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Nature Positive is a sustainability management consultancy with a unique  
combination of environmental, sustainability and business specialists who 
work with business and organisational leaders to help solve their   
environmental and social challenges. By understanding the links that every  
organisation has with sustainability, we can help them to manage risk,  
leverage sustainability as a competitive edge and help organisations embed 
sustainability principles in their projects. 

 Further information about Nature Positive can be found on our website 
naturepositive.com. 

https://naturepositive.com/


A sustainable society is one in which 
we are meeting our own needs without 
compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs. 

This means more than just reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions. The triple 
bottom line encapsulates the three 
components of sustainability: people, 
planet and profit. 

Sustainability is frequently discussed 
in the context of environmental, social 
and governance (ESG) standards, such 
as the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDG), which are 
widely used for developing sustainability 
strategies. 

Simple actions can be sustainable 

in multiple ways. For example, 
reducing waste and energy usage 
results in cost savings, less pollution 
and cleaner communities. Becoming 
more sustainable is an opportunity to 
demonstrate how responsible your 
business is, to boost national prosperity 
and to satisfy the increasing demand for 
sustainable products and services. 

Small and medium enterprises have 
a powerful role to play: half the UK’s 
carbon-reduction ambitions could 
be delivered by the SME sector. 
Transforming your business to become 
more sustainable will also improve your 
bottom line: an extra £160+ billion could 
be generated in revenue nationwide. 

SMEs have so far been underrepresented 

in sustainability discussions, so 
businesses that engage with 
sustainability will be instrumental in 
unlocking this opportunity. This guide 
is designed to support your business’s 
journey to sustainability. 

A good sustainability strategy should be built around 
people, the planet and profits with the aim of 
maximising social value, minimising environmental 
harm while maximising profits.

Sustainability

People

Planet Profit

WHAT IS   
SUSTAINABILITY? 



SUSTAINABILITY STORIES 

Creative Apparel 

Source: Business Growth Hub

NEMI Teas 

Source: Good Finance

Propellernet 

Source: Business Climate Hub 

Working with the Business Growth Hub, this Stockport-based company is developing 
an eco-factory that will save £48,573 and 139.8 carbon dioxide equivalent tonnes in 
resource efficiency improvements. The business’s sustainability journey originated 
from investigating ways to lower its costs. The company found that sustainable 
businesses were not only more efficient but also received more orders from larger 
businesses.

As a social enterprise supported by UnLtd, receiving £50,000 in blended social funding 
and a support manager from UnLtd were vital in scaling up the business and adapting 
to the COVID-19 pandemic. The company supports the Fairtrade movement and 
provides refugees with job opportunities. Its sustainability record has distinguished it 
from larger competitors and resulted in contracts with large corporations such as PwC.

This marketing agency, based in Brighton, took the SME Climate Hub Pledge and 
has made the ambitious target of being carbon negative. It has achieved B Corp 
Certification by meeting high sustainability standards and has attracted new business. 
The agency’s advice is that sustainability is a resilient business strategy, and it is best to 
act fast to become a leader. 

https://www.creativeapparel.co.uk/
https://www.businessgrowthhub.com/case-studies/creative-apparel
https://www.nemiteas.com/
https://www.goodfinance.org.uk/case-studies/nemi-teas
https://www.propellernet.co.uk/
https://businessclimatehub.org/going-beyond-net-zero-how-digital-marketing-agency-propellernet-reaches-farther-than-its-own-emissions/
https://www.businessgrowthhub.com/
https://www.unltd.org.uk/
https://www.fairtrade.org.uk/for-business/
https://smeclimatehub.org/the-climate-pledge/
https://www.bcorporation.net/en-us/certification
https://www.bcorporation.net/en-us/certification


CREATING A   
SUSTAINABILITY PLAN
Forming a sustainability strategy in three steps 

1. Deciding what to achieve

Think about what goals you want to achieve, such as: 

■	 reducing carbon emissions

■	 enhancing biodiversity

■	 reducing waste and recycling more

■	 promoting equality, diversity and inclusion

■	 creating social value.

2. Set targets

Decide what you want to do, and by when. Targets could be: 

■	 net-zero emissions by 2030

■	 100% renewable energy by 2025

■	 reduce waste and water consumption by 2% every year

■	 a social outreach programme by 2024

■	 biodiversity net gain by 2023.

3. Create a plan

For each target, identify the steps you need to take and when you expect these to 
be done. Revisit your plan regularly to measure the progress you have made and 
decide if you need to make any changes.

The importance of a sustainability 
strategy

Having a clear sustainability strategy 
shows that your business is being efficient 
and effective. Without one, it can be 
difficult to articulate what resources you 
need and what impacts your business has. 

There has been substantial controversy 
over “greenwashing”, in which 
organisations deceptively advertise 
themselves as sustainable. For example, 
many energy companies have been 
criticised for claiming to champion 
sustainability while continuing to invest 
substantially in fossil fuels. Being clear 
about what impacts your organisation has, 
and how they are managed, is important 
to demonstrating that your business is 
genuinely responsible.

An effective method for planning and 
communicating your sustainability 
strategy is to establish a narrative or 
visual illustration that describes why your 
strategy is effective by showing how 
actions lead to outcomes in the short, 
medium and long-term. Start with your 
desired long-term impacts and work 
backwards to identify which outputs are 
required. 



ESTABLISHING A BASELINE 
Environmental impact reporting 
is particularly important. The UK 
government has committed to reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions to net zero 
by 2050. Currently, all public companies 
and large private companies are legally 
required to report their greenhouse gas 
emissions. This means sustainable supply 
chain partners are in increasing demand. 

The UK government also includes social 
value in their tender process under the 
Public Services (Social Value) Act 2012, 
with local councils adopting similar 
requirements. 

Establishing a baseline for your business 
is an essential first step in the journey to 
being more sustainable.

When you know what your largest 
sustainability challenges are, you can 
identify potential areas where you can 
maximise your sustainability value and 
start creating a strategy to harness 
these opportunities to become a more 
responsible and potentially cost-efficient 
business. 

Establishing a baseline is also essential for 
reporting your social and environmental 
impacts, which is important for 
stakeholders. It demonstrates the 
responsibility of your business to 
customers, investors and other businesses 
in your supply chain.

Establishing a baseline in five easy steps 

More resources 

1. Identify the sources of your impacts. 

These can be anything relating to your business operations, for example, business 
travel. 

2. Collect data on your impact sources. 

This should be over a 12-month period. You likely already have some information, for 
example, utility bills for your utility usage. 

3. Transform the data. 

When you have collected it, use the data to calculate your impact. Free online tools are 
available, such as the Carbon Trust’s online calculator for SME carbon footprints. 

4. Identify ways to enhance your sustainability value. 

Targets should be set against a base year with reliable data, and achievable within 5–10 
years. 

5. Continue monitoring your progress.

Reporting on a regular basis is vital for engaging your stakeholders and is important to 
monitoring your progress. 

To find out more about measuring, reporting and optimising your impacts, check out 
these free online resources: 

SME Climate Hub tools 

NatWest Carbon Planner 

WWF Emission Possible 

Social Impact Tools 

Social Value UK Self Assessment Tool 

IRIS+ impact measurement and management 

https://smeclimatehub.org/a-guide-the-sme-climate-hub-launches-new-suite-of-educational-measurement-and-reporting-tools/
https://www.natwest.com/business/green-banking/carbon-planner.html
https://www.wwf.org.uk/emission-possible
https://www.socialimpact.tools/
https://socialvalueuk.org/what-is-social-value/sroi-self-assessment-tool/
https://iris.thegiin.org/


ENVIRONMENTAL 
SUSTAINABILITY 
Greenhouse gas emissions are the most widely discussed aspect of environmental 
sustainability, but you should also consider other topics such as biodiversity, the circular 
economy, renewable energy and water usage.

The following questions can help get your business to consider what actions to include in 
its sustainability strategy from an environmental perspective.

Do you own your own vehicles?

Do you have high heating bills?

Are you working with large corporations and public institutions?

What do you know about your supply chain?

Do you market consumer goods?

Is your company minimising waste?

Do you use renewable energy?

Switching to electric vehicles is cost-effective for high annual mileages, and there are 
many green asset finance funds to support the transition.

Installing heat pumps and insulation can reduce your heating bills and reduce your 
exposure to future carbon taxes.

Large corporations and public institutions are under increasing pressure to ensure their 
operations and supply chain partners are sustainable.

Many companies are reporting their direct emissions, but few understand their indirect 
emissions and other environmental impacts. Collaborating with your suppliers will be 
mutually beneficial and is key to understanding these impacts.

Sustainability-marketed products have grown at five times the rate of other products over 
the past five years, and younger consumers in particular are willing to pay price premiums 
for sustainable products.

A system that goes beyond just recycling, enabling remanufacturing, reuse and repair,  
cuts waste substantially.

Installing your own energy sources such as solar panels can reduce your energy bills,  
and reducing your reliance on fossil fuels is an easy way to reduce emissions.

Questions to ask about your business Ideas to consider



SOCIAL    
SUSTAINABILITY 
Although quantitative data is important for measuring success, social value is complex 
and dynamic. Collecting qualitative data and telling a story can make sense of the 
relationship between inputs, outputs and outcomes. 

The following questions can help get your business considering what actions to include in 
its sustainability strategy from a social perspective.

Questions to ask about your business

How do your products help society?

How accessible is your business to society?

What are your company values?

What challenges are there in your industry?

Can you help solve problems in your supply chain?

Is the business diverse and inclusive?

Are you communicating your sustainability values?

Are you involved in any local community initiatives?

Ideas to consider

It is important to be clear about what your products are solving, how, and who the main 
beneficiaries are to clearly articulate how you enhance social value.

Some customers and potential employees may have obstacles that prevent them 
engaging with your business: could you make your business more accessible?

It is important to be authentic and committed to adding social value. Being inconsistent or 
only responding to social trends undermines your credibility and can cause controversy.

Some challenges may be difficult for your organisation to solve alone: partnering with 
other businesses can make challenges more manageable.

There may be social challenges in your supply chain, such as unsafe working conditions, 
which schemes such as Fairtrade aim to solve.

A diverse business has more perspectives and creativity. Understanding the challenges 
people from different backgrounds face is important to enabling equality of opportunity.

People increasingly want to work for, and buy from, companies that create social value. 
Communicating your values also helps set the standard for others in your industry.

Getting involved with projects in the local community is a great way to boost your social 
value and build positive relationships with stakeholders.



FINANCING SUSTAINABILITY 

Carbon Trust Green Business Fund    

The fund closed in 2019 but free resources, such as financing guides, are still available. 

Good Finance     

Good Finance has a free tool to search for social investors, funds and advisors, as well 
as other free resources such as a diagnostic tool. 

Government support 

There is a variety of government finance and support available to help your  
business develop. 

Green banking 

NatWest offer green loans for sustainability projects and green asset finance.  
Other large banks such as HSBC offer similar support. 

J4B Grants      

A free search service to identify grants that can help your business achieve its 
sustainability goals. 

Knowledge Transfer Network  

KTN support businesses in applying for a wide range of funding opportunities.

SME Climate Hub financial support

The SME Climate Hub provides free resources on various sources of funding for 
sustainability. 

Swoop   

Swoop is a free tool to find grants relevant to your business. 

https://www.carbontrust.com/our-projects/green-business-fund
https://www.goodfinance.org.uk/investors-advisors
https://www.gov.uk/business-finance-support
https://www.natwest.com/business/green-banking.html
https://www.j4bgrants.co.uk/
https://ktn-uk.org/opportunities/
https://smeclimatehub.org/financial-support/
https://natwest.swoopfunding.com/natwest-grants-get-started?group=natwest


ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

B Lab 

B Lab is a non-profit that helps companies understand their environmental and social 
impacts, and provides free programmes and tools. 

Open-es  

Open-es is a free sustainability platform open to all businesses and designed to support 
ESG profiles, solutions and value chains. Open-es also has a free development hub 
containing various resources. 

Social Value Portal  

Social Value Portal has free resources on social value and a free trial for its platform for 
measuring, managing and reporting social value.

The Federation of Small Businesses (FSB) 

The FSB has a freely accessible knowledge base on sustainability, covering topics such 
as ESG strategy and energy management. 

Zero Carbon Business 

Zero Carbon Business is a coalition of organisations dedicated to providing advice on 
how SMEs can achieve net-zero. 

Sustainability Exchange 

Sustainability Exchange has a multitude of free resources on various sustainability 
areas such as water and waste, and business sectors such as construction and 
renovation. 

Social Value UK  

Social Value UK is a network of organisations interested in social value and has free 
resources on what social value is and what tools are available, as well as offering 
training and accreditation services. 

Google Sustainability 

Google has developed a free training programme to help SMEs reduce emissions and 
grow their business. 

Net Zero Hub

The Net Zero Hub, supported by the British Chambers of Commerce, provides free 
resources such as insights and tools to support businesses in building a greener future. 

Microsoft Sustainability Learning Center   

Microsoft offers free resources on sustainability categorised by topic and industry. 

Carbon Trust

The Carbon Trust provides free tools, guides and reports on sustainability to help 
organisations achieve their climate targets. 

https://www.bcorporation.net/en-us/
https://www.openes.io/
https://socialvalueportal.com/
https://www.fsb.org.uk/
https://zerocarbonbusiness.uk/
https://www.sustainabilityexchange.ac.uk/home
https://socialvalueuk.org/
https://grow.google/intl/uk/sustainability
https://www.britishchambers.org.uk/page/net-zero-hub-2
https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/sustainability/learning-center
https://www.carbontrust.com/


Contact Name:
Company Name: Address 1 · Address 2 · Address 3 · Address 4 · Address 5  
Tel: 0123 456 789 · Email: email@address

Contact us:
Tel: +44 (0)330 223 4476 
Email: enquiries@naturepositive.com 
Post: The Malt House · 17–20 Sydney Buildings · Bath · BA2 6BZ
Online: www.naturepositive.com

https://naturepositive.com/

