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Why conduct a 
sustainability audit?
Most businesses know the benefits that being more sustainable 
can bring; lower carbon footprint, improved efficiency and 
productivity, cost savings, engaged staff and improved 
reputation, to name a few. But what can be trickier is knowing 
where to start in pinpointing which sustainability changes are 
best for your business. 

This is where a sustainability audit comes in. Taking a closer look 
at every area of your business, across your entire value chain, 
allows you to more accurately assess how your actions compare 
to sustainable best practice and what opportunities are available. 
You can then effectively plan the changes you’d like to 
implement over the coming months and years.

The process itself isn’t complicated, however, it’s something that 
often gets forgotten about amidst the day-to-day challenges of 
running a business. Improvements, big and small, can help your 
business reap the benefits of being more sustainable as well as 
having a positive impact on your bottom line.

The business benefits of being more sustainable include:

Improved productivity – research shows employees working in 
green-certified buildings have higher cognitive function and get 
better sleep, making them more productive during the day.

Attracting the best staff - 60% of UK job hunters research a 
potential employer’s sustainability commitments before 
accepting a position.

Competitive advantage - research shows that 83% of people 
would always pick a brand with a better record of sustainability.

Greater access to investment - companies with green credentials 
are increasingly attractive to investors, with climate impact often 
among the criteria investors use to assess suitability. 

90%
of SMEs said considerations 
around sustainability were 
important to their business

2in5
SMEs have made a 
commitment to 
Net Zero

news.harvard.edu
www.totaljobs.com
intelligence.wundermanthompson.com
Statistics taken from report From Now to Net Zero, 
2021, Bank of Scotland and Yonder
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If you want to accelerate 
your action on climate 
change we can help. In 

this guide we’ll:

https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2017/02/study-opens-the-door-to-better-sleep-work-and-health/
https://www.totaljobs.com/advice/would-you-be-willing-to-reduce-your-salary-for-the-planet
https://intelligence.wundermanthompson.com/trend-reports/the-new-sustainability-regeneration


It’s important that your sustainability efforts target both your business’s 
direct and indirect environmental impacts.

The Greenhouse Gas Protocol (GHGP), which was developed by the 
World Business Council for Sustainable Development and the World 
Resources Institute, categorises businesses’ carbon emissions into 3 
distinct scopes:

Scope 1 
Direct emissions from sources you own or control. These include 
emissions generated by your manufacturing process, company owned 
vehicles and onsite heating facilities i.e. gas boilers.

Scope 2 
Indirect emissions from electricity, heat or steam purchased or acquired 
for your own use i.e. from your utilities provider.

Scope 3 
Indirect emissions that occur as part of your value chain, including both 
upstream (i.e. raw materials acquisition and pre-processing activities) 
and downstream (i.e. distribution and storage, product use and 
product end-of-life activities) emissions. These include emissions 
generated by purchased goods and services, transportation, employee 
commuting, outsourced activities etc.

Scope 3 emissions can be harder to assess, but as they typically make 
up the bulk of a business’s carbon footprint, it’s important to consider 
them as part of any sustainability audit.

What should you 
be looking at?



Your guide to conducting a 
sustainability audit
Getting started

Look through the audit checklist in advance. 

Assemble an audit team or nominated person.

Pick the right time. 

Set a clear timeline. 

Approach the audit with an open mind. 



Using the audit 
checklist

Water

Waste and recycling

Energy

Transport

Supply chain and 
procurement

Social

The audit checklist includes 
seven sections, each covering 

a different area:

Sustainability
skills

Each section contains a number of questions relating to 
sustainability best practice within your business, with the 
option to answer ‘Yes’, ‘No’, ‘Not sure’ and ‘Not applicable’. 
Once you’ve completed each section, you’ll be given a 
coloured rating – Green, Yellow, Orange or Grey for that area.

Make sure you open in Adobe Acrobat Reader 
and save a copy to your computer – the checklist 
functionality may not work on other PDF readers.

Simply check the boxes that apply to your business and your 
rating will be automatically generated.

Please make sure to answer every question within a section to 
get an accurate rating, and only supply one answer per 
question. If any questions don’t apply to your business, just 
answer ‘not applicable’ – it won’t affect your overall score.

You can choose to complete every section, or just the ones 
you feel are most important or relevant to your business.

When you’ve mapped the areas that have the biggest 
opportunities for improvements, you can refer back to this 
guide for example projects within each area.
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General

Have you set clear emissions reduction targets?
Have you written a statement for your business that 
includes a commitment to environmental and social 
responsibility?

Do you have a ‘sustainability team’ established to
 promote sustainability within your organisation? 

Rating

Transport

Do you have a working from home policy, to reduce 
the number of staff commuting each day?

Are you fully equipped for video and teleconferencing 
and promote online meetings where possible?

Do you promote a company car share scheme to staff?

Do you take part in the Cycle to Work scheme?

If you have your own fleet or company cars, are they 
primarily low-emission, hybrid or electric vehicles?

Have you considered how you will provide an electric 
charging infrastructure for your fleet in the future?

If you use delivery companies, are you aware of their 
efforts around transport sustainability?
If you use delivery companies, do you try to encourage
consumers to select longer delivery times or have all 
their parcels delivered at once?

Rating

Do you measure your carbon emissions?

Do you use, or have you considered, sustainable
finance options?

Do you encourage staff to take public transport to 
meetings rather than driving?

Do you provide showers and changing rooms for staff 
who want to walk or cycle to work?

Do you have a clear checklist in place for determining 
whether any business travel is essential?

Do you offset* any business-related air travel?

Note - This is different to your audit team which is purely for running 
the audit process, although it could involve the same people.

Not 
applicableYes No Not sure

Not 
applicableYes No Not sure

*Offset – compensating for emissions created by reducing them in another part of your business or investing in
environmental projects elsewhere



Waste and recycling

Waste disposal
Do you have a clear recycling policy and/or appropriate 
colour-coded or labelled bins in place for:

- Paper
- Cardboard
- Glass
- Tins and cans
- Plastic
- Food waste
- Printer cartridges
- Electrical equipment
- Batteries
Have you removed under-desk bins to encourage staff
to use recycling bins instead?

Have you banned the use of single-use plastic bottles 
and cups for all meetings/events and provided
re-useable alternatives?

If you’re working on site or at events, do you have a
clear policy for disposing of waste sustainably?

Do you use ‘FollowMe’ or ‘Push’ printing? 

This helps reduce paper consumption by requiring users to activate 
print jobs

Do you have a paperless policy?

Not 
applicableYes No Not sure

*Compostable – materials which can disintegrate into non-toxic, natural elements

Your packaging

Is any packaging you use designed to be as compact as 
possible?

Do you clearly state what materials any packaging is 
made of so customers can recycle effectively? 

Does the plastic packaging on any products you 
produce contain 25% or more recycled content?

Do you use single-material packaging that can be 
recycled?

Do you use compostable* packaging?

Not 
applicableYes No Not sure

Rating

Rating



Rating

End of life treatment of products

Are your products designed in a way which is easy to 
repair?

Are your products easy to recycle i.e. can they be 
disassembled easily?

Can your products be reused, recycled, composted or 

clearly labelled as such?

Do you offer a recycling scheme for used products?

Do you use your social media channels and/or website 
to educate and inform customers about the way your 
products can be recycled or reused?

Do you calculate emissions from end-of-life treatment 
of sold products?

Sustainability skills

Have you ever employed a sustainability consultant 
to advise you?

could develop a sustainability strategy for your
business?

sustainability efforts? 

Rating

Do you employ anyone in a role dedicated to
sustainability i.e. a sustainability co-ordinator?

Have you invested in sustainability training for your 
management team?

Have you invested in sustainability training for your 
whole workforce?

Not 
applicableYes No Not sure

Not 
applicableYes No Not sure

Do you have a strategy in place for recycling any waste 
created as part of your production process?

Have you considered how you could produce 
‘zero-waste’ versions of your products?

Have you reviewed your processes to maximise 

Waste and recycling (continued)

Not 
applicableYes No Not sure

Rating

Production



Supply chain and procurement

Do you use local suppliers where possible?

Energy

Do you have motion detectors for lights in meeting 
rooms, hallways and other communal spaces?

Do you have any air leaks around doorways or windows?

furniture and other obstructions?

Do you have cavity wall and roof insulation in your 
office space? 

machinery?

Do you use timers to power down machinery and 
computers out of office hours?

Do you use any methods of renewable energy 

Do you regularly carry out audits on your suppliers?

Are all of your suppliers asked to adhere to a code of
conduct ensuring that their production processes 
meet certain sustainability criteria? 

Do you give preference to suppliers who have a 
commitment to sustainability or adhere to voluntary 

Are you on a green energy tariff?

applicableYes

applicableYes

hours

Is energy-rating included in your criteria when 
replacing machinery?



Water

Social
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Yes



Using your audit findings

When you have completed your audit, you will have a rating for each area, 
giving you an insight into where you have opportunities to focus your 
sustainability efforts. 

What’s possible for your individual business will depend on your current 
circumstances and this is where your audit team comes in. 

- Review the audit findings together – are there any quick wins which you 
could implement and start reaping the rewards of straight away?

 - Identify any opportunities which fit in with your plans for the coming 
months i.e. if you’re making any building updates can you incorporate any 
energy or water-saving projects? 

 - Assess if the audit flagged any areas which have so far been overlooked in 
terms of sustainability and where you need to brainstorm what changes you 
could make?

Over the coming pages, we take a look at some of the first steps you can 
take once you’ve got your audit results, resources you may find useful on 
your sustainability journey and some suggested sustainable projects which 
could make a difference to both your carbon footprint and bottom line.



First steps 
First things first, take a deep breath. Becoming more sustainable won’t happen 
overnight and it’s likely you may have more areas to focus on than you initially 
anticipated. If that’s the case, remember, small, incremental adjustments can have a 
huge impact over time and will also go a long way to changing your culture, making 
future adaptations easier to implement.

Decide your priorities
Now you know the areas where most progress is needed, pick one or 
two to focus on initially. Trying to do everything at once means you 
won’t be able to easily assess the effects of the changes you make. You 
may want to prioritise areas where the changes needed are low-cost or 
easier to implement, or that align with your business strategy. 

Set clear targets and timelines
Once you’ve chosen an area of focus, it’s time for a clear plan. Decide 
what timeframe you want to conduct your activity over and what 
improvements you want to see. Remember to set goals that are SMART 
- specific, measurable, achievable, realistic and timed.

Share the findings 
Even if your findings aren’t very positive, share them with your employ-
ees and outline what steps you’re going to take as a result. Getting 
everyone on board will make it easier to introduce changes and your 
staff may have some great ideas to support your plans.

Bring in external support
If your results have left you feeling overwhelmed, it may be useful to 
bring in some external support. Someone who can take an objective 
look at your business and identify the key changes needed.

Re-audit after a set period
The audit doesn’t have to be a one-off activity. Save a copy and re-look 
at it every quarter or six-monthly, perhaps just focusing on the areas 
you’ve been trying to address. Hopefully you’ll see clear progress.

Where can you get help?

Access useful resources and guidance on our sustainability hub.

Get guidance on making your premises greener from the UK Green Buildings Council.

The Carbon Trust provides tools, guides and reports to help you achieve your sustainability goals.

Learn more about the circular economy with The Ellen MacArthur Foundation.

https://www.carbontrust.com/resources
https://www.ukgbc.org/
https://business.bankofscotland.co.uk/business-resource-centre/insights-and-ideas/sustainability.html
https://ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/topics/circular-economy-introduction/overview


Making your fleet low emission

Transport

£3,688
for a small panel Battery 
Electric Van is

5

5

businessbreathes.co.uk

5

https://businessbreathes.co.uk/storage/ZXBkvPf7Oki1BsybMiV51JmPdKpiaLsXpKcEJaCX.pdf


Waste and 
recycling

25%

Experts suggest that 
between 20% and 25% of 
packaging-related expenses 
can be saved if companies 
ditch oversized packaging

Investing in machinery to help 
recycling efforts 
Cardboard is a significant waste stream for many 
small to medium-sized enterprises. Investing in 
machinery like balers can help flatten and 
compress cardboard, making it easier to transport 
it to recycling facilities and helping reduce often 
costly collection fees. 

Shifting to lightweight packaging 
Eco-friendly packaging has the potential to reduce 
your carbon footprint, minimise overheads and 
boost your green credentials with customers 
increasingly looking for sustainable options. 
Shifting to a lightweight design is one way to 
reduce your packaging’s environmental impact 
while also reducing shipping costs. This could be 
as simple as always using boxes that fit the product 
rather than being too big. This would not only cut 
down on wasted material, but also transport costs. 
Experts suggest that between 20% and 25% of 
packaging-related expenses can be saved if 
companies ditch oversized packaging. 6

Incentivise customers to recycle
You may think that once your product is in the 
hands of the customer you have little influence 
over what happens when it reaches the end of its 
life. However, there are ways to encourage 
customers to recycle and ensure your products end 
up back in the supply chain. This could involve 
‘nudging’ customer behaviour by offering an 
incentive for returning used products to you i.e. 
money off another purchase, or outlining the 
benefits of recycling, and clear instructions of how 
best to do so, on your packaging. Some tech 
companies offer trade-in schemes where 
customers can get cashback when they return 
qualifying devices, for example. They’ll also collect 
old electronic goods of any brand, in any 
condition, and recycle them for free. T-shirt maker 
Teemill’s new stock is made from old products, 
which are specifically designed to be sent back to 
them when they are worn out. 

6 Packsize research

https://www.packsize.com/blog/sustainability/eco-friendly-packaging-saves-planet-bottom-line/


Engaging with suppliers on sustainability

Supply chain and 
procurement

Ways to encourage 
engagement between
you and your suppliers
could include regular 
virtual or face-to-face 
meet-ups for sharing
experiences and best
practice



Making the switch to LEDs

Insulating your office space

Renewable energy technology

Energy

£240

In a 120 sq ft office, 
swapping out 20 60-watt 
lights for LEDs could result 
in cost savings of around 
£240 a year and emissions 
savings of 1,039.64kg

7 www.inui.co.uk/led-lighting-calculator
8 prod-drupal-files.storage.googleapis.com

7 

8 

https://www.inui.co.uk/led-lighting-calculator
https://prod-drupal-files.storage.googleapis.com/documents/resource/restricted/Building%20Fabric%20Guide%20-%20GBF%20Carbon%20Trust.pdf


Water
Installing efficient devices

Rainwater recycling system

50%

Rainwater recycling 
systems can help reduce 
mains water consumption 
by over

9 www.yorkshirewater.com

9

https://www.resourceefficient.eu/en/technology/aeratorflow-regulator-showerheads-and-taps


Creating a green space

Social

55%
of employees consider 
proximity to green space to 
be important in their ideal 
work environment

¹0

¹0

https://pdf.euro.savills.co.uk/uk/commercial---other/spotlight-the-rise-in-demand-for-green-space.pdf


Sustainability 
skills
Invest in staff training
Providing all staff with sustainability training is a 
great way to create a greener culture within your 
organisation and equip them with the skills they 
need to support your sustainability initiatives. 
Training can be informal, from simple lunch and 
learns with experts to more formal training 
programmes using an external provider. Training 
can include identifying opportunities, managing 
transformational change, measurement and 
reporting and communicating sustainability to 
both employees and customers.

Providers who can assist with sustainability training 
include Cambridge University’s Institute for 
Sustainability Leadership, who have been training 
teams at Bank of Scotland for a number of years.
 
Hire a sustainability specialist
Having a sustainability specialist on staff can help 
drive your green agenda and ensure it maintains 
momentum. If left solely with the existing 
management team there is a risk sustainability will 
take a back seat to other operational priorities. A 
sustainability manager needs to be able to 
reconcile your day-to-day operations with the 
innovative sustainability activities that are 
increasingly required by customers, investors and 
your supply chain. Key skills for a sustainability 
manager include a good understanding of your 
industry, strong communication, conflict 
management, strategic planning and innovative 
thinking. Having a sustainability manager can also 
ensure you maximise the benefits of going green – 
they can improve your public image by 
demonstrating your commitment to the 
environment and improve your bottom line by 
accelerating practices that promote efficiency.

Having a sustainability 
specialist on staff can 
help drive your green 
agenda and ensure it 
maintains momentum.



Making sustainable changes 
with the Clean Growth Financing 
Initiative

Examples of eligible green investment could include:

Take a closer look at your 
buildings’ green credentials 

Speak to your Relationship 
Manager for more 
information.

It is designed to support a broad range of investments, from small improvements in 
environmental impact, right through to large-scale renewable energy infrastructure projects. 
The scheme is open to businesses with an annual turnover of more than £3 million and funding 
is available across Term Lending (£50k min) and Asset Finance (£25k min). 

analyse how a range of

https://business.bankofscotland.co.uk/25m-plus-turnover/products-and-services/financing/clean-growth-financing-initiative.html
https://business.bankofscotland.co.uk/25m-plus-turnover/products-and-services/financing/clean-growth-financing-initiative.html
https://business.bankofscotland.co.uk/green-buildings-tool.html


A number of companies have already used the Clean Growth 
Financing Initiative to make sustainable changes within their 
business. We take a closer look at what some have done with 

Teemill

Teemill uses circular economy processes, including offering £5 

sum under the CGFI to purchase land for a factory extension, 
which is entirely powered by renewable energy.

Tamar Nurseries
The plant nursery borrowed £600,000 to support expansion 
and greenhouse construction using 80% recycled material. The 
development will include 250 square metres of solar panels, 
a state-of-the-art battery system which can store 95KW and a 
drip-feed irrigation system which reduces water consumption 
by up to 50%.
 

Newlyns Farm
The family-run farm borrowed £150,000 under the CGFI to 
install a combined heat and power (CHP) system to provide 
energy for the farm shop and café. The new system, which 
uses sustainably-sourced biomass fuel, runs alongside existing 
biomass boilers and means the farm shop now predominantly 
runs on sustainably produced heat and power.

How other companies have 
benefitted from the CGFI

Family-owned Allan Munro Construction secured a six-figure 
package,  including a development loan and specific 
funding as part of the CGFI, to fund the development of new 
homes in the Highlands.

The business used the CGFI to install a biomass district 
heating system at the development, combating the issue of 
fuel poverty in certain areas of the Highlands where limited 
alternatives to electric heating are available. The new system 
will reduce the carbon footprint of the development and 
save homeowners at least 20% compared to standard 
electricity costs.

Allan Munro Construction



Important Information

Our service promise

website

Find out more about the CGFI

YES
BUSINESS
CAN.

All lending is subject to a satisfactory credit assessment.

ANY PROPERTY GIVEN AS SECURITY, WHICH MAY INCLUDE YOUR HOME, MAY BE REPOSSESSED IF YOU DO 
NOT KEEP UP REPAYMENTS ON YOUR MORTGAGE OR OTHER DEBTS SECURED ON IT. 

BOS_CGAudit_1021

https://business.bankofscotland.co.uk/business-home/contact-us.html
https://www.lendingstandardsboard.org.uk/
https://www.lendingstandardsboard.org.uk/
https://business.bankofscotland.co.uk/sustainability.html
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