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What We'll Cover

Persistent Data Challenges

Why ESG work consistently faces the same problems

Infrastructure Focus

Thinking beyond collection toward sustainable systems

Three-Layer Model

A practical tool for integrated reporting

Starting Small

Making meaningful improvements incrementally



Sustainability's Data Trap

Request Data

Chasing stakeholders for files

Clean Data

Fixing formats and errors

Reconcile

Making inconsistent sources match

Report

Creating required outputs

Most teams don't struggle from lack of commitment. They spend 60-80% of time handling broken data flows.



The Hidden Cost of Fragile Data Systems

Systems

Strategic Time Lost

Hours diverted from planning to data wrangling

Communication Delays

Reporting deadlines pushed back

Regulatory Agility

Difficulty adapting to new frameworks

Cross-Function Friction

Frustration from unclear roles and responsibilities

These challenges don't just waste time—they compromise insight and stall 

stall momentum.



The Wrong Questions

Old Mindset

• Where is the data?

• Who has the file?

• When is the deadline?

New Approach

• How does data flow?

• What systems connect?

• Where can we automate?

Most sustainability teams have been trained to chase files and respond 

respond to deadlines. But to build systems that last, we need to start 

start asking different questions.



Familiar Example: Energy Data

Common Problems

• PDF bills with no digital data

• Legacy Metering - One meter serving 

serving multiple buildings or tenants

tenants• Manual data entry prone to errors

• No standardized tracking system

Resulting Challenges

• Time wasted on data collection

• Difficulty comparing across sites

• Limited ability to track progress

• Delayed insights for decision-making

System Needs

• Digital data capture

• Consistent structure

• Automated processing

• Accessible reporting interface

Energy data is everywhere — and yet often surprisingly hard to use. This example shows how common formats and flows 
create unnecessary friction.



Example: Refrigerants & 

Fugitive Emissions

Cooling systems are a common blind spot for Scope 1 emissions.

Formatting Issues

Charges reported as total kilograms or refill events — no unit-
level tracking or breakdown by gas type

Access Issues

Data sits with outsourced maintenance providers; shared only 
during annual audits or on request

Ownership

Emissions responsibility is split — building owner may not 
operate system or manage records

Timing

Maintenance logs are irregular and retrospective; no real-
time tracking or prevention triggers

This is not a reporting problem — it's a system design challenge 
challenge that must be addressed proactively.



What This Means for Reporting

Data Collection Period

Lengthy manual process with 

multiple follow-ups

Data Processing

Manual consolidation with 

inconsistent formats

Analysis

Limited time for meaningful insights

Reporting

Reactive, manual exercise — and insights come too late to drive change.



Why Transferability Breaks Down Across Standards

Standard Data Format Frequency Structure

GRI Narrative + Metrics Annual Policy-oriented

GHG Protocol Activity Data Continuous Calculation-based

CSRD Mixed Annual Compliance-focused

ISSB Financial Quarterly Investor-oriented

CDP Questionnaire Annual Rating-focused

Reporting frameworks like GRI and the GHG Protocol ask different questions — and if the data isn't built for reuse, every new standard adds 

more work.



From Data Work to Data Systems

To move beyond reactive reporting, we need to rethink how 

data flows — not just who holds it.

A resilient data system is:

 Aligned with how data is generated

 Flexible enough for multiple uses

 Stable even when staff or formats change



Introducing the Three-Layer Model

Access

How the data flows to your team

ex. API, Excel export, manual email

Structure

How the data is formatted or tagged

ex. Units, categories, file format

Source

Where the data is created

ex. Smart meter, invoice, ERP system

This model helps you diagnose why a dataset is hard to use — and where to focus your improvement efforts.



Case Walkthrough: Hotel Energy Data

Layer Detail

Source Utility bills held by building managers

Structure Scanned PDFs, no tagging, no meter breakdown

Access Sent by email; different formats, no archive

Let's apply the model to a real-world example — energy data across a hotel group.

Bottom Line: A high-volume dataset becomes unreliable without digital structure and consistent access.



Scope 3: A System Stress Test

Complex Networks

Data flows across organizational 

boundaries

Format Variations

Inconsistent data structures 

from different sources

Manual Coordination

Reliance on human intervention 

for data transfer

Limited Control

Reduced influence over external 

external data systems

Scope 3 emissions require working across systems — and often across companies. That makes internal alignment even more critical.

more critical.

• Data often sits with suppliers or external teams

• Formats and frequency vary dramatically

• Access often requires manual coordination

• Each layer (source, structure, access) is less controlled



Scope 3 Case Walkthrough: Business Travel (Category 6)

Source

• HR (bookings) and Finance 

(reimbursements)

• Data originates in separate departments 

with different priorities and systems.

Structure

• Vendor names vs. total costs, no 

emission factors

• Financial data lacks environmental 

context needed for emissions 

calculations.

Access

• Uncoordinated exports on different 

schedules

• Inconsistent timing and formats make 

make data collection labor-

intensive.

intensive.

Travel is a common activity, but data often lives in silos — which makes estimating emissions harder than expected.

Bottom Line: Even internally, disconnected workflows create data gaps.



Scope 3 Case: Purchased Goods

$10M
Annual Spend

Total procurement budget

1,000+
Suppliers

Diverse vendor network

?
Emissions Impact

Unknown without structured data

data

Procurement data often exists — but not in the format needed for emissions or 

emissions or circularity reporting.

Layer Detail

Source Procurement systems, supplier 

invoices

Structure Total spend only, no units or materials

Access Periodic finance exports, not 

emissions-ready

Takeaway: Spend ≠ emissions. Without structure, even large datasets are low-value.



Scope 3 Case: Waste
Waste logs are common, but rarely structured to support emissions, circularity, or certification.

Layer Detail

Source Facility logs or vendor reports

Structure Volume per bin, not per material or method

Access Monthly PDF uploads, varied formats

Takeaway: What you track (bins) ≠ what you need (material + disposal method).



System Accountability Enables 

Enables Decision-Making

Today, most systems don't show who changed what or when.

• No audit trail = no confidence in data-driven decisions

• Teams can't trace updates or identify data owners

• Strong systems include traceability, roles, and version control

• Accountability is what transforms data from reporting to real insight.



What Happens Without System Alignment

Alignment
Repetitive Work

Teams repeat the same tasks each year, unable to build on previous efforts

Declining Efficiency

Reporting gets slower, not faster, as requirements increase

Eroding Trust

Estimates vary and lose credibility with stakeholders

Strategic Neglect

Planning gets deprioritized as teams focus on data firefighting

Without system alignment, sustainability work becomes reactive — 

focused on cleanup instead of insight.

focused on 



What "Good" Looks Like

Modular Design

Can add new metrics without disruption

Transparent

Systems designed to evolve and improve with each reporting cycle

Shared Ownership

Cross-functional collaboration with clear roles and responsibilities

Durable

Resilient to staff or system turnover

Interoperable

Works across standards (GRI, ISSB, CSRD)

You don't need perfect systems — just systems that are built to improve over time.



Closing Message

"The quality of your reporting, planning, and insights depends on the quality of 

quality of your data system."

• Start by mapping one data stream.

• Strengthen one layer.

• That's where infrastructure begins.
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