UK C-suite leaders' confidence in Scope 3 emissions masks underinvestment and decarbonisation slowdown
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A recent study by Argon & Co indicates that a significant majority of UK C-suite leaders—76%—express confidence in their ability to meet Scope 3 emissions regulatory requirements. This confidence, however, contrasts sharply with the reality of investment in necessary technologies and tools, with only 37% of these leaders asserting that their organisations are making sufficient financial commitments in this area.
Judith Richardson, head of sustainability at Argon & Co UK, highlights a potential disconnect between leaders' optimistic outlook and the practical challenges of reducing Scope 3 emissions. “The complexity of meeting these standards and the lack of investment suggests some over-optimism,” she noted. The nuance of tracking and reducing Scope 3 emissions requires unprecedented visibility across supply chains—a requirement that many businesses are apparently unprepared to meet. Richardson urges that the ongoing changes in regulations, particularly those around Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) and the EU Taxonomy, add layers of uncertainty. This shifting landscape is prompting businesses to rethink their approaches dramatically.
As sustainable practices evolve, firms may be facing diminishing returns from traditional strategies such as energy reduction and operational efficiencies. Current pressures in global trade further necessitate a transformation in supply chain models, moving from linear to more circular approaches. This shift offers a critical opportunity for organisations to integrate sustainability from the ground up, potentially reaping long-term benefits. “If we are ripping up the rule book, we should be writing new rules with sustainability at the centre,” Richardson argues, signalling a decisive moment for businesses to embed transparency and resilience into their operations.
Complementing these insights, findings from the C-Suite Barometer 2023 by Mazars reveal that more than a third of UK executives prioritise the transformation of their IT and technological frameworks in the next three to five years. This transformation is not merely a response to growing regulatory frameworks but also an acknowledgment of the critical role of data quality in effective sustainability reporting, a concern echoed by 53% of respondents. While 75% of UK organisations produce sustainability reports, only 37% feel fully prepared for emerging ESG requirements.
The groundwork for these discussions also highlights broader systemic challenges. A report from Bain & Company and CDP has illustrated that the pace of decarbonisation among UK businesses has slowed significantly, with reductions in Scope 3 emissions plummeting from 8% to merely 2% per year. Such a trajectory poses serious risks of falling short of Paris Agreement targets if not addressed promptly.
Furthermore, addressing Scope 3 emissions—often the most complex due to their indirect nature—requires more than just isolated efforts from sustainability teams; it calls for holistic buy-in from all C-suite members. Research indicates that only 15% of corporations disclosing through CDP have set upstream Scope 3 targets, underscoring a gap that necessitates cross-departmental collaboration.
With the current climate highlighting the importance of sustainable practices, the rub lies in the ability of companies to adapt swiftly and effectively. This discussion is not merely about compliance but about redefining competitive advantage in an evolving marketplace. If leaders can bridge the existing investment gap and cultivate a culture of shared responsibility towards sustainability, they can position their organisations as leaders in a responsible and sustainable business landscape.
As companies navigate these transitions, their direction will ultimately define their legacy in the pursuit of sustainability—where success is measured not just in financial terms, but in the integrity of their operations and the health of the environment that sustains them.
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