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What is sustainability?
Sustainability focuses on meeting the needs of the present without compromising the
ability of future generations to meet their needs1
Operating sustainably has always been important
for businesses of course, but sustainability has
gathered momentum in recent years. Whether
it’s complying with tighter regulation, meeting
growing customer expectations or keeping pace
with your competitors, businesses cannot afford
to ignore it.
However, as more and more businesses
recognise the need to commit to becoming more
sustainable, it can be hard to know where to start
and understand which aspects are most relevant
and will have most impact. Our guide can help
you get started on your sustainability journey
by working through these questions and more,
providing insight and experience from businesses
on their own sustainability journeys and helping
you understand the opportunities for resilience,
growth and prosperity that sustainability can offer.
This is the latest report from the GA Institute.
What does a sustainable business look like?

However, often referred to as ESG (Environmental,
Social, Governance), being a sustainable business
also incorporates how you treat your employees,
your customers and your suppliers. It includes
elements such as: your biodiversity impact, how
diverse your workforce is, your ethical stance
on supply, how you tackle inequality or access
to your goods and services. A key part of the
sustainability journey for a business is setting clear
targets in these areas.

environment and don’t infringe on human rights4.
With such a strong focus on sustainability,
starting your journey to net zero could make
financial sense for your business both now and
in the future.

Moving up the corporate agenda

In this guide we provide you with the tools
and guidance you need to get started on your
sustainability journey and unlock the benefits it
can deliver.

Sustainability was once considered a peripheral
concern, perhaps something that larger firms
mentioned in a paragraph in their annual report. It
was considered a cost and a non-priority. But that
is changing. Before 2013, for example, just 20% of
S&P 500 companies disclosed ESG information.
In 2020, 92% of companies on the S&P 500 Index
produced sustainability reports2.

Essentially, a sustainable business is one that
understands, measures and effects changes
to how it interacts with the environment and
with society.

Today, sustainability is increasingly being viewed
as an opportunity. According to our latest
Navigator research, for example, 78% of all
businesses surveyed said that sustainability would
have a positive impact on growth3.

Sustainability is about more than just
environmental credentials, although this is a key
part of it. Pushing for carbon neutrality, net zero
emissions, responsible use of resources and
waste management is central to many business’
desire to become more sustainable and people’s
perceptions more generally.

Companies are also responding to the pressure
to change behaviours. The impact of climate
change is a constant newsfeed driving collective
environmental responsibility and individuals are
making changes to their lifestyle. For example,
67% of consumers are willing to pay more
for products and services if they protect the

1 https://www.investopedia.com/terms/s/sustainability.asp 2 https://www.ga-institute.com/2021-sustainability-reporting-in-focus.html
4 https://www2.deloitte.com/uk/en/pages/consumer-business/articles/sustainable-consumer.html

That growing consumer demand for sustainable
products and solutions, presents a real growth
opportunity for businesses that are at the forefront
of the move to sustainability.

We believe that companies
have a huge responsibility
to play a part in creating a
brighter future for everybody.

3 HSBC Navigator Survey 2021
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What's driving the focus
on sustainability?
A number of factors are encouraging businesses to pursue sustainability:
1.

Stakeholder
pressure

• Brand reputation
• Consumer/customer
•
•
•
•

demand
Investor desire
Regulatory compliance
Ability to attract/
retain employees
Supply chain
requirements

2.

Desire to
future-proof

• Maintain

competitiveness
• Focus on innovation
• Minimise transition risk
• Supply chain resilience

3.

Drive for greater
efficiency

• Cost pressures
• Need to diversify raw

material usage
• Waste/water control

4.

Social
conscience

• The ‘right thing to do’,

or the ‘ability to sleep
at night’
• Making a positive impact
on society and your local
community
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The benefits of being
more sustainable
1.

Improve your
reputation

A growing number of retail
and business customers are
choosing to purchase from
responsible businesses.
That can present a
competitive advantage for
those businesses that can
authentically demonstrate
that they are sustainable.
In our Navigator research,
for example, more than
three quarters (78%) of
businesses said that a more
sustainability-driven
business model would have
a positive impact on their
overall growth5.

2.

Efficiency and
cost savings

More effective management
of energy, water or raw
materials can save
you money.
Adopting circular practices
could help reduce raw
material costs and minimise
your vulnerability to supply
chain disruption.

3.

Regulatory
compliance

Regulation around
sustainability is increasing.
Ensuring you comply can
save you the cost of noncompliance and the potential
reputational damage of
a breach.

5 https://www.business.hsbc.com/-/media/media/global/pdf/articles/hsbc-navigator-report-uk.ashx
6 HSBC Sustainable Financing and Investing Survey 2021

4.

5.

6.

Financial
incentives

Reduce
risk

Attract
investors

There are a number of tax
relief schemes and incentives
for businesses to be more
sustainable. Details can be
found here.

The effects of climate change,
such as extreme weather
events, are growing and may
cause interruption to global
supply chains or reduce a
business’ ability to secure
insurance. As economies
continue to transition to a
low or zero carbon future,
monitoring emerging risks,
demonstrating that you are
taking steps to reduce your
risk or exposure, and futureproofing your business will be
increasingly important.

As your business grows,
having a robust sustainability
policy can help attract
investors focused on
enhancing their sustainable
portfolios and can unlock
opportunities through green
finance initiatives.
94% of companies expect
to move away from
environmentally- and sociallychallenged business models
in the next 5 years6.

7.

Attract and retain
the best talent

With growing awareness
of sustainability, potential
employees are casting a
critical eye over businesses
and are more likely to
vote with their feet for
those businesses
performing strongly.

8.

The
environment
and society

By making changes to be
more sustainable in your
business practices, you will,
of course, have a positive
impact on the environment
and wider society.
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How to get started on your
sustainability journey
Step 1
Find a focus
Understand where you are
Carrying out an audit of your business
and its operations can help you
work out where there are gaps and
opportunities and help you find a focus
to start becoming more sustainable. For
example, perhaps your energy costs are
rising, you’re struggling to recruit, or your
raw materials are becoming difficult or
expensive to source.
Consider your stakeholders
That can mean examining upcoming
regulation that may directly affect your
business, or speaking to customers,
suppliers or your employees about
what’s important to them and whether
there are aspects of your service or
product that concern them.
Look at your competition
Checking out what your peers are doing
can help give you an insight into what’s
possible and also ensure your business
isn’t getting left behind.

Find your niche
Sustainability is a huge area and trying
to address every challenge is likely to be
counter-productive. Find areas where
you can make a difference and where
you can own that commitment. For a
manufacturer, that may be reducing
energy or water consumption, for an
online retailer it might be addressing
excess packaging or delivery, whilst a
food business may choose to focus on
sustainable and ethical provenance.
Finding something that is material
for your business, allows you to
make a meaningful impact and one
that resonates with your employees,
customers, suppliers and investors
makes your commitment more authentic.

Step 2
Set yourself targets
Your targets can be as ambitious as you
like, but having a range of targets across
different areas of sustainability can help
you create a more focused strategy.
Ensure that the targets can be measured
and set timeframes to help you move
forward. Benchmarking against other
businesses in your sector or even
against leaders in particular areas of
sustainability can help you assess
your position and ultimately measure
your progress.

There are a number of different
frameworks available for businesses
looking to embrace sustainability. The
Carbon Trust, for example, or the UN
Sustainable Development Goals or
even B Corp Certification. Globally,
more than 1,000 businesses are working
with the Science Based Targets initiative
(SBTi) to reduce their emissions. More
details on the guiding principles of the
initiative and how it can help target net
zero emissions are available in our
Net Zero Guide.

Step 3
Assess your return on
investment
Investing in long-term sustainability
goals can seem daunting, but the
rewards are clear. A report by McKinsey,
for example, found that financial
performance improved amongst those
businesses pursuing a more sustainable
strategy7. Meanwhile our own Navigator
2021 survey found that 78% of
businesses see sustainability having
a positive impact on growth8. Beyond
purely financial return, think about how
investing in sustainability could improve
your wider business, for example,
enhanced customer perception and
advocacy or your ability to attract and
retain talent.

7 https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/McKinsey/Business%20Functions/Sustainability/Our%20Insights/Profits%20with%20purpose/Profits%20with%20Purpose.ashx
8 HSBC Navigator Survey 2021

Step 4
Get started
Get everyone involved
Sustainability is about company culture
and collective responsibility rather than
a top down diktat, so make sure you
take everyone with you on the journey.
Creating forums for sharing ideas,
working groups for key actions, and
even involving the local community can
make a real difference and can increase
advocacy and engagement. Increasingly
employees care about sustainability and
engaging them from the outset can only
enhance the process.
Agree streams of activity
From the big strategic aims, such as
committing to net zero by a certain date,
to changing your light bulbs to more
energy efficient options. Having some
readily achievable aims can help
maintain motivation.

Step 5
Measure your progress
Commit to checking your progress at
regular intervals and be transparent and
open about how things are going. Doing
something is better than doing nothing,

and many initiatives will build their
own momentum given time. Regularly
publicising your achievements around
sustainability can also have a positive
impact on stakeholders.

Step 6
Be flexible
There’s a lot of innovation happening
around technology, so things can change
very quickly, and you need to be agile
enough to respond to that change. It
may mean adjusting your targets or the
means of achieving them.

Step 7
Share your experience
Talking about the challenges and
opportunities of becoming more
sustainable can encourage other
businesses to get on board. It can
also help you learn new ways of
overcoming issues and explore new
ways of doing things.
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Sharing experiences
A focused approach provides a sustainability framework for Pieminister
Bristol-based Pieminister was established in
2003. As well as its own restaurants, Pieminister
supplies wholesale and retail customers across
the UK. With a customer base increasingly
focused on sustainability, Pieminister has
recently launched its own strategy. Managing
Director, Tristan Hogg, shares his experience of
getting started.
With food production accounting for around 34%
of greenhouse gas emissions9, Tristan explains
the drive for Pieminister to “become part of the
solution”, was partly down to increasing targets
set by its customers, particularly the large
supermarket chains they supply, but was also
very much down to a sense of responsibility.
“Everything we do in the next 10 years is going
to determine the future of the planet, or at least
the people on it,” he says. “The good news is that
this is the first time in history where we actually
have the tech, the knowledge, the finance and the
policies needed to reduce emissions and combat
climate change. And that's what we've set out
to do.”
Understanding what was important
Under no illusions that becoming more sustainable
would happen quickly or be easy, the Pieminister
team spent time examining where their energy
and resources could have the greatest impact.
“We conducted a materiality assessment, asking
our employees, around 50 wholesale customers
and around 5-6,000 of our VIPie fans for their
opinion on what we should be focusing on,”
says Tristan.

That insight led to the creation of three main pillars
– Pies, Planet and People. “For Pies, that means
scrutinising every single ingredient to ensure it
meets our high standards of animal and ecological
welfare,” he explains. “Under Planet, our aim is
to significantly reduce our carbon emissions and
the amount of physical waste we generate. And
for People, it’s about accelerating our support and
care for our fellow human beings.”
Creating measurable targets
The three pillars led onto nine goals, with the
emphasis being on clarity for staff and customers
and on having solid numerical measures and hard
targets. Those targets are ambitious, for example,
Pieminister aims to reduce its greenhouse gas
emissions by 50 per cent and become carbon
neutral by 2023, and to ensure that 100 per cent
of its packaging becomes recyclable or reusable
or even home compostable. “They are big goals,”
admits Tristan, “but we're compelled to act
because this is about true sustainability.”
However, he is keen to stress that companies
shouldn’t be afraid to start small when it comes
to sustainability. “Don’t let not having a massive
strategy stop you from just cracking on. The
climate crisis isn’t going to be solved by one
company doing it perfectly. Instead, it’s about
thousands or millions of companies just doing it.”

understand what others were doing and create
a framework within which its progress could be
measured. With an issue that’s as fast-moving as
sustainability, that framework can ensure you’re
aligned with best practice and remain focused on
your goals. Finally, Tristan points out that pursuing
sustainability doesn’t have to compromise your
business’ profitability. “Our view, actually, is that
doing these things and talking about them will
strengthen our business for the long-term and
create trust with our consumers by making it easy
for them to be more sustainable.”

Pieminister’s top tips for getting started
on sustainability:
• Focus on areas where your business

can have a meaningful impact and
that you can talk to your stakeholders
authentically about.
• Don’t be afraid to start small, just put
a measure in place and start working
on it.
• Don’t let the fear of making mistakes
stop you from taking action – we’re
all learning.
• Measure what you can.

Building a stronger business
As part of setting its goals, Pieminister worked
with The Carbon Trust to set benchmarks,

9 https://www.forbes.com/sites/davidrvetter/2021/03/10/how-much-does-our-food-contribute-to-global-warming-new-research-reveals-all/?sh=f1cd6da27d7e

Continue this
section
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Wild – sustainability from the start
Launched in March 2020, Wild’s sustainable,
natural deodorant taps into the growing demand
for sustainable solutions that perform just as well
as mainstream products but let people feel good
about the difference they’re making.
After considering sustainable opportunities from
a business perspective, Freddy and his partner
Charlie Bowes-Lyon identified the lack of recycling
going on in people’s bathrooms as an area they
could target effectively. “We could see there
was room for a brand that offered a convenient,
sustainable solution,” says Freddy.
Deep customer engagement
Development and testing took around 12 months,
with the business’ direct to consumer model
allowing them to gather feedback straight from
their target audience to drive innovation and
deliver to customer needs.
“Sustainability has to be part of any start-up’s
story because that’s the way the world is going,”
says Freddy. “Using a direct model enabled us to
engage more deeply with our target consumer
and understand what’s important to them in a
product and a brand. Sustainability is a lifestyle
choice that was enhanced by the COVID-19
pandemic. Before then, we were all perhaps
guilty of complacency and now there’s greater
awareness and a realisation of the fragility of the
world, and that’s creating an increasing focus on
how we can all make a difference.”
Sustainability impact across the business
As well as using natural ingredients and
sustainable packaging, Wild’s focus on
sustainability addresses different aspects of the
business. From hiring to investment and customer
experience, sustainability has been the company’s
guiding light. “A big criticism of ecommerce is the

environmental impact of package delivery,” says
Freddy. “So, from the outset, we’ve worked on
how to minimise that impact, from cutting down
on our packaging to offering a subscription service
that minimises the number of deliveries to each
customer.”
Although still early days, there has been huge
interest from customers. Another benefit has
been the interest from people wanting to be part
of the business. “People want to be part of our
sustainability mission, selling something they can
truly believe in, which means we have the best
quality talent wanting to join our team.”
It’s the benefits that accrue from creating a brand
that’s authentic in its commitment to sustainability.
“We’re passionate about sustainability and we’re
very much on a mission to make it as easy as
possible for people to become more sustainable,”
explains Freddy. “We’re also working with local
communities to regenerate biodiversity and we’re
passionate about wildlife. We work closely with
climate charity, ‘On A Mission’, to support their
reforestation projects and potentially we’re looking
at creating our own forest.”



We could see that sustainability
was a massive topic on customers’
minds and that offered a big
opportunity for an agile start-up able
to move and adapt more quickly than
an established business.”
Freddy Ward, Co-founder of Wild.

Wild’s top tips on getting started on
sustainability:
• Engage with your customers to

understand what they want and need.
• Make sure sustainability is woven
through the entire business to build
authenticity.
• Partner with community groups and
charities aligned with your aims.
• Communicate your ambitions to
stakeholders.

How to get started with Sustainability

9

Customer insights
Sustainability is an issue regardless of the size of your business or the sector you
operate in. Here, a range of businesses share their thoughts on getting started and the
benefits of becoming more sustainable.
“We started to look at sustainability a number of
years back, and to be quite honest, we had no
idea what it meant for us. We started working
with Business in the Community in 2015, using
their CORE system to look at sustainability through
people, planet and place. Over time, we’ve defined
what those mean to us and changed and added
to them, resulting in our Four Ps: People, Place,
Planet and Prosperity.
“Business in the Community gave us guidance
and reassurance that you don’t have to solve all
this right away, but you do have to get your foot
on the ladder and start the journey. It doesn’t have
to be difficult or cost much. It can be about the
simple things, but to be really effective you must
engage your workforce. A good place to start
is by looking at every aspect of your business
and asking whether you can do it better. Every
business should approach sustainability as an
opportunity, without fear.”
Fiacre O’Donnell,
Director of Sustainability, Encirc Ltd.



It can be about the simple things, but
to be really effective you must engage
your workforce.”
Fiacre O'Donnell,
Director of Sustainability, Encirc Ltd

“Our move towards becoming a more sustainable
business began with a beach clean and the
realisation that, for a business based on passion
for the outdoors, we cannot be part of the plastic
arriving on our beaches. Within that first quarter
of deciding to remove plastic from our packaging,
we eliminated 74%.
“It wasn’t without its challenges. The cost of
a cardboard box compared to a polybag was
110% higher, but by taking a holistic approach
and finding reductions and efficiencies around
the entire business, we were able to offset that
increase. By the time we’d implemented all of
these sustainable efficiencies, the project became
financially net positive.
“The move, including eliminating, reusing or
recycling all aspects of our plastic, generated a lot
of customer goodwill and media interest and gave
us a platform to influence other businesses we
work with to become more sustainable too.”
Adam Hall,
Head of Sustainability, Internet Fusion Group



For a business based on passion for
the outdoors, we cannot be part of the
plastic arriving on our beaches.”
Adam Hall,
Head of Sustainability, Internet Fusion Group

Continue this
section
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“We looked around and saw that within tech,
it really seemed to be the large international
corporations that were doing a lot of work on ESG.
But we had four strong drivers that were pushing
our own agenda forward.
“First, it’s the right thing to do. Then, for our
customers, particularly in the financial and public
sectors, it’s hugely important for compliance. We
also had our employees asking us about our ESG
values, and our investors too were becoming more
cognizant where ESG was concerned.
“The first piece of advice I would give to any
company starting on this journey is: Don’t panic!
It can be overwhelming, even when looking at
the green space alone, where there’s ISO 14001,
the Science-Based Targets Initiative (SBTI), the
CDP Climate Disclosure Framework, the Global
Reporting Initiative (GRI) and even obligations
under the Companies Act.
“But you start out simple. If you know what you’re
spending on your electricity, you can work out
your carbon footprint and that can be your first
goalpost. Look at the first standard, for example
ISO 14001 is a great place to start. Then take them
on one by one, SBTI, align to the UN SDGs, build
it up as you go along. Because it is complex, but
you can break it into small steps.”
Joanne Ballard,
ESG Strategy and Compliance Director, Maintel



ESG is often not what you think it
is in the boardroom or in meetings
for new products. You need to listen
to what your customers want, what
your community needs, and what
employees and investors are asking
about.”
Joanna Ballard,
ESG Strategy and Compliance Director,
Maintel
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“A big problem we’ve had is the fact that food is
better preserved in plastic than in paper. We’re still
working on solutions.
“The packaging we use right now has a thin
layer of plastic inside it, but it's about 80% less
than a full bag. We are working with a couple
of international companies that are innovating in
this area, and technological advancements in the
industry are headed towards fully biodegradable
plastic. But we aren’t at 100% just yet.
“If you look at the situation from an ethical point
of view, then there is appeal to the consumer, who
can feel they are doing something great for the
planet. But, at the same time, they’ll think with
their wallet. Everyone will. So, the only way to go
forward for a business like ours is if more people
use recyclable materials and therefore drive the
cost down. At the moment, we’re relying on
people’s responsible thinking.”
Kamal Rao,
Founder of Snack Fresh
For more practical support and guidance to help
your business make sense of sustainability, visit
our Sustainability Hub.



When it comes to developing our
brand, and tools like social media – it's
been amazing. We get lots of good
ratings and reviews. Word spreads
very fast. So indirectly, you’re adding
value to your business.”
Kamal Rao,
Founder of Snack Fresh

Click here to view the
Sustainability Hub
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Sustainable Finance: Working
together to deliver achievable change
At HSBC, we want to help our clients turn their sustainability ambitions into an
achievable transition that makes business sense.
£500m Green SME Fund
Our Green SME Fund is designed to help
businesses seize the opportunities and growth
potential that sustainability offers. What’s more,
when you show us that you’ve used the funding to
help reduce your carbon emissions, we’ll give you
1% cashback* on the loan amount.
* Representative 7.1% APR on loans of £25k and
below. Subject to status, eligibility criteria and
T&Cs apply.1% cashback applies to eligible loans
drawn down in the first year.
More details about eligible projects or activities
can be found in our Green SME Fund Eligibility
Guide.
Our Green Lending Proposition is available for:
• Green Term Loans - available to Large

Corporates, Mid-Market Enterprises and SMEs
looking to secure funding for sustainable
activities. A minimum loan value of £300,000
enables businesses to access finance to
support their sustainability projects.
• Green Revolving Credit Facilities - a Green
RCF enables companies to access funds when
required, depending on sustainable cash flow
needs, and is available for a minimum loan
value of £1,000,000.

• Green Asset Finance - facilitates the financing

of green assets through hire purchase, finance
and operating lease. Available for a minimum
loan value of £300,000.

All credit is subject to status.
Green lending can be used to finance a range of
projects or activities. Examples include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Renewable energy
Energy efficient projects
Pollution prevention or control
Environmental sustainability
Conservation
Sustainable transport
Waste and wastewater management

We know that that the journey to net zero can
seem complex, that's why we're here to help with
insights and expertise from our global network, as
well as access to financial solutions to help your
business flourish.
Find out more about suite of sustainable finance
products or speak to your Relationship Manager
to discuss your next steps.

Click here to view the
full range of other
sustainable finance
products

Visit our Sustainability Hub to find out
more and get your business started on its
journey to a more sustainable future.

Click here to view the
Sustainability Hub
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