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In 2018, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
released a special report on ways to limit global warming to 1.5°C, 
stating the need to reach global “net zero” emissions by 2050. 
As a result, many organizations around the world have either 
initiated or stepped up their carbon reduction commitments 
to take action to achieve this goal. But committing to reach net 
zero emissions and understanding how to undertake that effort 
are two very different things. This paper explores the options 
available for addressing Scope 1, 2, and 3 emissions, and  
provides guidance on actions that companies can take to get 
started immediately.

What is “net zero” and why is it important?
Historically, a pledge to become “net zero” has meant that a 
company was committing to minimize its greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions, and then further balance any remaining emissions 
by taking action to reduce GHG emissions outside of its direct 
footprint. However, the definition of a net zero pledge is evolving 
to mean that an organization will meet a very specific set of 
emissions reduction commitments, including reaching net 
zero by 2050 at the latest. Additionally, the terms “net zero” and 
“carbon neutral” have often been used interchangeably, though 
that has also started to shift with the two terms now taking on 
more distinct meanings. For the purposes of this article, the 
specific definitions here are less important, since regardless of 
the terminology or a company’s stated goal, the common thread 
is a focus on taking immediate action to reduce Scope 1, 2, and 3 
emissions.

Conversations around carbon neutrality and net zero have been 
active over the last decade, but they ramped up after the release 

of the IPCC report. The report made crystal clear that we, as a 
society, are running out of time to take meaningful action on 
global climate change. We haven’t been making the progress 
we need to to address climate change, and the climate has been 
changing faster than we expected it would. The combination of 
these two factors means that it’s past time to get very serious 
about taking climate action.

The IPCC report also highlighted businesses’ impact, and called 
on private actors to take climate action. Since the report was 
published, a number of NGO-led conversations have sought 
to better align corporate sustainability commitments with 
the emissions trajectories outlined in the report. Under these 
frameworks, a net zero target would likely go beyond purely 
netting carbon footprint emissions and also assess whether 
actions contribute to achieving global net zero.
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Reducing as much as possible, as soon as possible
When organizations decide to make emissions reduction 
commitments, finding the best path forward can feel uncertain 
for a variety of factors. 

As previously mentioned, the terminology can be confusing — 
while terms like carbon neutral, net zero, and climate neutral are 
often used interchangeably by different groups, some groups 
are proposing new and evolved definitions of these terms. There 
are varying opinions around timing (“By when do we need to get 
there?”), as well as the appropriate actions to take to address 
the remaining emissions that cannot be eliminated, sometimes 
referred to as residual emissions. There are ongoing discussions 
around whether it's better to invest in carbon removal projects, 
such as restoring forests — which do exactly as the name suggests 
and remove carbon from the air — or carbon reduction or 
avoidance projects, such as methane capture at landfills, which 
reduce or avoid carbon emissions. 

While companies are being encouraged to take action today, 
the frameworks and standards to which they would align these 
ambitious commitments are still under development. This 
reality can lead to uncertainty about the best way to proceed. 
Additionally, organizations that have longer-term net zero targets, 
like a 2040 or even 2050 time horizon, may feel a lack of urgency, 
as well as a desire to move more slowly so they can see what new 
technologies may arise during that time frame. 

All of these factors can unfortunately instill a “wait-and-see” 
attitude and inaction in some companies. While this uncertainty 

is understandable, we cannot afford to stand still and take no 
action. Put simply, all organizations need to reduce emissions as 
much as possible, as soon as possible.

Laying the foundation
While having an ambitious emissions reduction goal is a great 
way to get an organization moving in a definitive way, companies 
do not need to wait for a specific corporate emissions reduction 
target before getting started down that path. A specific goal, 
timeline, or target is not needed to make immediate progress on 
reducing your organization’s emissions. There’s plenty of “no 
regrets” work that can be done today, even without executive 
approval. Sustainability teams should look for greenhouse gas 
(GHG) mitigation work that’s within their programmatic charge, 
then act on it. These actions can build some initial successes, 
even small ones, that can be helpful in gaining buy-in with 
important stakeholders, and rallying support to set a corporate 
net zero goal or other emissions reduction targets later on. Often, 
executives are more likely to support setting explicit climate goals 
when there is already a proven track record of success.
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Net zero ambitions require a comprehensive view 
across emissions sources

The first step for any organization pursuing net zero is to obtain 
a comprehensive view across all of its emission sources. It’s 
fairly common for organizations to begin by tackling their 
Scope 2 emissions, since for many companies determining 
how to address their Scope 1 and Scope 3 emissions is a bigger 
source of uncertainty.

ADDRESSING SCOPE 2 EMISSIONS

The workflow depicted above is a good rule of thumb to follow 
when addressing Scope 2 emissions. While this paper will not 
cover each individual phase in the workflow, it will focus on 
some of the most critical steps, beginning with assembling the 
baseline. When a company is ready to begin tackling its Scope 
2 emissions, the initial step must be to assess its full Scope 2 
emissions footprint (usually by using a building management 
system or by installing sub-meters on each electrical circuit). 

After this baseline is in place, the next fundamental step is 
the implementation of energy efficiency (or waste reduction) 
programs. Note that while these first few steps are essential 
for any net zero program, they can often take a bit longer than 
expected, so patience and persistence is key.

When organizations reach the point of assessing their 
renewable energy options, good news awaits: there is a full suite 
of renewable options available to address electricity emissions, 
many of which are cost neutral or even cost-saving. There is 
always at least one, if not several, renewable strategies that 
make sense for every organization. The graphic below illustrates 
the wide range of options available to address Scope 2 
emissions, which vary from less complex to implement (lighter 
boxes) to more complex and time consuming to implement 
(progressively darker boxes).
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ADDRESSING SCOPE 1 EMISSIONS

The workflow for addressing Scope 1 emissions is quite similar 
to the process for Scope 2. As with Scope 2, the first step is 
to assemble the baseline. To begin to address their Scope 1 
emissions, companies need to compile a comprehensive list of 
their Scope 1 emission sources, categorized by site or type — 
this can seem tedious, but it is a critically important step. Note 
that this is different from compiling a greenhouse gas inventory, 
since the GHG inventory often has sources grouped together 
(though a company’s GHG inventory can be used to inform 
the deeper baseline and reduction options work). In order to 
successfully address Scope 1 emissions, organizations need an 
item-by-item equipment inventory of their emission sources. 

Here’s a quick example of a Scope 1 baseline assessment to 
make the point more concrete. If a company owns vehicles, it 
would begin by compiling a complete vehicle inventory with 
every make and model, the vehicle’s age, replacement schedule, 

depreciation, and fuel cost. Even if the “fleet” is just a dozen 
vehicles, this information is critical for calculating an accurate 
Scope 1 baseline, and is also necessary if there are any future 
plans to transition to an electrified fleet. 

If addressing Scope 1 emissions is a new program for a company, 
it can be especially useful to start with a small, low-risk project, 
such as fleet vehicles, for several reasons:

• These projects are a good way to build internal relationships 
with operations, finance, legal, and upper management teams, 
and help educate these internal partners that the company is 
doing these types of emissions reduction projects. 

• These smaller, incremental changes make it easier to get the 
network of internal stakeholders comfortable signing off on 
larger, more complex projects later on.

• Small, low-risk projects send a clear message to the rest of the 
company that there are now initiatives to track — and take 
steps to reduce — emissions sources, which could encourage 
employees throughout the organization to be more attentive to 
reducing emissions in processes that they control. 

• These stakeholders will also be more familiar with the larger 
project and, likely, more willing to help when it’s time to collect 
additional emissions data later in the process.

Fleet electrification is becoming more cost effective 
and is similar to onsite solar in that while it’s a small 
part of the overall solution, it’s also a strong visible 
demonstration of intent and early success on the path 
to net zero. It also provides a great storytelling tool.

Scope 1 emissions: Direct emissions from the onsite 
activities of an organization, such as natural gas 
heating, use of vehicles, and co-generation plants
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During a Scope 1 baseline assessment, one of the most 
important pieces of information to capture is replacement 
data for each piece of equipment — when will it age out? As 
companies embark on this journey to address their Scope 1 
emissions, it’s critical to not allow future investment in fossil 
fuel-based infrastructure, thus it’s important to know specific 
dates for those turnover points.

As with the Scope 2 workflow, the next phase of a Scope 1 project 
involves the establishment of energy efficiency programs. Many 
companies already have efforts underway here, so it’s important 
to inventory existing programs and compile wish lists from 
there. Sources to capture in a Scope 1 energy audit include 
natural gas, refrigerants, and onsite fuel storage. 

Although Scope 1 projects are generally smaller and more 
diffuse than larger profile Scope 2 projects, and don’t lend 
themselves to exciting PR opportunities or glamorous photos 
in the same way as rooftop solar or new wind farms might, they 
play a crucial role in the road to net zero. Scope 1 emissions will 
also become a larger share of an organization’s overall emissions 
profile as the company makes more progress addressing its 
Scope 2 emissions — another reason why Scope 1 emissions 
cannot be ignored. 

ADDRESSING SCOPE 3 EMISSIONS

A Scope 3 program workflow is slightly different than Scopes 
1 and 2, but it still kicks off with the gathering of data and 
a screening analysis. Since Scope 3 can be intimidatingly 

large, a screening analysis helps organizations look at all of 
the categories of their Scope 3 emissions and decide which 
ones are most relevant for their specific business. There are 
some free tools for this analysis, such as the one provided by 
the Greenhouse Gas Protocol, and companies can also do more 
direct estimates for categories like employee commuting and 
business travel. Note that these tools require information like 
spend data to be input, which can sometimes take awhile to 
acquire and also might be sensitive, so timelines should be 
planned accordingly.

When an organization commits to taking action to reach net 
zero emissions, it can take up to one to two years to complete 
this foundational, data gathering work. Champions of a net 
zero program will need to acquire a lot of information in this 
foundational phase, thus building strong cross-functional 
relationships will be critical to helping obtain the information 
they need. 

The next section of the paper will go deeper into the actions 
a company can take, and the options available, to begin 
addressing emissions immediately.
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How to Reduce Emissions Today

When embarking on a net zero initiative, most companies 
begin with the most cost effective options, which is logical. 
However, “cost effective” can mean different things to different 
companies. For example, for Scope 2, some organizations might 
need a solution to be cost-neutral or better. For others, they 
might be committed to buying renewable energy and are just 
looking for the most cost effective option to make that happen. 

The most important thing for all companies to realize is that 
across Scopes 1, 2, and 3, there are cost effective strategies 
available today. Additionally, costs change fairly rapidly in this 
space so it is worthwhile to monitor. One case in point regarding 
transportation decarbonization: it was niche and expensive to 
use electric vehicles just five years ago, yet now, electric vehicles 
can be less expensive than the equivalent internal combustion 
engine in an increasing number of places. 

Another important point to remember: just because an initiative 
is small, it does not mean it is too small to matter (particularly 
for Scope 1 programs). In fact, small initiatives are often easier 
to get done. As previously discussed, building small successes 
can be a highly effective way to ramp up a net zero program.

A DEEPER DIVE INTO SCOPE 3 EMISSIONS

The graphic at the right outlines many of the actions that 
companies can take today to pursue net zero emissions. Because 
we’ve already discussed Scope 1 and 2 options in a bit of detail, 
we’re going to focus on diving deeper into Scope 3 emissions.
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When companies tackle their Scope 3 emissions, they’re 
essentially working to reduce emissions from their value chain, 
which means working to help other companies take action. The 
big question becomes: What is the most effective way to do this?

One common approach is for an organization to pick a large 
swath of its supply chain (ex: Top 100 suppliers), and engage 
with them to request changes to reduce their own emissions. 
Another approach is for companies to identify specific actions 
most of their suppliers can take then ask those suppliers to do 
so. 3Degrees refers to this as acting at the intersection of relevance 
and opportunity. Relevance is a GHG Protocol term, and their 
Scope 3 guidance includes some helpful criteria for organizations 
to identify which Scope 3 emissions are most relevant to their 
specific business and, therefore, most important to address. 

It’s important for companies to keep in mind that many of their 
suppliers don’t have a lot of freedom to take action — often 
meaning a lack of budget — because a lot of costs have already 
been wrung out of their system. These suppliers are not always 
willing or able to incur extra costs in terms of changing their 
business processes or procuring renewable energy, for example. 
In this case, another route to success is to identify a specific 
area — such as a region/location or a business process — where 
change will be cost effective for the supplier. This now presents a 
good opportunity for the supplier to take action, and they have no 
real reason not to do what they’re being asked to do. 

This is one of the most crucial jobs for anyone managing 
a corporate net zero program: work with your suppliers to 
determine where they can act at the intersection of relevance and 
opportunity.

It’s easy for management or corporate PR teams to request a 
Scope 3 strategy that will result in the ability to make public 
claims such as “X many companies in our supply chain are 
moving to 100% renewable energy or have a zero carbon goal.” 
This approach can become a struggle, because the reality is that 
suppliers often have operations in places where it is not easy to 
support renewable energy. A more influential strategy is to do the 
place-based solution approach. Companies should look for the 
locations where they can achieve results with reasonable effort in 
a reasonable time.
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REMAINING SCOPE 3 EMISSIONS

Even companies that do an excellent job working with suppliers 
to reduce their emissions will still have some amount of 
remaining emissions that they cannot reduce. There’s a healthy 
debate about acceptable levels of residual emissions and the 
most impactful ways to address them. In conversations to align 
net zero corporate goals with the needs of the 2018 IPCC report, 
there’s an increasing focus on carbon removal projects. By 
2050 at the latest, residual emissions on a global scale must be 
balanced by carbon removals, such as reforestation and carbon 
capture. Many of these projects are not currently cost effective, 
or even commercialized and available at scale. By shifting net 
zero targets to focus on global emissions, important investments 
can be made today to expedite development of carbon removal 
projects and technologies. Early adopters — forward-thinking 
companies that have aggressive climate goals and are able to 
make these investments — will play a critical role in accelerating 
the commercialization of new carbon removal technologies.

At the same time, for companies that set annual targets to net 
out emissions there is value in maintaining a broader view of the 
kinds of offset projects that can be used. These companies may 
choose to support carbon removal projects, but may not be able 
to rely exclusively on these new technologies in the near-term, 

particularly as they are still in the process of aggressively reducing 
their residual emissions. Many areas of our global economy 
require significant investments today in order to dramatically 
reduce global emissions. 3Degrees works with many companies 
to invest in verified emissions reduction projects, as well as 
develop new offset projects that make sense for their business. 
By prioritizing emissions reduction projects with direct ties to 
their business or industry — such as those that are directly within 
their supply chain or that have a geographic relevance, or another 
connection to their business or community — organizations can 
take action today to accelerate the global transition to net zero. 

Moving Forward
While there may be differing perspectives or debates on the 
pathways that organizations can take to achieve net zero, two 
things are not debatable:

• There is an urgent need to take climate action today. 
• No matter the size of the company, or budget, there are 

solutions available to every organization — and no action is too 
small to matter.

For information on how to get started on a net zero program, or 
help evaluating the range of available strategies and determining 
which ones make sense for your organization, please contact us. 
We’d be happy to help.

235 Montgomery Street, Suite 320
San Francisco, CA  94104

3DEGREES .COM

+1 415 321 7654
INFO@3DEGREES.COM

3Degrees makes it possible for businesses and their customers to take urgent 
action on climate change. As a certified B Corporation, we provide renewable 
energy, transportation decarbonization, and emission reduction solutions to 
Fortune 500 companies, utilities, and other organizations around the globe. 

Learn more at 3degrees.com.
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