenance, repair and reuse.
Repurposing turns used product
parts and materials into higher
value goods or materials through
processes like upcycling, while
resource recovery involves more
traditional waste management
activities such as recycling and
converting residual waste materials
into renewable energy.

The circular economy

Each of these models can potentially
integrate with each other to build
a circular value chain, from design
through manufacture and retail
to product takeback and reuse/
remanufacture. Generic examples
of how the circular economy might
apply to six different industries are
illustrated within this guide.

Examples of true closed-loop
processes are still thin on the ground
but include plastic bottle-to-bottle
or aluminium can-to-can recycling.
Under a closed-loop system, a
product may be recycled back
into itself indefinitely, whereas with
open-loop systems this isn’t the
case and most materials eventually
become waste. Converting plastic
bottles into polyester fibre is an
open-loop example.

The ‘sharing’ side of
circularity

Closed versus open-loop

Businesses that are engaged with
the circular economy may also be
part of what’s known as the sharing
economy, especially if they offer
product service or leasing models.
The sharing economy is focused
on sharing of the use of assets that
have untapped or unused capacity,
like vehicles (e.g Uber) and rooms
(e.g Airbnb).

From a circular perspective, it’s
important to distinguish between
closed and open-loop recycling
systems. Closed-loop recycling – in
which a product is recycled back
into the same product – is generally
seen as a better option than open
loop recycling, whereby a product is
recycled (downcycled) into something
else, usually of lower value.

These models optimise assets,
much like a circular economy does
with products or materials, by
extending the amount of time they
are in use. They also represent a
transition to accessing products
and services, rather than owning
them, which is another aim of the
circular economy.

On a basic level, it may be helpful
to view the circular economy as
being about making products and
then taking them apart at the end
of their useful life for repurposing
or recycling into new goods. The
sharing economy is about what
consumers do with these assets
during their lifespan. For example,
making a power tool that can be
returned directly to the manufacturer
WHAT
THEinto
CIRCULAR
and recycled
a new tool would
ECONOMY
only be part of the sharing economy
MEANS
FOR…
if it was rented or lent out from a
THE
PUBLIC SECTOR
tool library during its use phase.
Public organisations should
look to develop sustainable
procurement strategies that
will help drive circularity in
the products and services
they buy. Procurement
criteria could include product
recyclability and lifespan,
prioritising refurbished and
remanufactured goods, and
total cost of ownership. Some
public authorities will also be
involved in decommissioning
public assets, and strategies
should be developed to
identify opportunities in
which materials, components
and equipment from these
assets can be reused or
reconditioned.

CASE STUDY:
REINVENTING
FOOTWEAR
B Corp Allbirds is a prime example
of a business which is pushing its
industry towards a circular future.
The direct-to-consumer footwear
brand makes its products from
wool, tree fibers, sugarcane,
recycled plastic bottles, and caster
bean oil. Its shoe boxes are made
from 90% recycled cardboard.
And last year, the firm debuted
a shoe which features a physical
“carbon count” label, detailing the
lifecycle emissions of the product
to consumers. Allbirds continues
to pioneer biodegradeable
product alternatives, and crucially
makessee
its solutions
open-source
Thisitmight
companies
and available
to other
players
in
diversifying
into new
markets
such
the sector.
as refurbishment
or reverse cycle
activities for material reuse.

Collaboration and
engagement
Transitioning to a more circular
way of doing business requires
collaboration on many levels – staff
education, stakeholder engagement,
strategic supplier partnerships
and new value chain transactional
relationships. This can help unlock
innovation and aid best practice

AROUND

90%

OF RAW
MATERIALS USED IN
MANUFACTURING
BECOME WASTE BEFORE
THE PRODUCT LEAVES
THE FACTORY.

TOP TIP:
POSITION IT AS A
PROBLEM-SOLVER
Circular propositions will gain
more traction from customers if
they are positioned as solutions
to their problems. For example,
offering a closed-loop product
takeback scheme can not
only save on disposal costs
for a customer, but boost their
sustainability credentials.

through a shared value approach.
For example, a company that
wishes to engage its suppliers in a
circular initiative could allow those
suppliers to apply any learnings in
their own businesses in exchange
for their time and expertise.

generally more labour-intensive
than those focused on simply
selling products, generating
demand for new skills and
employment opportunities around
the maintenance, collection and
repurposing of such goods.

Social benefits

Circular initiatives can also
help alleviate poverty in lowincome countries by encouraging
micro-enterprise in repair and
refurbishment or by improving
incomes for informal waste
collectors.

Keeping resources circulating in
the economy for longer not only
satisfies consumer demand for
better, longer-lasting products,
but can save customers money.
Circular business models are

edie.net
edie explains / The circular economy
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“Circle Economy has stated that
39% of global annual emissions
could be mitigated by changing
how we use materials.”
The social and moral implications of the
current linear economy may also be a
motivator for staff; people do not like to
see or even imagine their communities
affected by litter, flytipping or waste
mismanagement. They may wish to
do their bit in preventing these issues
elsewhere, too.
To drive change on the ground, some
organisations are using gamification
to help their staff adopt less wasteful
behaviours. Others are training
professionals in functions like design
and procurement to use circular
economy principles and set new
requirements for suppliers. For all teams,
the circular economy can be framed as
a way to open up new pathways for
innovation and collaboration.
CUSTOMERS
Using circular products and services, as a
customer, will be a different experience
than usual, so communications are key.
Lifestyles are busy and people will not
want to feel that using circular systems
is another inconvenience, or an excuse
for businesses to sell them products of a
lower standard.
On the former, people will need brief
information on how to use your product
or service. They will likely also want to
know whether it will save them time or
money, and how it will help reduce their

JARGON BUSTER:
The circular economy
An industrial model which is not
predicated on the take-makeuse-dispose systems of material
consumption. In a circular
economy, less resources would be
extracted, more value would be
gained from them while in use,
and materials would be recovered
at the end of each service life.

environmental impact. Brands serving
customers with more time or money may
wish to play on the experiental element
as a way to garner engagement,
perhaps hosting related events.
As noted above, Kearney has published
research showing that circular models
tend to boost brand recognition and
improve customer loyalty.
As has been said in other sections,
customers are increasingly questioning
brands’ commitments to “full circularity”,
as there’s no standardized definition
and as most circular economy theories
involve reducing production and
consumption in the first instance. This
has been the case for the likes of H&M
Group and Ikea. Be prepared to explain
your definition of full circularity and your
plans to get there.
INVESTORS
Investors have historically been
interested in receiving resource and
waste information from businesses
though a compliance lens. This focus
is now broadening, with investors
increasingly realising that the overexploitation of natural resources is
creating systemic risks.
Debt providers, private equity investors
and shareholders may have different
expectations around the information
you will provide them with. However,
the basics are to measure and disclose
material inputs and outputs. Inputs
should go beyond a single figure and
break information down by material and
by how much is recycled or regenerative.

edie.net/engagement

Similarly, outputs should stipulate how
waste is managed and how likely
products typically remain in use for.
In the EU, these disclosures are becoming
mandatory under the Corporate
Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD).
The bloc’s green taxonomy is also
prompting investors to re-assess what
they define as ‘sustainable’, meaning
they may well begin requesting more
in-depth information on resources.
SUPPLIERS
Many businesses already request
resource and waste data from suppliers
and, as noted previously, CDP is recording
an uptick in requests to suppliers for
information on forests and water.
Beyond these disclosures – or to
enhance them – the need for a more
circular approach can be sold to
suppliers using a combination of value
drivers and risks.
On the risk side, suppliers may well
be keen to avoid price volatility and
distruption and to ensure the resources
their businesses are based on do
not become scarce. These risks also
intersect with risks relating to the
climate crisis and to social sustainability.
They will also want to retain and secure
contracts with clients as they become
more sustainability-focused.
Risk may motivate many suppliers
more than opportunity. On the reward
side, you could promote opportunities
to enter new markets, lead innovations
and boost company reputation.
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Part of

ENGAGE 2022:
The sustainability reporting
and communications sessions
Thursday 28 April • 12:30–4pm (BST)
Hosted during edie’s special Engagement Week of
online content and events, the Sustainability Reporting
and Communications Sessions offer up an afternoon of
live, interactive webinar presentations and discussions
– all dedicated to helping sustainability and CSR
professionals drive stakeholder engagement through
robust reporting and captivating communications at a
time when misinformation and uncertainty regarding
the net-zero movement is rife.
The 2022 Sustainability Reporting and Communications
Sessions take place on Thursday 28 April combine
three interactive sessions into an afternoon of online
discovery. Starting out with a live Q&A with industry
experts and businesses on the best way to communicate
and dispel myths around net-zero, done to case studies
showcasing how businesses are engaging different
stakeholders on key sustainability themes.

Registrants will get access to all three webinar sessions on the day:
Sponsored by:

webinar

webinar
The communications
power hour:

ENGAGEMENT Q&A
Dispelling sustainability
myths and overcoming
greenwash
Thursday 28 April • 12:30–1.30pm (BST)

Matt Mace
Content Editor
edie (Chair)

TBC
TBC
TBC

Behaviour change case
studies to drive embed
sustainability across
the business

masterclass

Thursday 28 April • 1:45–2.45pm (BST)

45-minute masterclass:
TBC
TBC
TBC

Integrating and
innovating: What next for
the sustainability report?
TBC
TBC
TBC

Sponsored by:

TBC
TBC
TBC

Sarah George
Senior Reporter
edie (Chair)

TBC
TBC
TBC

TBC
TBC
TBC

TBC
TBC
TBC

Thursday 28 April • 3:00–3.45pm (BST)

Sponsored by:
Sarah George
Senior Reporter
edie (Chair)

TBC
TBC
TBC

TBC
TBC
TBC

REGISTER FOR FREE

edie.net/engagement
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