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Business owners and operators are busy enough managing day-to-day 
operations, let alone integrating climate action into their overall business 
strategy. However, research continues to show that businesses, especially 
small and medium sized businesses (SMEs), have a critical role in the  
transition to a low-carbon economy. Collectively, SME businesses represent 
a significant percentage of global job creation and economic activity, and 
while some are already taking steps to address climate change, the majority 
feel that a lack of knowledge and access to tools limits their ability to make 
meaningful changes.  

Alone, the impact of one SME might appear minimal compared to the  
activity of larger corporations. In reality, however, these businesses supply 
the large corporations with products, services and resources - meaning  
that they are part of their supply chain (Scope 3) carbon emissions.  
Scope 3 emissions as a whole are typically more than 70% of a business’  
total carbon footprint, and are often the hardest to reduce. As pressure  
from governments and regulatory bodies mounts for the biggest polluters 
to not only reduce their emissions, some of this pressure is flowing up the 
supply chain to SMEs.

In this report, we take a look at how to fill the gap between SMEs’ intentions 
to take climate action and their lack of knowledge and resources on how  
to do it. By exploring the basic tools and incentives necessary to take  
meaningful climate action, SMEs can start their journey and lead the way  
to a low carbon economy for others to follow. 

/ Foreword

Brian Johnston 
Chief Impact Officer

https://www.cogo.co/?utm_medium=pdf&utm_source=cogo.co&utm_campaign=carbon_literacy&utm_content=tier+1
https://www.cogo.co/?utm_medium=pdf&utm_source=cogo.co&utm_campaign=sme-climate-action&utm_content=tier+1
http:////www.cogo.co/contact-us?utm_medium=pdf&utm_source=cogo.co&utm_campaign=sme-climate-action&utm_content=tier+1


cogo.co

Book your demo today

cogo.co 3/14

Book your demo today

Small and medium sized businesses are a huge part of our economy and  
society, representing 90% of business worldwide and affecting the  
livelihoods of over 2 billion people. 

Enabling businesses to take action (and be part of the solution) is a critical  
component of addressing the climate crisis. However, our research revealed  
that both a lack of knowledge and a fear of ‘greenwashing’ are major barriers  
to businesses’ climate engagement. 

This report discusses how data access and simplification, along with  
guidance and personalised actions, can supercharge businesses' climate 
action efforts.

/Intro-  
     duction
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“You can’t manage what you  
don’t measure…” 

is a common phrase in business.  
It means that you can't know  
whether or not  you’re being  
successful at some-thing unless 
that success is defined and tracked. 
At Cogo, we believe that measuring 
is the starting point for achieving  
impact.

Measuring and managing the  
‘non-financial’ impact businesses
have (on the environment and  
society) is more important than  
ever. Governments are implementing 
regulations to meet carbon  
reduction goals, consumers are 
shopping more consciously, and 
employees are seeking values- 
aligned employers. People are 
increasingly concerned about their 
impact on the planet and want to 
support businesses that help them 
take positive action.

However, carbon footprint  
management is a complex area.  
Recent Cogo research highlights 
that business owners often feel  
overwhelmed when setting  
sustainability goals and  
determining how they’re tracking 
compared to competitors or  
within their industries. 

This puts businesses at a crossroads 
between adapting to the demands 
of the changing environment and 
taking positive climate action. 

Some of the main barriers for  
businesses wanting to take  
climate action, as highlighted by  
Cogo research included: 

• Fear of “greenwashing” 
• Lack of understanding of  

what a carbon footprint “ 
looks like” in the day-to-day 
business environment, but  
also the wider scope of  
impact

• Lack of knowledge around  
the impact of different  
actions and changes 

Every climate journey starts with 
education: understanding where  
the emissions hotspots are in a 
business’s direct operations and 
interactions with suppliers, and  
then identifying opportunities that 
reduce impact.

We empower business owners to 
take their first steps confidently 
by improving their understanding 
of carbon footprint management, 
unpacking the data that enables 
them to track their carbon footprint, 
and identifying meaningful, tangible 
metrics to track the impact of their 
action.

/Executive 
Summary
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Greenwashing is when businesses, individuals or organisations attempt to capitalise 
on the growing demand for environmentally sound products or services but are not 
actually making sustainable commitments. Greenwashed products or services  
might convey that they're safer, more natural, wholesome, or chemical-free.

Recently, there has been a surge in civil suits against greenwashing, which has seen 
governments globally implement securities, regulations and legislation to minimise 
occurrences of greenwashing. Two recent examples are the implementation of the  
UK Competition and Markets Authority Green Claims Code and the Australian  
Securities and Investments Commission’s publication of detailed regulatory 
resources and advice for financial decision-makers. The onus is on businesses to  
ensure that their sustainability claims are factually correct and backed up with  
evidence.

/What is  
        green-
washing?
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/ Knowledge is power

Before we dive into the how, what  
and why, we need to understand  
the basics of carbon emissions. 

The interesting thing about carbon  
is that while it is emitted locally,  
the impact is felt at a global level.  
One tonne of carbon emitted by a 
business in Australia has the same 
impact as one tonne emitted in  
the UK. Regardless of where in  
the world we are, we are all  
contributing to climate change. 

Secondly, the term ‘carbon  
emissions’ is actually a grouping  
of different gases that contribute  
to global warming. Included are  
carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous  
oxide (N2O), ozone (O3), and various 
fluorocarbons - each of these have  
a different warming impact per kg 
of the gas emitted. To make it easier 
to understand, this all typically gets 
expressed as a total of ‘carbon  
dioxide equivalent’. Carbon dioxide  
is recognised as the main driver of 
global warming, with methane the  
second-most significant. Carbon  
dioxide will be the main component  
of your carbon footprint. 

Figure 1  
Understanding Carbon Emissions 

Direct emissions a company 
makes as a direct result of its 
operations.

Scope   1

This includes emissions from boilers, 
engines, incinerators, 
and process heaters.

Emissions from any company-owned 
vehicle that burns fuel, for example, 
delivery vans.

These are gases that are emitted 
due to faulty equipment, e.g. a leaking 
air conditioning unit.

Gases that are released during the 
industrial processes, 
i.e. factory fumes.

STATIONARY COMBUSTION

MOBILE COMBUSTION

FUGITIVE EMISSIONS

PROCESS EMISSIONS

Indirect emissions acompany 
makes associated with the 
purchase of:

Scope   2

Electricity

Steam

Heating

Cooling

Indirect emissions that a 
company is indirectly responsible 
for, up and down its value chain. 

Scope   3

UPSTREAM ACTIVITIES

DOWNSTREAM ACTIVITIES

Business travel

Waste disposal

Employee commute
 
Purchased goods & services

Transportation & distribution

Investments

Franchises

Leased Assets

Use of sold products

All emissions matter. Your business’ 
footprint goes beyond the fuel and 
electricity (Scope 1 and 2 emissions) 
in your direct operations, to also  
include the embodied emissions  
in your supply chain, and the use of 
your products by end-users (Scope 
3). Every material, product or service 
you buy or sell has a carbon footprint. 
Scope 3 emissions typically represent 
around two-thirds of the total carbon 
footprint of a business, so they matter.
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What does
         a tonne
of CO2e 
                        look 
like?

It can be tough to wrap your head 
around what “a tonne of CO2e” looks 
like, especially in the context of your 
business. So what does it look like in 
simple terms? 
 
One tonne of CO2e is equivalent to 
travelling about 4,255km using a  
typical commercial van or utility 
vehicle. That is around ⅓ the average 
distance travelled by a vehicle in 
Australia.
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We touched on Scope 3  
emissions. But what does it mean  
for your business, in the grander 
scheme of things? Simply put,  
there is no pathway toward ‘net  
zero’ for your business without  
addressing Scope 3 emissions. 
Scope 3 emissions can be a  
significant part of your total  
footprint, and your business is 
responsible for working with your 
suppliers and others to reduce  
them.

Cogo’s carbon management  
tools use market-specific spend- 
based and whole-of-supply- 
chain emissions data from  
environmentally-extended input-
output (EEOI) models to provide 
businesses with an actionable  
overview of where they are,  
where they want to be, and how  
they can make the biggest  
difference. When we calculate  
the carbon footprint from your 
spending data, we include not  
just the direct emissions of your  
activities, but also the indirect  
emissions associated with the  
supply chain of the products and 
services that you sell i.e. the raw 
materials extracted,  
manufacturing, transport etc. 

While it’s typical to aim for more 
significant action and impact, it’s 
equally important to look at the  
progress you can make with  
small actions that are part of a  
larger journey. We encourage this  
by applying behavioural science  
learnings in our products to  
structure the user experience  
and ensure users are engaged  
in taking action. We make sure  
that the journey from footprint  
to action to implementation is  
broken down into bite-sized  
chunks that are easy to follow  
and outline longer term changes  
by adjusting everyday habits.

Once you understand climate 
change and how carbon  
emissions are calculated,  
it’s time to start measuring. 

Figure 2 
Cogo's Business Carbon  
Manager simplifies climate 
action for businesses with  
actionable steps to enable  
meaningful change.
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Cogo’s approach personalises the climate crisis by driving home the ‘big picture’ -  
that if we’re all responsible, we also all have a part to play, and the power to do  
something about our impact. 

Conventional wisdom assumes people make rational decisions by weighing up costs 
vs benefits. However, that is not how our world works! Behavioural science tells us  
that most decisions are based on our habits, emotional responses or physical/social 
context. So even though the data shows us that many individuals and businesses  
are aware of the need to and want to reduce their carbon emissions, often spending  
habits prevent this or make it seem unattainable.

/The first step  
to positive  
climate action: 
measurement
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The point is to start. Like any good 
habit, it’s about the initial intention 
and small actions that build into 
bigger actions and compound into 
a more significant positive impact. 
After all, this is a journey.

/Where to start

Simplifying carbon measurement 
 
Cogo uses the best available EEIO models to inform our country-specific 
data. This modelling considers 'economic flows’ (the movement of raw  
materials and production processes and the associated money) across  
sectors and regions, and then maps these to environmental information 
about those industries. This ensures emissions factors are as accurate as 
possible. We link this carbon emissions data to our spend taxonomy, which 
covers the range of business spending on products and services, and  
enables businesses to build up their carbon footprints. We then suggest 
climate actions linked to the carbon footprint hotspots - helping  
businesses to save time and focus their efforts.
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Figure 3 
The power of single action 

Unlike Cogo’s spend-based approach, typical carbon measurement  
surveys are often manual and time-consuming and only give a snapshot 
of a footprint. They tend to provide generic recommendations, don’t track 
ongoing reductions, and rarely report the impact of actions in a shareable 
format.
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To start, businesses may need  
to shift their mindset around  
the cost/benefit equation of  
sustainability. It’s common to  
consider carbon emissions 
reduction and sustainability as  
an added cost. However, apart  
from the fact that it will likely  
become a regulatory requirement 
over the next few years, it is also  
a potential source of competitive 
advantage and a must-have to  
future-proof your business.

Start by identifying the climate  
actions that make the most  
sense for your business and  
could deliver the biggest reduction  
for the required effort. Relevant  
actions will vary depending on  
your business's sector and the  
products or services you sell. 

/How  
       to take 
action
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/Small steps to start reducing your business  
carbon footprint

Buy second-hand or low-carbon goods and services
Buying second-hand items, such as furniture or tech hardware, helps 
extend the lives of millions of products that would otherwise have  
gone to landfill. The same applies to repairing items you’ve  
purchased extending their life by an extra nine months can reduce  
each item's carbon and waste footprint by around 20–30% each.
 

Transport: Drive less and go electric  

Driving your car less and opting for public transport have a significant 
impact on the collective carbon footprint of your business. Alternative 
forms of transport, such as cycling or walking, are great cost-effective 
means of transport, especially for travelling short distances.  
 

Go virtual and fly less 

Flying is a very carbon-intensive activity. A return economy flight  
from London to Hong Kong adds 3.5 tonnes of CO2 to a personal 
carbon footprint. Virtual meetings enable sharing ideas among  
much wider audiences, as travel is no longer a factor determining  
their participation and contribution.
 

Reuse and recycle at your office  

Reducing waste through reusing and recycling efforts means less  
trash in landfills and helps reduce the overall carbon footprint of  
our business.
 

Composting at your office  
 
All wasted food that goes to landfill slowly decomposes and releases  
harmful greenhouse gases into the atmosphere. By composting at  
your office or organising for a volunteer staff member to home  
compost on your behalf, you can help reduce food waste, so less  
harmful gases are released into the atmosphere. 
 

Promote a plant-based diet at your workplace  

Changing to a plant-based diet, or even going vegan, cuts your food 
-related carbon emissions by 70%, can save you money, and there  
are lots of health benefits.

Every business will have its own 
specific climate journey, so not all 
of your actions will look the same as 
your competitors’. Let’s take a look at 
some typical steps you could take to 
help lower your carbon footprint:
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Once you’ve measured your 
carbon footprint, committed to 
some actions, and completed them, 
you’re ready to review your progress. 

By running through the process a 
second time, you’ll already be on 
your way to adopting a continuous 
improvement approach that will 
deliver results. This will enable your 
business to start sharing stories of 
your achievements with customers 
and suppliers and help build  your 
reputation.

Scale up  
             your  
impact

The challenge to halve our carbon 
emissions by 2030 is huge, perhaps 
the greatest challenge we’ve ever 
faced. Small businesses can have 
a significant impact in driving this 
change, and it can be as simple as 
a single action that leads to another 
and another. We’ll only achieve the 
ambitious goals we’ve set by being 
transparent and open with ourselves 
and others and holding each other 
to account. Rome wasn’t built in a 
day. 

Incremental steps build confidence. 
Start small and keep it simple. 
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  Get in touch today.

Ready to take positive climate  
action?
 
If you'd like to learn more about 
carbon footprint management, 
register to receive further insights 
and exclusive resources here.
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