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About the report 
The report is based on bespoke market research conducted by YouGov among 
senior representatives working for smaller businesses and mid-market compa-
nies (defined as those with revenues of £25m-£1bn) in the UK. The research was 
conducted 2021, and comparisons with 2017 figures are based on similar research, 
also conducted by YouGov, in 2017. As in 2017, the 2021 questionnaire was designed 
by Barclays and YouGov. All fieldwork was conducted online. In total, 601 business 
leaders completed the survey between 30 April – 22 July 2021.
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“Every company will need 
to act now and take climate 
change into account.”

The issue of environmental sustainability has 
never been higher up the boardroom agenda 
for UK businesses. 

The implications of the government’s 
commitment to achieving net-zero carbon 
emissions by 2050 are impacting companies 
in every sector. There is no individual firm 
whose business model won’t be affected by 
the transition to a net zero economy. 

In order to reach that target, every company 
will need to act now and take climate change 
into account. The tipping point has arrived.

With this challenge in mind, we surveyed 
UK businesses on their progress towards 
environmental sustainability, interrogating 
their carbon ambitions going forward, the 
threats they perceive it may pose to their 
operations, and how they plan to invest in 
environmental measures in future.

The findings across all sectors reveal a 
positive momentum of change. 

Sustainable momentum
An industry-wide view of environmental progress

Introduction
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Marco DeBenedictis
Head of Sustainable and 
Transition Finance, Barclays 
Corporate Banking

While these industry-wide findings paint an 
insightful picture of firms’ current commitment 
to environmental issues, we also wanted to 
help individual firms benchmark their progress 
against others in their specific sectors.

With this in mind, the following sections of this 
report paint a detailed picture of how firms 
across each industry are faring – along with a 
view from our experts on the state of play in 
each sector.

We hope you enjoy the report and that it 
helps you benchmark your own organisation’s 
environmental commitment and progress.

Our survey found that:

Given the accelerated pace of 
environmental awareness, our research 
also found that nearly three-quarters of 
firms (71%) expect to be subjected to 
even greater environmental rules and 
regulations in the next five years.

B2C businesses are more likely to see 
compliance with environmental rules 
and regulations as extremely important 
to their business – presumably fearing 
the impact of non-compliance on their 
reputation among customers.

B2C firms are more likely to be 
planning on taking more environmental 
measures in coming years than their B2B 
counterparts: reducing waste, increasing 
energy efficiency, reducing water use and 
reducing polluting emissions. 

Three-quarters (75%) of business now 
view compliance with environmental rules 
and regulations as extremely important 
to their organisation – showing the issue 
is now truly implanted in the psyche of 
UK business. Only 5% say it is not very 
important.

Nearly two-thirds (61%) now believe 
environmental sustainability is extremely 
important to their business, with a further 
28% saying it is reasonably important.

87% of business say environmental 
sustainability is either extremely or 
reasonably important to their customers 
– showing they acknowledge the 
wider demand for businesses to be 
environmentally friendly.

The environmental awareness of staff 
is also a key driver for businesses – with 
91% of firms surveyed saying they 
recognise it is of extreme or reasonable 
importance to their employees.

Introduction
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How firms’ approaches have shifted since 2017

When compared with the last time we surveyed firms on their environmental and sustainability 
outlook, our research reveals some interesting movement in attitudes:

Environmental sustainability is a priority

Investment is increasing

More leaders see the benefits of environmental rules

In 2017, only 39% of UK businesses said that 
environmental sustainability was a priority. While it 
remains the least important issue facing business 
leaders, 61% now rank it as extremely important.

Almost two-thirds (59%) now think that the 
amount they invest in this area will increase in 
the next five years – up from 40% in 2017.

There has been a gradual increase in the 
number of business leaders who think that 
environmental rules have had a net positive 
impact on their business.

Environmental trends

2021 2017

say sustainability is now extremely important

say their investment in sustainability 
will increase

say environmental rules have a positive 
impact on their business

61% vs 39%

59% vs 40%

43% vs 40%

Environmental 
sustainability 
is rising up the 
agenda for 
business leaders.

Chapter 1: Big picture 
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Rules are expected to increase

But businesses feel less prepared

And are looking to the government for incentives

Meanwhile, a notable proportion of businesses 
now foresee that environmental rules will increase 
for their organisations over the next five years.

However, there has been little change in how UK 
businesses feel in terms of their preparedness, 
something that could be seen to be surprising  
in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic.

Three-quarters now believe government 
incentives would enable them to increase  
their environmentally responsible programmes.

The top five benefits for a business to engage in environmentally responsible actions 
were exactly the same as in 2017.

Reduced operational costs

Better engagement from staff

Improved image and credibility from customers

Improved image and credibility  from key stakeholders

Improved relationships with  the local community.

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5.  

71% vs 48%

73% vs 77%

75% vs 57%

say they expect environmental rules 
to increase

say they feel less prepared for changing 
environmental regulations

say government incentives would support 
their sustainability

2021 2017

The role of the government 
to both regulate and support 
sustainability is evolving

Chapter 1: Big picture 
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60% vs 68%

67% vs 73%

73% vs 80%

How are B2B and B2C businesses  
thinking differently?

B2B and B2C businesses demonstrated similar 
results across our research. However, there 
were some key differences in terms of how 
they rate the extreme importance of certain 

sustainability issues to their business:

Environmental sustainability 

Compliance with environmental rules 

CSR
B2B and B2C businesses  
are prioritising sustainability  
in different ways

say environmental sustainability is 
extremely important to their business

say compliance with environmental rules 
is extremely important to their business

say CSR issues are extremely 
important to their business

B2B

B2B

B2B

B2C

B2C

B2C

Chapter 1: Big picture 
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26% vs 34%

Is there any difference between larger and smaller businesses?

Our research surveyed businesses ranging from £5m turnover up to £1bn – and 
found a noticeable difference between SMEs and larger corporates in their attitudes 
to CSR and ESG.

• Only 45% of smaller businesses see CSR as extremely important, compared with 
an average of 80% for larger businesses (£500m+).

• Similarly, there was a lag between smaller and larger businesses in respect 
to environmental sustainability, with 49% of smaller businesses saying it is 
extremely important compared to 70% for larger ones.

• 72% of smaller businesses that rated environmental sustainability as unimportant 
said there simply wasn’t a demand from their customers.

B2B B2C

Is environmental sustainability more important following Covid-19?

Chapter 1: Big picture 

Over one-third (34%) of B2C businesses think environmental sustainability is 
more important following the Covid-19 pandemic. This is only true for 26% of B2B 
businesses, but a trickle-down impact is likely as the supply chain impact of consumer 
demand flows through.

The pandemic has 
foregrounded the rising 
importance of environmental 
sustainability through the 
supply chain. say environmental sustainability is more important following Covid-19
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Becoming a net zero bank by 2050

Our aim is to be a net zero bank across 
emissions from our own operations, 
which are already net zero, and the 
emissions of the clients we finance.

Aligning our financing with the goals 
of the Paris Agreement

This will cover capital markets as well 
as lending; and all sectors – starting 
with Energy and Power, which 
between them are responsible for 
up to three quarters of all emissions 
globally.

Committing to specific goals

To accelerate the transition to a low-
carbon economy, we are committed 
to £100bn of green financing by 
2030; £175m investment in green 
innovation over the next five years; 
and continuing to develop our 
ESG disclosures and the detailed 
information we provide in line with the 
guidelines of the Taskforce on Climate 
Related Financial Disclosures.

A net zero bank
Barclays: an environmentally sustainable partner

In March 2020, we launched our own approach to tackling climate change – ensuring we are a 
banking partner that can demonstrate its environmental credentials and that is playing its part 
in a sustainable future. Our mission includes:
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Committed to Net Zero
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Worked with leading industry  
and academic groups

Through this work we are helping 
create common approaches to 
tackling the climate challenge. We 
ar building on our work as a pilot 
bank for the Paris Agreement Capital 
Transition Assessment (PACTA). And 
we are joining the Financing a Just 
Transition Alliance’, which looks at 
how the financial services industry 
can facilitate and support just 
transition activities.

Delivered on our commitment

We have met our challenge to align 
all of our financing to the Paris 
Agreement, including our capital 
markets activity.

Developed BlueTrack™

Our methodology for measuring our 
financed emissions and tracking them 
at a portfolio level against the goals of 
the Paris Agreement is now in place.

Used BlueTrack™ to measure

BlueTrack™ is now being used to 
assess the financed emissions of our 
Energy and Power portfolios, and set 
near-term and medium-term targets.

Helped our clients accelerate 
transition

We are helping clients create a low-
carbon economy, creating a new, 
multi-disciplinary Energy Banking 
team.

We are already making progress. Since we launched our approach, we have:

| 10 | Next pagePrevious
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Green Loans

Our Green Loans can provide 
funding for a variety of green and 
environmental projects including 
energy efficiency, renewable energy, 
green transport, sustainable food, 
agriculture and forestry, waste 
management and greenhouse gas 
emission reduction.

Green Deposits

Earmark cash balances against green 
assets held on Barclays’ balance sheet 
(available to larger clients).

Green Trade Loans

Green Trade Loans can support your 
green working capital needs, from 
procurement through to final sale of 
goods. By securing funding from the 
initial purchase until final payment 
is received, you can trade with 
confidence and plan and manage your 
cashflow more accurately.

Green Bonds, Guarantees  
and Indemnities

These can help you demonstrate 
that your business can meet the 
contractual obligations associated 
with an underlying transaction aimed 
at advancing your green agenda.

Green solutions
Driving sustainability and transition

We can help your business access flexible financing at competitive rates to support 
environmental and sustainable activities – and align your surplus capital with your green 
priorities. We can also fund green projects, trading needs and innovation in areas from renewable 
energy to green transport and sustainable food production. And we can secure flexible funding at 
fixed or floating interest rates. 

Our innovative and flexible routes to finance:

| 11 | Next pagePrevious
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Green Selective Receivable Finance

A cost-efficient method of increasing 
your working capital while supporting 
your green agenda. Barclays can 
purchase your green trade receivables 
from highly rated debtors, accelerating 
your cash flow and mitigating the 
debtors risk of default. Green Selective 
Receivable Finance can cover a 
variety of initiatives including energy 
efficiency, renewable energy, and  
green transport.

Green Bill of Exchange & Promissory 
Note Discounting

We can purchase qualifying trade 
debts from you at an agreed discount, 
enabling you to finance your working 
capital needs and support your 
environmental goals. These Green 
projects or transactions can help 
prepare your business for a low-carbon 
future, reduce your energy costs and 
support greener transportation.

Our Sustainability Finance Framework 
– developed with Sustainalytics

Green Trade Loans can support your 
green working capital needs, from 
procurement through to final sale of 
goods. By securing funding from the 
initial purchase until final payment is 
received, you can trade with confidence 
and plan and manage your cashflow 
more accurately.

Our partnership with Sustainalytics 
means that each facility is issued 
against an externally verified 
framework, and this may assist 
investors and other stakeholders to 
have confidence in your environmental 
and sustainability initiatives.

| 12 | Next pagePrevious
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Business services firms were top of the list for 
commitment to environmental sustainability 
when we last carried out our survey in 2017. 
While other sectors appear to have overtaken 
them in the data, this can be explained by 
relatively low levels of commitment in those 
industries four years ago.

The sector increasingly sees sustainability as 
‘business as usual’, and the previously high 
levels of understanding of the importance of 
ESG remains.

Around 61% of firms in the business 
services sector say that compliance with 
environmental rules and regulations is 
extremely important to their business, lower 
than the average figure of 75%.

In a sector that is largely B2B, providing 
services for all types of different companies, 
anecdotally this is an industry that is largely 
influenced by the businesses they supply. 
This trickle-down impact of consumer-facing 
businesses and public organisations has 
led to a significant investment in ensuring 
the services they offer can help their clients 
achieve improved environmental sustainability.

Supporting clients to do better
Business services firms are under pressure to demonstrate ESG credentials

19%

34%

33%

36%

42%

42%

56%

60%

29%

31%

30%

25%

9%

3%

10%

14%

14%

6%

How important is environmental sustainability?

Financial considerations (e.g.  
increases our costs, lack of funds)

No demand from customers

No demand from investors  
and /or shareholders

No demand from employees

No demand from other  
stakeholders

Not a business priority

Unsure of what to do

Don't understand enough  
about sustainability

Concerns about losing  
competitive advantage

Business services
Total

A number of business services firms said that environmental sustainability is not very 
important for their organisation for the following reasons.

Chapter 2: Business services
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Most of the respondents who said that 
environmental sustainability was very 
important cited the positive impact on  
their reputation as a key driver. 

The sector still takes reputation management 
seriously, with 82% rating it as extremely 
important to their business versus the overall 
average of 90%.

 Firms in the sector also have a clear focus on 
financial performance – with a higher-than-
average percentage saying they rank this as 
extremely important.

In terms of how business services firms 
approach sustainability rules, a much lower 
percentage said they go above and beyond 
the environmental rules that apply to their 
organisation, while 61% said they expect  
more rules to be imposed on their business  
in the next five years.

A key reason behind this may be that only  
31% of business services firms (versus an 
industry-wide average of 43%) said they 
believe environmental rules facing their 
organisation have a positive impact on  
their business.

A lower-than-average percentage of firms  
in the sector (61% versus 71% overall) said 
they expect more rules to be imposed on  
their business in the next five years.

In a similar vein, business services firms  
were far less focused than the industry 
average on reducing waste; increasing  
energy efficiency; reducing water usage  
and reducing polluting emissions.

The view from Barclays

We were very surprised by some of the data in this 
survey, as our experience talking with business 
services firms is that many of them are leading 
on reducing waste and increasing efficiency on 
behalf of their clients.

What this sample does show, however, is that there 
are some within the sector who are not adapting 
to the requirement to improve environmental 
sustainability for the businesses they support. 
That provides a significant opportunity and 
differentiator to those who are able to offer 
improved ESG ratings for their clients.

As consumers and brands continue to become 
more environmentally conscious, they will be 
looking to their suppliers for support. This is 
where leading, ESG-aware, business services 
firms can really capitalise.

Do environmental regulations have a positive 
or negative impact on your business?

31%  43%

18% 17%

Postive

Negative

Business services

Business services

Overall

Overall

“This sample shows that there are 
some within the sector who are not 
adapting. That provides a significant 
opportunity and differentiator to 
those who are able to offer improved 
ESG ratings for their clients.”

James Morris
Head of Business 
Services, Barclays
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74%

61%

62%

61%

70%

59%

59%

40%

54%

65%

The telling statistic from charity and third sector 
respondents was that 98% cite reputational 
management as being extremely important to 
their organisation; while a below-average 76% 
(versus an overall average of 88%) said that 
financial performance is extremely important.

The sector was by far the highest across 
all industries when it came to ranking the 
importance of corporate social responsibility 
to the organisation (88% versus the industry 
average of 68%). 

It was also by far the highest across all sectors 
when ranking the importance of environmental 
sustainability (74% versus 61% overall). 

All of this demonstrates that charities and third 
sector organisations are much more concerned 
about environmental issues and far less driven 
by pure financial performance.

In terms of who these organisations perceive 
environmental issues to be of most importance 
to, interestingly the sector ranks below average 
in terms of stakeholders and customers – but 
significantly above average in terms valuing its 
importance to staff (72% versus 58% overall).

Strong awareness and commitment
Charities and third sector demonstrate commitment to the cause

Charity / Third sector

Hospitality/leisure

Transport & Distribution

Public sector

Retail/wholesale

Manufacturing

Technology, Media and Telecommunications

Professional services

Business services

Total

“Environmental sustainability is extremely important to my organisation”

Chapter 3: Charities and third sector
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Of those firms that said environmental 
sustainability is of extreme importance to 
their organisation, a far lower-than-average 
percentage said this was due to customer 
demand (just 23% versus the overall average 
of 40%). Again, demand from employees was 
above average – suggesting the focus on 
environmental issues in the sector is being 
driven by staff and employee expectations.

In terms of what is holding back those firms 
that did not cite environmental concerns as 
extremely important, most cited the issue as 
not being a business priority, while an above-
average number said it was due to no demand 
from investors or stakeholders.

A below-average number also said that 
they expect to be subject to more rules and 
regulations in this space in the next five years 
– the lowest of any sector, at 62% versus the 
average of 71%.

The sector ranked very highly in terms of being 
focused on increasing recycling, reducing 
waste, and reducing polluting emissions in the 
next five years.

The view from Barclays

Given the charity sector’s focus on doing good, 
it’s understandable that there is such a strong 
focus on environmental issues and corporate 
social responsibility.

It’s also encouraging to see a strong  
awareness of the importance of this issue 
to staff. Furthermore, the sector has great 
awareness of the impact of environmental issues 
on the communities it serves, with a far above 
average 55% (versus 27% overall) saying the 
impact on those communities is the biggest 
threat to their business.

Despite these findings, it’s important the 
sector continues to invest in environmental 
sustainability practices, with a below-average 
number of firms saying they are prepared for 
future rule changes.

Rules  expected to increase?

62%  71%
Charities and  
third sector

Overall

Nazreen Visram
Head of Charities, 
Barclays

Charities and third sector are the lowest of any 
sector that foresee that environmental rules 
will increase for their organisations over the 
next five years.
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Chapter 3: Charities and third sector

"All of this demonstrates 
that charities and third 
sector organisations are 
much more concerned about 
environmental issues and far 
less driven by pure financial 
performance."
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46%

60%

70%

63%

63%

53%

58%

41%

51%

58%

The hospitality and leisure sector is achieving 
a strong balance between investing in 
environmental sustainability while continuing  
to maximise financial performance.

Our research found that 93% of businesses  
in the sector believe financial performance 
is extremely important to them – among the 
highest of any sector surveyed. 

However, an above-average percentage of 
hospitality and leisure sector firms (70%  
versus an industry-wide average of 61%)  
also said environmental sustainability is 
extremely important.

The drivers for environmental action in this 
sector are multiple: a significantly above-
average proportion of firms said environmental 
sustainability is extremely important to their 
clients/customers (70% versus 58% overall); their 
suppliers (63% versus 41% overall); and their 
investors/stakeholders (60% versus 46% overall).

Profit meets purpose
Investing in environmental sustainability while maximising financial performance

Investors / shareholders

Clients/customers

Suppliers

Staff

The wider industry 

Drivers for environmental action

Hospitality and leisure
Overall

Chapter 4: Hospitality and Leisure
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29%

39%

9%

9%

4%

22%

11%

14%

16%

26%

Of those that said it is important, 60% (versus 
just 42% overall) said so because it enables 
them to set themselves apart from their 
competitors.

The sector also placed highest across the 
industries in terms of firms believing they will be 
subjected to greater environmental rules in the 
next five years (88% versus an industry-wide 
71%) – far higher than any other sector.

However, an above-average percentage of firms 
also said they are ‘not at all’ or ‘not very well’ 
prepared to handle the expected increase in 
rule changes and regulations over the coming 
five years – suggesting a need to ramp up their 
preparedness.

One way the sector may already be attempting 
to do this might be through the appointment 
of a dedicated professional to handle their 
progress. Our research found firms in the 
sector are more likely to have a sustainability 
lead looking after environmental issues (39% of 
firms do, versus an overall average of 29%).

Perhaps unsurprisingly, given the necessity 
of heating, lighting and packaging, it ranked 
highest in terms of firms being focused on 
reducing waste and increasing energy efficiency 
in the next five years.

Sustainabilty is creating new roles and responsibilities to drive strategic initiatives

Sustainability lead

Chief Sustainability Officer (CSO)

Director of Sustainability

Environmental Policy Manager

Don't know 

Hospitality and leisure
Overall

Chapter 4: Hospitality and Leisure



The view from Barclays

With our research revealing that an above-
average number of firms in the hospitality 
and leisure sector have already realised 
commercial benefits from improving their 
environmental activities – and with the sector 
most likely to cite financial performance 
as extremely important – it’s no surprise 
the sector is making good progress on 
environmental issues. 

However, with most firms expecting more 
environmental rules in the future – and a below 
average number of firms prepared – there is a 
need to retain the existing focus.

It’s also interesting to note that, despite the 
sector’s overall focus on driving environmental 
sustainability, the view of some firms remains 
that investment in this area will hinder rather 
than help their financials. 

Of those that said it is not important to them, 
the most common reason cited was the 
negative impact on finances (38% versus 34% 
overall); followed by it not being a business 
priority (62% versus 60%).

Mike Saul
Head of Hospitality and 
Leisure, Barclays

Sector insight

Tony Story CEO at Kingsmill Hotels 
explains:

“We used the time [we were 
closed for lockdown] wisely 
to tackle environmental 
work, including solar panel 
installation, putting in 
electronic car-charging 
points, installing anti-Covid 
measures throughout our 
premises, and expanding our 
outdoor areas, because we 
knew they would be first to 
open up.”

| 19 | Next pagePrevious
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Firms in the manufacturing sector are using 
the potential for greater financial performance, 
increased sales and reduced operational 
costs as drivers for greater environmental 
sustainability.

This was evidenced by a number of findings 
from our survey.

A vast majority of manufacturing firms – 93% 
– cited financial performance as extremely 
important (versus 88% overall), with no firms 
saying it is not very important. 

Furthermore, a far higher proportion of 
manufacturing firms said they intend to invest 
in environmental areas for commercial reasons 
over the next five years (46% compared with 
just 20% overall).

80% of firms said they had already seen 
commercial benefits from implementing 
environmentally responsible programmes, 
compared with just 64% overall, while a 
stand-out 37% of firms said they had achieved 
reduced operational costs (compared with just 
27% overall).

Eyes on the prize
Enhanced performance fuels manufacturers’ environmental drive

46%

18%

20%

28%

14%

8%

3%

24%

23%

20%

Manufacturing

Retail/wholesale

Transport & Distribution

Technology, Media and Telecommunications

Professional services

Hospitality/leisure

Business services

Public sector

Charity / Third sector

Total

Commercial factors will be the key driver for investing more in sustainability in the next five years

Chapter 5: Manufacturing
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Meanwhile, 79% admitted commercial factors 
drive the environmental areas they decide to 
focus on, compared with just 60% overall – 
while almost three-quarters (74%) said that 
increased productivity was an extremely 
important outcome of any future investment  
in environmental efficiency, compared with 
61% overall. 

67% said that increased sales – either through 
new markets or new lines – would need to be 
an outcome of any investment, compared with 
54% overall.

Given their strong focus on the financial 
benefits of environmental programmes, 
it is perhaps unsurprising that a lower-
than-average 38% (versus 54% overall) of 
manufacturers said that better employee 
engagement was an important outcome of 
environmental investment.

While profit over purpose seems to be 
driving the commitment to environmental 
sustainability among manufacturers, work 
remains to be done to bring the sector in line 
with industry-wide buy-in to environmental 
investment. A total of 11% of manufacturing 
firms surveyed said corporate social 
responsibility is not very important, compared 
with an overall average of just 5%.

And, despite the encouraging progress in the 
sector, more than half (54%) of manufacturing 
firms have never published sustainability 
commitments or targets.

A majority of manufacturing firms 
are seeing commercial benefits from 
environmental initiatives

80%  64%
Manufacturing firms Overall

The sector has been slow to publish sustainability 
commitments and targets

Yes – we have published external commitments/targets

Yes – we have published internal commitments/targets

No – we have not published any commitments/targets

20%

16%

23%

54%

20%

49%

Manufacturing firms
Total

"A far higher proportion 
of manufacturing firms 
said they intend to invest 
in environmental areas for 
commercial reasons  
over the next five years (46% 
compared with just 20% overall)."

Chapter 5: Manufacturing



The view from Barclays

It’s encouraging to see that the manufacturing 
sector is invested in and focused on 
environmental initiatives. Even if these 
initiatives are being primarily driven by a desire 
to cut costs – through measures such as 
reducing power usage – and to drive profit, it’s 
positive to see the sector moving in the right 
direction and in line with industry appetite. 

The 59% of firms that said environmental 
sustainability is very important to their 
organisation is almost exactly in line with the 
industry-wide average, while 62% of firms 
said corporate social responsibility is very 
important.

However, as awareness of environmental 
issues continues to grow among the public 
and, as customers and employees increasingly 
look to deal and work with brands that are 
environmentally sound, the sector may wish 
to consider the wider drivers for action – so 
not to risk losing customers and talent. 

Lee Collinson
Manufacturing,  
Transport and Logistics

Sector insight

Birchall Tea built the UK’s first solar-
powered tea factory, with over 460 
solar panels and air source heat pumps 
supplying double the energy the factory 
uses. They’ve since become the first 
tea company in the world to achieve the 
Carbon Neutral International Standard 
and to join the UN's Climate Neutral Now 
initiative.

Birchall Tea has banked with Barclays 
for 45 years. Managing Director Daniel 
Graham says: 

"What we’ve achieved 
wouldn’t have been possible 
without Barclays. They made 
the complex financing needed 
really simple."
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Professional services firms were united around 
the importance of reputation management 
and financial performance, with 100% saying 
reputational management was extremely 
important and 97% ranking financial 
performance in the same way.

As a services sector, professional services 
is largely ancillary to the industries that are 
traditionally heavily exposed to environmental 
concerns. As such, it was perhaps unsurprising 
that they were one of the less likely to view 
compliance with environmental rules and 
regulations as extremely important to their 
business – scoring 12 points below the average 
of 75% for all firms surveyed.

However, the sector was largely in line with 
the pan-industry average for stating that 
environmental sustainability was extremely 
important to their business – 54% compared 
to the average of 61%. And a total of 54% of 
professional services firms said the issue of 
environmental sustainability is of importance to 
their customers, broadly in line with the overall 
average of 58%.

Prepared for change
Professional services stands ready for greater regulation

54% of professional services firms 
said the issue of environmental 
sustainability is of importance to  
their customers.

Just less than two thirds of firms (62%) said 
they expect to see more rules imposed on their 
business in the next five years.

Of the firms in the sector that do believe 
environmental sustainability is important to 
their business, a majority cited demand from 
employees (44% versus 31% overall), positive 
impact on their reputation (79% versus 74%) 
and financial considerations (41% versus 34%) 
as the main drivers.
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34%

41%

32%

40%

24%

23%

21%

25%

38%

50%

32%

42%

79%

74%

44%

31%

The view from Barclays

Given professional services’ firms work is 
traditionally delivered via digital services and with 
little or no manufacturing or transport element,  
it’s perhaps unsurprising that they are not as 
heavily focused on environmental issues.

However, we have seen many firms in this sector 
taking an active role in helping to drive innovation 
and improvements in environmental sustainability 
in a range of other industries. As a sector that 
supports others in their day-to-day business, 
professional services firms have a key role  
to play in helping their clients adapt to the 
changing climate.

As awareness of such issues rises and as customer 
and client expectations and desires for proactive 
action increases, so professional services firms 
will need to enhance their awareness of and 
investment in environmental sustainability.

Should greater regulation come, however, the 
sector does appear to have appetite to respond 
– with a far higher-than-average 79% of firms 
(versus 73% overall) saying they are prepared for 
an increase in environmental rules in the next  
five years.

James Morrison
Head of Professional 
Services, Barclays
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Financial considerations  
(e.g. reducing our costs)

Demand from customers

Demand from investors  
and/or shareholders

Demand from employees

Demand from other stakeholders 

Need to comply with existing 
regulations

Helps to set us apart  
from competitors

Positive impact upon  
our reputation

Why is environmental sustainability very important to your organisation?

Professional services
Overall

Chapter 6: Professional services
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Public sector organisations are the most likely 
among those we surveyed to say that they 
have a sustainability strategy in place, and they 
are also the most likely to have published their 
sustainability commitments externally.

89% of public sector businesses say that 
environmental sustainability is either extremely 
important or important to their organisation. 
Depending on which part of the broad sector 
you are in, there will be differing priorities. 
However, there is a definite trend towards 
businesses in the public sector believing that 
regulations around the environment are both 
positive for their organisations and likely to 
increase in the next five years.

Of those that said environmental sustainability 
is of extreme importance to their organisation, 
more firms than the overall average cited 
demand from employees and needing to 
comply with regulations.

Performing under pressure
Public sector leads the way forward in sustainable strategies

Do environmental regulations have a positive 
or negative impact on your business?

190190

Positive effect

190190

52% Public sector
43% Average

11% Public sector
17% Average

Negative effect
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The view from Barclays

Our experience of public sector organisations is 
that they are under significant pressure to rise to 
the challenge of sustainability, but the source of 
that pressure depends on the type  
of organisation.

Local authorities are key to delivering the 
government’s environmental commitments,  
and it is interesting to note that they are at 
different stages of delivering on this agenda.  
As government policy continues to evolve,  
expect to see sustainability strategies become 
more clearly defined. 

In higher and further education, students are  
the ‘shareholders’ and they are driving significant 
levels of engagement throughout every level 
of the organisation – from teaching staff to the 
finance office. We have worked on a number of 
sustainability-linked loans for universities such 
as Bournemouth University, and recently led the 
sector’s first Sustainability Bond for University 
College London.

Nicki Thomson
Head of Public Sector, 
Barclays

There are clear priorities for public sector 
organisations, with around three-quarters 
saying that increasing recycling, reducing waste 
and increasing energy efficiency are extremely 
important to them. Reducing polluting 
emissions is still a top priority for over half, but 
reducing water use is seen as a lower priority for 
the sector.

Somewhat understandably, given their focus on 
delivering public services rather than profit, this 
sector was the least likely of all those surveyed 
to be focused on financial performance – just 
68% cited this as extremely important versus 
the overall average of 88%. That was the lowest 
of any sector by far.

Almost one in five (18%) of our respondents in 
this sector said they were aiming to be net zero 
by 2030.

Social housing providers, meanwhile, are going 
to be key in helping the UK achieve its net zero 
targets, with an estimated 15% of emissions 
from housing. We are looking forward to working 
with clients, through initiatives such as the 
Sustainability Reporting Standard for Social 
Housing, to support innovation in this area, which 
will ultimately help the sector to pay for the cost 
of getting to net zero.

Chapter 7: Public sector
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The vast proportion of retail and wholesale 
firms view compliance with environmental rules 
and regulations as extremely important to their 
business – the second highest of all sectors at 
81% (versus an overall average of 75%).

In a sector in which firms’ reputations can be 
quickly damaged by failure to comply with 
customer expectations, an above-average 
63% (versus 58% overall) of firms said 
the issue of environmental sustainability 
is extremely important to their clients/
customers. More than half (53% versus 41% 
overall) said it’s extremely important to their 
suppliers. In addition, 50% (versus 46% overall) 
said environmental sustainability is extremely 
important to investors and stakeholders – 
those with a vested interest in protecting the 
brand’s reputation.

As a result of these pressures, the proportion 
of retail and wholesale brands that said 
environmental issues are important to their 
business was exactly in line with the industry-
wide average – at 61%.

 

Consumer demand drives action
Compliance and reputational concerns put sustainability front and centre

86%

74%

74%

81%

69%

63%

75%

61%

80%

79%

Transport & Distribution

Retail/wholesale

Manufacturing

Charity / Third sector

Hospitality/leisure

Public sector

Technology, Media and Telecommunications

Professional services

Business services

Total

Compliance with environmental regulations is extremely important across the Retail sector

Chapter 8: Retail and wholesale
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However, while the sector is clearly focused 
on driving environmental sustainability, there 
remains a need to continue to evolve amid an 
expectation of heightened regulations on the 
horizon. Over the next five years, a higher-
than-average 83% of firms in the sector (versus 
an average of 71%) expect to be subjected to 
greater regulation in this area.

As part of ongoing measures to become 
increasingly environmentally sustainable, firms 
in the sector ranked the highest when it came 
to appetite for recycling – 80% (versus 69% 
overall) said increasing recycling is extremely 
important to them in the next five years.

The view that the environmental driver 
among retail and wholesale firms is meeting 
the expectations of customers was further 
enhanced by the fact that, of firms that said 
it is not important, a higher-than-average 
proportion cited the reason as being a lack of 
demand from their customers.

Do you expect your organisation will be 
subject to more environmental rules in the 
next five years?

83%  71%
Yes

Retail and  
wholesale firms

Overall

As part of ongoing measures to 
become increasingly environmentally 
sustainable, firms in the retail and 
wholesale sector ranked the highest 
when it came to appetite for recycling.
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The view from Barclays

While the retail and wholesale sector views 
environmental sustainability as integral to its 
future success, there is a need for firms in the 
sector to keep the pedal to the floor and to 
continue to invest for environmental success 
– not least with more than four-fifths of firms 
expecting greater regulation in the next five 
years.

Our research also found that a below-average 
16% of firms, versus an average of 19% 
across sectors, feel they currently go beyond 
the regulatory rules that apply to them. 
Furthermore, 19% of firms in the sector said 
they are ‘not very prepared’ to meet the 
challenge in the next five years.

These results will be of some concern, 
given the strong awareness in the sector 
of the impact any shortcomings can have 
on companies’ reputations among their 
customers and suppliers.

Sector insight

Barclays is supporting Joules’ growth 
with a financing arrangement that’s tied 
to ESG and sustainability measures. This 
reflects Joules’ strong commitment to 
operating responsibly and sustainably. 
Sustainability – and ESG (environmental, 
social and governance) – are central to 
Joules’ strategy. Jones says: 

“A very important part of what 
we do is that we do the right 
thing – and that includes how 
we behave and not just what 
we sell. We have a purpose 
that is more than just driving 
growth. We want to be a force 
for good.” 
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Karen Johnson
Head of Retail and Wholesale, 
Barclays
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Taking the long view
The UK’s technology sector is starting to see the world through a sustainable lens

With a higher-than-average percentage of firms 
in the technology, media and telecoms (TMT) 
sector citing reputational management as 
extremely important to their business, it’s clear 
that firms in the industry are beginning to see 
that environmental damage is as great a threat 
to their business as other sectors.

TMT firms’ focus on environmental 
sustainability issues is almost exactly in line 
with the overall average. Of the 59% that said 
environmental sustainability was extremely 
important to their business, the most common 
driver was the need to comply with regulations 
– rather than concerns around reputational 
damage or the impact on their financials.

In line with this finding, a higher-than-average 
proportion of firms in the sector also said 
environmental sustainability was most 
important to their stakeholders/shareholders 
(50% versus 46% overall) and suppliers  
(41% versus 41% overall). 

Chart shows percentages who answered 
“extremely important” to the question: “how 
important, if at all, do you think environmental 
sustainability is to each of the following groups?”

A below-average 52% (versus 58% overall) 
said it is extremely important to their 
customers. However, a much higher-than-
average percentage of firms in the sector did 
acknowledge that the greatest risk to their 
business of climate change was the impact  
it will have on the communities they operate  
in (38% versus 27% overall).

This appears to suggest that while firms in  
the sector are aware of the potential long-term 
impacts on their customer-base, they do not 
consider it an imminent threat to  
their operations.

Our research also found that, while 55% of firms 
expect to see slightly more environmental rules 
in the next five years, a below-average 62% of 
firms (versus an overall average of 73%) said 
they are prepared for the changes.

Investors / shareholders

Clients/customers

Suppliers

Drivers for environmental action

Technology, media and telecoms
Overall

46%

60%50%

52%

58%

41%

41%
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The view from Barclays

While the technology, media and telecoms 
sector shows great awareness of the potential 
impact of environmental issues on the 
communities it serves, it doesn’t yet see that 
threat having an immediate impact on its 
profits. 

Perhaps due to the nature of their services, 
firms in the sector are also far less focused 
on increasing recycling and reducing waste in 
the coming five years. More than half (55%) of 
firms in the sector currently do not have a net-
zero emissions target.

However, environmental issues pose a threat 
to all sectors and it is clear technology, media 
and telecoms firms are at risk should issues 
such as climate change impact the customers 
they serve – meaning this is an issue they need 
to get to grips with now.

Unsurprisingly, firms in the sector see the 
most important activity for them at present 
as being improving energy efficiency – which 
may be a good place to start to increase their 
investment.

Iain Bain 
Head of Technology,  
Media and Telecoms

Sector insight:

[Google snippet here along lines of…]

Google were the first major corporate 
in the world to go carbon neutral back 
in 2007, and since then they have taken 
steps to offset their historical carbon 
footprint back to when they were 
founded in 1998. They are now aiming to 
run on completely carbon-free energy – 
utilising energy storage when renewable 
energy is plentiful and storing it for use 
when it isn’t – by 2030.

They have recently announced plans 
to partly tie executive bonuses to ESG 
goals from 2022, embedding a culture 
that is part of the organisation’s DNA 
into its remuneration policies.
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On the right track
Transport and distribution firms lead the way

Given the raft of legislative measures being 
introduced to reduce carbon emissions over 
the coming years, it’s no surprise that the 
transport and distribution sector is among the 
most environmentally aware and most active 
when it comes to environmental issues.

Transport and distribution firms already face 
a raft of environmental rules and regulations 
– from restrictions in low-emissions zones 
to reporting on greenhouse emissions. In 
2019, the transport sector accounted for 
27% of total UK greenhouse gas emissions. 
That finding prompted the launch of the 
government’s Transport Decarbonisation 
Plan, due to publish imminently, which sets 
out new guidance for managing the sector’s 
environmental impact.

Given these developments, it’s unsurprising 
that compliance with environmental rules and 
regulations was cited as being as extremely 
important by 86% of transport and distribution 
businesses – the highest level of all business 
surveyed and 11 percentage points above the 
overall average (75%).

86%

74%

74%

81%

69%

63%

75%

61%

80%

79%

Transport & Distribution

Retail/wholesale

Manufacturing

Charity / Third sector

Hospitality/leisure

Public sector

Technology, Media and Telecommunications

Professional services

Business services

Total

“Compliance with environmental rules and regulations is extremely important to my organisation”
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The sector was also the second highest in 
terms of firms stating that environmental 
sustainability is of extreme importance – with 
65% of firms stating it to be the case versus an 
overall average of 61%. The sector is behind 
only the charity and third sector in  
that area.

Transport and distribution firms also ranked 
the highest across all sectors when stating 
their perceived importance of environmental 
sustainability across the wider industry they 
operate in – suggesting there is considerable 
awareness across the sector of the need 
to continue investing in environmental 
sustainability. A total of 63% of firms said it 
was extremely important to the wider industry, 
compared with a 51% average across all 
sectors.

Firms in the sector were most likely to say 
that the reason environmental sustainability 
is important to them is because of demand 
from customers (48%); the need to comply 
with regulations (52%) and the desire to have 
a positive impact on their reputation (82%, 
compared with an industry average of 74%). 

Only 10% of businesses in the sector said  
they don’t see any business risks relating to 
climate change.

The view from Barclays

Lee Collinson 
Head of Manufacturing, 
Transport and Logistics 

While the transport and distribution sector 
has understandably made great progress with 
environmental actions, it’s also encouraging 
to see the sector continuing to invest for the 
future. Our research found that the sector 
was the joint highest for firms stating they are 
focused on increasing energy efficiency in the 
next five years – 86% said it was extremely 
important versus a 74% average – suggesting 
the industry understands it will need to make a 
further impact going forward.

That’s an important finding because, while 
the government’s commitment to net-zero 
by 2050 may seem a long way off, there’s a 
general acceptance that to get there, the key 
years for implementation and action will be 
between now and 2030.

The transport and distribution sector has 
grasped that, and is a great example for other 
industries investing in environmental action.

63% vs 51%
Transport and  
distribution

All sectors

Environmental sustainability extremely 
important to the wider industry

The reason environmental sustainability is 
important to Transport and distribution:

Desire to have a positive impact  
on their reputation 

82%
The need to comply with regulations

52%
Demand from customers 

48%

Chapter 10: Transport and distribution
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To find out more about how Barclays can support 
your business, please call 0800 015 42 42* or visit 
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Please consider the environment before printing this report.
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