Committing to
carbon transparency
Building consumer understanding and co-operation
to create change

Executive
summary
–

The UK government’s 10-point plan is vital in creating
a decarbonised economy. However, ensuring the UK
hits its 2050 target for net zero carbon will also require
consumers to act as agents of change in their
own right.

–

Most UK consumers (82%) find it difficult to understand
their carbon footprint. However, almost two thirds
(63%) believe that with greater transparency they would
be willing to shift their habits towards lowering it.

–

When it comes to transparency, the majority of British
consumers (81%) would support the concept of ‘carbon
footprint labelling’ on services and goods.

–

The British public appear to appreciate the reality that
some services will cost more if they are to become more
environmentally friendly, with 3 in 5 happy to pay more,
and 40% willing to pay 5% or more extra.

–

As demand shifts, the supporting infrastructure that we
all rely on will need to also adapt to meet the needs of a
changing society. In particular, the growing demand for
electric vehicles and an increase in consumers selling
electricity back to the grid will require new thinking.
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Committing to
carbon transparency
in the UK

→ David Maunder
Technical Leader – Future Energy, Europe and Middle East

So much has been said of the climate
change debate recently. Be it major
government initiatives, corporates
announcing carbon reduction targets or
even television documentaries outlining
the growing emergency in the natural
world, rarely a day passes where we do
not hear more about the scale of the
climate challenges we face.
The British government has now set out
an ambitious plan to lead the United
Kingdom towards a net zero carbon
future by 2050. The investments outlined
are sizeable and badly needed. The
development of hydrogen, carbon
capture and investment into domestic
energy efficiency and electric vehicles
will pave the way for us to dramatically
reduce our environmental impact.
The next step in this process now needs
to be a significant change in the way in
which we – collectively as a society –

provide and use energy in our homes,
in our industry, or to move both people
and goods around.

peak times and rapid investment in
new greener technologies have seen
phenomenal progress in many areas.

But how do we make change happen?
The truth is that it requires the
involvement of all of us. One way or
another, each and every one of us
needs to be part of this shift because,
ultimately, it is demand that will help
drive industry transformation.

However, a huge amount more needs
to be done if we are to achieve the
legally binding 2050 target for bringing
greenhouse gas emissions to net zero. It
is not as simple as generating only, say,
green electricity. We need extremely
efficient energy systems with assets that
are fully optimised to meet the needs of
a changing world. This will be driven by
ambitious policies such as the 10-point
plan, by technology innovation, by new
commercial models, and – crucially – by
consumers as agents for change.

It is for precisely this reason that we
have conducted this study to analyse
the level of consumer understanding
as to the impact of personal habits and
lifestyle choices on the environment. As
with any shift in behaviour, the first step
is always knowing where to begin.
At an industry level great strides have
been made. The shift towards cleaner
energy sources, increased efficiency
of assets, consuming less during

This represents a top-to-bottom
transformation in our energy system. The
way we all live our lives could well be the
determining factor in how quickly we
are able to make a real difference to our
planet’s future.

“It is not as simple as generating
only, say, green electricity. We
need extremely efficient energy
systems with assets that are
fully optimised to meet the
needs of a changing world.”
> David Maunder

Technical Leader – Future Energy, Europe and Middle East

The case
for greater
consumer
transparency
When it comes to enacting positive change, a timehonoured strategy is to drive behaviour through increasing
transparency. Greater consumer understanding of the
environmental impact of their personal consumption will
improve competition and accelerate change.
Without doubt, consumers are active participants in
our mission to reach net zero. Affording the wider public
more transparency as to the environmental impact of
their lifestyles will empower them to make better, greener
choices. This, in turn, as the potential to drive demand for
services and products with a lower carbon footprint, create
new markets, reshape existing ones and propel industry
towards swifter change.
Another critical aspect is that of consumer confidence.
Many businesses and industries are investing large amounts
in their efforts to achieve net zero. While the Companies
Act requires listed businesses to annually disclose their
environmental performance, details of this rarely leave
the pages of the annual report. Extending this concept to
consumers could also be a way of businesses showcasing
their progress over time.

60%

of UK consumers want to know more
about the efforts businesses are making
to lessen their environmental impact

59%

of UK consumers would
choose lower carbon options
if informed about their overall
consumption

81%

of UK consumers support the concept
of carbon footprint labelling

Carbon labelling
Our research demonstrates that one mechanism for effectively achieving this
could be though carbon footprint labelling, a concept broadly supported by four
out of five British consumers.
Similar to calorie labelling on food and drink products, an estimate as to the
approximate carbon impact of a particular service – such as a journey on public
transport or a month’s energy or water consumption – could feature on the ticket
or bill.
How exactly this estimate is calculated would need to be properly determined.
It could merely address the ‘direct’ carbon footprint impact of a service, for
example the electricity we use in our home. Or it could focus on the broader
‘indirect’ impact, including all the processes involved in getting the electricity
transmitted to our homes in the first place.
Due to the complexity of manufacturing processes, supply chains and reporting
processes, such an approach would be better suited to industries where there is a
clearer relationship between a product or service and its carbon impact, such as
the water, public transport or energy sectors.

*

The areas
where
carbon
labelling is
most desired:

It would also be
important to
ensure estimates
are accurate
enough for people
to understand the
impact on their
carbon footprint
but not so precise
as to create an
additional burden on
businesses
All in all, it is fair to say that carbon
accounting has been the subject of a
long-standing debate, mainly due to its
complexity. But, to tackle the challenge
of climate change we cannot shy away
from the complexity by ignoring it. We
are at that point where this genuinely
matters to the future of our environment.

56% 42%
Energy bills

Travel tickets

48% 33%
Water bills

Broadband & streaming services

Balancing the cost of change
Lower-carbon does not always mean higher cost.
Indeed, we have seen significant success in the
renewable electricity generation sector. Here, there
have been huge reductions in the cost of generating
electricity from, say, offshore wind or solar farms
recently, as economies of scale and technology
innovation kicks in.

only

24%

Nevertheless, lowering the carbon impact of the
services we use is likely to come at an additional
cost, particularly as new low-carbon systems and
technologies get used for the first time.

believe businesses are
transparent enough when
it comes to their carbon
footrpint

Encouragingly for
business, a clear
willingness exists
when it comes to
contributing to the
cost of greener
services and
products.

although

59%

want to know about the
progress businesses are making
in lowering the impact of their
services and goods

Most of the public say they are willing to pay more,
and 40 percent state they would pay more than an
additional 5 percent for the benefits lower-carbon
products and services will bring.

60%
of consumers would pay
more for environmentally
friendly products and
services

Would not pay more
Would pay up to 5%
Would pay over 5%
Unsure

Transparency
and the energy
sector
Energy networks are under greater
pressure than ever experienced before.
Upgrading ageing infrastructure and
investing in new technologies while
simultaneously driving down customer
bills is a monumental challenge.
There have been efforts made in the
energy sector to inform consumers
and provide transparency about their
energy consumption, largely in the
form of smart metering. However, this
approach has not necessarily triggered
a significant impact on overall usage
and peak consumption spikes. Despite
smart metering having been around for
nearly a decade, our research shows
that UK customers currently don’t seem
to have a clear grasp of their domestic
consumption and its carbon impact.
However, it is also clear that consumers
are willing to be part of change. They
want more transparency and would be
willing to adapt their behaviour to reduce
carbon emissions.
A concept such as carbon labelling on
monthly bills could both inform people
about their consumption and make
clear recommendations about lessening

<50%

are aware of the fuels that are used to
provide electricity to their home

+60%

would avoid peak electricity times
if they knew which times had a
lesser impact on the environment

their impact on the environment, such
as greener times of day to consume
electricity.
Widespread behavioural change will
inevitably require energy systems to
keep up with what we all envisage to
be an increasingly environmentally
conscious world with greener
technologies.
Systems change
The government’s 10-point plan focused
strongly on the production of cleaner
energy sources such as offshore wind,
hydrogen and nuclear.
However, it is not purely about power
generation. The energy sector will also
need to respond with infrastructure
capable of accommodating green
technology and that encourages energy
to be used in a more dynamic way.
The increasing use of electric vehicles
and greater number of customers
selling energy back to the grid will
require new thinking. This includes the
amount of charging points, supporting
infrastructure and batteries needed to
make this a reality.

Pairing data insight
with behavioural
modelling means
we can better
understand who,
where and how
energy will be
demanded, thus
allowing for better
decision making
on investment
decisions and
creating a more
responsive network.
On top of this, distributors could also
look to better use demand side control
to create a more dynamic system.
Here, consumption is simultaneously
responded to and controlled with
customers encouraged to reduce or
increase demand through incentives and
transparency over the environmental
impact of consuming energy at different
times of day.

Transparency
and the water
sector

water to supply the needs of the
growing UK population, and delivering
a constantly excellent service to
customers at a price that they can afford.
Although essential, water infrastructure
is largely invisible. Few people realise
what it takes to treat and deliver drinking
water every day or how wastewater is
cleaned so that it can be safely reused or
returned to the environment.

Reducing consumption

Achieving net zero is one of the water
sector’s most pressing issues and one
which has been met with enthusiasm
by utility companies. In fact, such is the
desire in the industry that the sector has
ambitiously set a net zero target of 2030.
As a regulated sector, providing carbon
footprint transparency to consumers
within the water industry would serve
a different purpose, given the inability
of most residential customers to switch
providers. Here, the goal would be to use
information about the carbon footprint
of metered water consumption with a
view to encouraging the environmentally
conscious public to further minimise
waste.
Improving customer understanding
Besides delivering net zero, the water
industry is simultaneously grappling with
other aspects of the climate challenge,
such as ensuring that there is enough

only

22%

have a reasonable understanding
of the carbon footprint of their
water consumption

60%

27%

28%

Consumers would
like to better
understand their
water bills
Carbon footprint reduction targets of
this company
My personal carbon footprint generated
by using the service/ product
Carbon footprint improvements the
company has made year on year

Greater visibility
as to the carbon
footprint impact of
the water consumed
could act as a
vehicle to highlight
what goes into
producing water and
taking away waste.
This in turn could help focus people’s
minds on the broader value of the water
they use and the service they receive
from their supplier.

Transparency
and the transport
sector
66%

47%

33%
28%

Consumers would
like to better
understand
travel tickets
Carbon footprint
reduction targets
of this company

Carbon footprint
savings compared
to other providers/
alternative options

Carbon footprint
improvements
the company has
made year on year

My personal carbon
footprint generated
by using the service/
product

56%
71%

Quite rightly, the transport sector has
been identified by the government as an
area that requires additional investment
if we are to significantly reduce
greenhouse emissions. Investing in
zero-emission public transport, ‘jet zero’
and making cycling and walking more
attractive ways to travel will undoubtedly
make a huge difference. However,
delivering these objectives could take
some time.

be navigated by transport operators
alone – the sector is highly complex. It
needs greater investment and policy
makers to take action.

In the interim, providing the public with
more information as to the potential
impact of their travel patterns is a
necessary component in encouraging
more sustainable choices. Greater
investment and improvements in our
transport infrastructure are also required.
This will allow consumers greater options
in their mode of travel and enable them
to make more contentious choices that
account for carbon impact.

While consumers will think first and
foremost of their personal travel, indirect
travel demand that drives the HGV
sector needs more consideration. This is
increasingly the case, as the COVID-19
pandemic has seen deliveries rise
substantially in response to a growing
preference for online retail.

More importantly, however, is the need
to equip travellers with more knowledge
about the reality of the task ahead for
the sector. The road to net zero cannot

shop online
at least once
a week

of shoppers
are age 25-50

The impact of online retail
One particular area that requires greater
attention is the movement of goods. The
proportion of emissions produced by
heavy goods vehicles and vans is one of
the biggest concerns for the sector.

The big barrier, however, is the lack of
alternative options. Retailers already
offer ‘greener’ delivery slots, but more
needs to be done and we ultimately
need to rethink how goods can be
moved more sustainably.
While it may come at an extra cost, as we
have seen, most consumers would be
willing to pay more for more sustainable
products and services, with 40% of
those who would do so willing to pay
over 5 percent more.

Movement patterns
need to be better
understood. This will
ensure decisions
are based on
consumer behaviour
rather than asset
performance,
driving better return
and resilience.
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Survey
The survey was conducted among 1002 UK consumers. The interviews were
conducted online by Sapio Research in October 2020 using an email invitation
and an online survey. Results of any sample are subject to sampling variation.
The magnitude of the variation is measurable and is affected by the number of
interviews and the level of the percentages expressing the results.
In this particular study, the chances are 95 in 100 that a survey result does not
vary, plus or minus, by more than 3.1 percentage points from the result that
would be obtained if interviews had been conducted with all persons in the
universe represented by the sample.

About
GHD

GHD recognises and understands the world is constantly changing. We are
committed to solving the world’s biggest challenges in the areas of water,
energy and urbanisation.
We are a global professional services company that leads through engineering,
construction and architectural expertise. Our forward-looking, innovative
approaches connect and sustain communities around the world. Delivering
extraordinary social and economic outcomes, we are focused on building lasting
relationships with our partners and clients.
Established in 1928, we remain wholly owned by our people. We are 10,000+ diverse
and skilled individuals connected by over 200 offices, across five continents – Asia,
Australia, Europe, North and South America, and the Pacific region.
We have long recognised the need to shift to a more sustainable energy landscape,
where renewables play a larger role and emissions-intensive industries move to a
decarbonised future. Future Energy is GHD’s commitment to the energy transition;
a promise to bring everything we have – expert people, global perspectives and
diverse experience – to this urgent need for change.

Discover more about our commitment to Future Energy
at ghd.com/futureenergy
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