SUSTAINABILITY
BENCHMARKING:
MEASURING UP

A free web-based service is making it easier
for companies to get to grips with
sustainability benchmarking. Firms are
benefiting by finding out how they measure
up to best practice and gaining a valuable
management tool.

Sustainability is rapidly moving up the information. Participants receive an individual

business agenda with the introduction of benchmarking report, showing how they

stricter regulations and mounting pressure for compare with other companies in their sector.

responsible behaviour from customers and The report provides a basis for sustainability

investors. Now a new web-based performance management, and follow-up

benchmarking service is making it quicker and advice is available on how to use the data in

easier for companies to find out how their managing performance.

performance compares to best practice and

how to improve their results. Results show that economic benefits are just
as valuable to firms taking part as the ability

Supported by the Sustainable Technologies to demonstrate their corporate social

Initiative, the PERFORM project has been responsibility (CSR).

designed to help firms that are looking for a

reliable, quantitative assessment of their ‘This project makes it clear that benchmarking

environmental, social and economic of sustainability performance is not simply

performance. It provides participants with a about your company’s relationships with

free assessment of their sustainability stakeholders,’ says Ms Hertin. ‘It also makes

performance and advice on how to integrate good business sense — you will save money,

this information into management processes. find out where you stand relative to your
competitors and identify your own weaknesses

‘Our free Servi ce makes |t ‘Many companies still expect_sustainability gnd strengths. Benchmarking !s good for
. benchmarking to be a complicated and internal management in addition to the
simp le and easy for probably expensive process but the PERFORM external messages it sends to customers,
fl rms in key sectors Of project shows that need not be the case,’ says regulators and NGOs.’

project co-ordinator Julia Hertin. ‘Our free

industry to f| nd out hOW service makes it simple and easy for firms in The PERFORM project is being conducted by
key sectors of industry to find out how their SPRU - Science and Technology Policy

the Ir sustain ab | I Ity sustainability performance compares with best Research at the University of Sussex - in
pe rfo rmance com pares practice. It makes the benefits clear and collaboration with the Centre for Research in
. . y concrete.’ Innovation Management at the University of
with best pl‘aCtlce . Brighton and the RSA Environment Forum.
Available to firms in Britain and other Researchers have collected data on 330
European countries online at companies and production sites spanning the
www.sustainability-performance.org, the period 2000-2003, with more to come.

service has been developed in close
consultation with industry and is endorsed by ‘We have had a very positive response from

leading trade associations — the Engineering companies taking part,’ says Ms Hertin. ‘We
Employers’ Federation, Paper Federation of found very good data in four sectors —

Great Britain, Society of Motor Manufacturers electricity, motor vehicles, water services and
and Traders, Construction Products paper - although some of the other sectors
Association, British Plastics Federation, Brick still have a culture of keeping social and
Development Association and British Glass. It environmental information confidential.
covers 14 key sectors — aggregates, aluminium, Future policy initiatives could have a role to
cement, ceramics, electricity, glass, motor encourage a wider diffusion of good reporting
vehicles, paper, plaster, plastics, printing, steel, practices in those sectors.’

timber and water.
The Sustainable Technologies Initiative made

All that firms have to do is to enter key it possible to launch the PERFORM project.
performance indicators online (confidentially The STl is a major programme to improve the
if preferred) for comparison with an online sustainability of UK businesses, seeking new
database of environmental, social and business ways to achieve economic growth and
L
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employment while safeguarding the

environment and conserving natural resources.

STI funding for the project was provided by the
DTI through its LINK programme, in
partnership with the Engineering and Physical
Sciences Research Council, Biffaward and the
Engineering Employers’ Federation.

Stephen Timms MP, DTI Minister for CSR,
highlighted the role of the PERFORM project at
the launch. ‘Companies need to know how they
compare to best practice and PERFORM aims to
address this need,’ he said.

‘We have been very well supported by the DTI
through the STI LINK programme, and that has
been very important to the success of the
project,’ says Ms Hertin. ‘We are now exploring
options for continued funding either through
a consortium with UK trade associations or with
European support.’

‘Benchmarking of Additional project information

sustainability and background
performance is not

sim p |y about your What is meant by sustainability performance?
relationshi ps with Sustainability performance measures the

environmental, social and economic
performance of a company.

stakeholders. It also
makes good business
sense.’

Why is there growing demand for reliable
information?

Civil society, customers and investors
increasingly expect businesses to demonstrate
that they behave in a responsible way. More
and more companies recognise that good data
and sound indicators can help them to manage
social and environmental issues effectively.

Contacts:

Julia Hertin, Research Fellow
PERFORM Project

SPRU - Science and Technology Policy
Research at the University of Sussex
Tel: 01273 678653

Email: j.hertin@sussex.ac.uk

Why is there a need for benchmarking?

Quantitative information about sustainability
performance is now published by many
businesses but little data is available to compare
individual company performance. Businesses
need to know how their performance compares
with best practice in order to make the
technological and management choices that
will make their products and processes more
sustainable.

Website:
www.sustainability-performance.org
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What period is covered by the database?

Information has been collected for three years,
starting in 2000. Collection of data for 2003
began in the spring of 2004.

How can information remain confidential?

All firms are encouraged to provide data publicly.
However, they can opt to keep all data
confidential in accordance with the project’s
confidentiality policy, or all data relating to
individual production sites.

How is performance measured?

A set of 30 performance indicators that apply
throughout industry are used, together with a
small number that are specific to each sector.
They cover the following areas:

Environmental performance

- Air emissions

- Water emissions

- Energy and resource input |
- Waste

- Environmental management

Social responsibility performance
- Employment

- Health and safety

- Training and education

- Equal opportunities

- Community

Economic performance
- Turnover

- Profit

- Return on capital

- Labour productivity

How were the performance indicators developed?

The set of standardised indicators was developed
through a process of review and consultation.
All indicators are based on sustainability
reporting guidelines (e.g. Global Reporting
Initiative, government reporting guidelines),
existing reporting obligations (e.g. climate
change levy, packaging regulation and
legislation for pollution prevention and control)
or on measures developed by sector
organisations (e.g. Water UK, Construction
Products Association).
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