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Abstract
One of the biggest challenges currently presented to organisations worldwide is their ability
to identify and sustainably manage greenhouse gas emissions. ‘Carbon management’, as it is
referred to, is the process of understanding how and where an organisation’s activities
generate emissions, and extends beyond meeting regulation requirements to being
strategically utilised within businesses for social licensing, financial planning and corporate
decision-making. The aim of this research is to analyse, discuss and critically assess the
fundamental carbon management efforts of the Adecco Group, one of the world’s leading
human resource (HR) service providers and temporary staffing firms. The significance of this
study provides an interesting case of corporate climate policy, as while the direct
environmental impact of HR firm’s activities may be much less than businesses within other
sectors (such as industrial/mining/minerals), their indirect exposure to climate-related risks
through their clients is still notable. Being a desktop study, information and emissions
statistics were obtained through the collection and comparison of publicly-available
sustainability reports from other global leading HR service providers, including Randstad,
Manpower Group and Recruit. Interpretation of results found that for FY2019, the Adecco
Group’s global activities accounted for 153,228 tonnes of CO2 emissions (or equivalent); 37%
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Scope 1, 21% Scope 2, and 45% Scope 3. The three main emission-generating activities
included fuel combustion from vehicles (Scope 1), purchasing electricity for heating and
cooling (Scope 2), and business travel (such as aviation) (Scope 3). Motivated by the goal of
being an “environmental steward” and “safeguarding the planet for future generations”, as
of 2019 the firm has begun integrating emissions-reduction incentives to target these
activities, such as down-sizing and decarbonising their vehicle fleet, purchasing low-carbon
alternatives for electricity, promoting video conferencing to minimise business travel and
purchasing offsets. A critical evaluation of the Adecco Group’s environmental performance
with its peers however find’s its actions fall short of this claim – with larger groups such as
Recruit taking initiative and already achieving carbon neutrality, and the Adecco Group
ranking second worst in terms of emissions intensity. In conclusion, in order to be considered
an environmental leader within its sector, the Adecco Group must not only modify its own
practices, but also be vigilant in promoting environmental stewardship to its clients. To
maximise their impact in a sustainable manner, it is recommended that a portion of the
Adecco Group’s future profits be delegated to accelerate their environmental initiatives on a
global scale, as well as transitioning to 100% renewable electricity for heating and cooling
their facilities as soon as possible.
Keywords
Carbon management; climate change; human resources; sustainable development; carbon
dioxide; greenhouse gases; green human resource management

1. Introduction
Global climate change is one of the greatest and most complex challenges humanity has ever
faced. The critical need to attenuate the output of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions is recognised as
the key response required to prevent irreversible harm to not only the environment, but also to
human health and global economies [1, 2]. Despite atmospheric warming being first demonstrated
in the mid-19th century, and climate change recognised as a threat since the mid-20th century,
momentum from within the public and private sectors to tackle the climate crisis only recently
increased following the release of the 2015 Paris Agreement [3, 4]. To ensure governments fulfil
their pledge of ‘pursuing efforts to limit global warming to 1.5℃’, the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC) has outlined the minimum actions required for a 50% chance of achieving
this outcome by 2050 [5]:
⮚ Cut global CO2 emissions by 45% by 2030 [5];
⮚ Bring global CO2 emissions to net zero by 2050 [5];
⮚ Significantly reduce emissions of other GHGs (such as methane, nitrous oxide, water vapour
and chlorofluorocarbons) [5].
Outlined in the IPCC’s Sixth Assessment Report, these outcomes can only be achieved if
policymakers actively coordinate the environmental performance of the organisations within their
countries, necessitating the practice of global ‘corporate carbon management’ [6].
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From a business perspective, carbon management is concerned with identifying how and where
internal activities generate GHGs’ so that appropriate actions can be taken to minimise these
emissions in an ongoing and financially sustainable way [7]. Alongside combatting climate change,
there are several business drivers that make carbon management an important practice for
companies to conduct; including mitigating future business risks, saving costs and meeting
stakeholder demand (see Table 1) [7]. A recent study from Zakari et al. [8] found that there is a
positive relationship between sustainable financial development and energy efficiency; indicating
carbon management can be utilised as a strategic financial driver for business improvement [8].
Table 1 Business Drivers of Carbon Management.
Business Driver

Cost Saving

Reduce Risks

Reputation

Competitive
Advantage

Stakeholder Value

Description
Carbon emissions are inherently related to a business’s
electricity consumption, raw materials usage and waste
disposal; all of which have an operational cost. By minimising
their carbon footprint, an organisation is likely to find
opportunities to reduce their operational costs.
By managing their carbon footprint, an organisation could
identify and mitigate enterprise risks before they affect the
business; including compliance, regulatory, financial,
operational or reputational risk.
A company’s corporate environmental reputation (CER)
affects both the interest it obtains from investors, as well as
the social license to operate (SLO) from the general public. A
strong CER and public perception are strategically beneficial
to a business’s performance and engagement with its
stakeholders.
In completing carbon management procedures, a company
is investing money to understand all current or future risks it
may face; including environmental accidents, fines/noncompliance penalties, regulatory requirements, incentives,
future sectoral standards and/or legislation. Enhanced
competitive advantage is seen through reputational benefits,
public image, segmentation and long-term cost savings.
Governments, NGOs, investors, clients and employees all
have certain environmental management expectations for
companies they have an interest or stake in. A study
conducted by Unilever found that more than 50% of
consumers would prefer to buy from companies
demonstrating environmental stewardship. Furthermore,
investor initiatives such as Climate Action 100+ have been
developed to encourage companies to improve their carbon
management to maintain or attract investor support.

Ref.

[7]

[7]

[7,
9]

[7,
10]

[7]
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Innovation

Employee Morale

Environmental challenges present immense untapped
market opportunities, and disruptive intra-company
innovation focussed on carbon management could optimise
business operations, improve process efficiency and
contribute to revenue.
Staff engagement is an important metric all business’s wish
to maximise, as it improves efficiency and employee
retention. Studies have found that working for an
environmentally-friendly company is more rewarding and
important to employees than working for a financially
successful one.

[7,
11]

[7,
12]

Recognising the plethora of benefits for managing their environmental impact, pledges to reach
‘net-zero’ emissions have been appearing more frequently since the inception of the Paris
Agreement in 2015, ranging from private investors’ portfolio targets to government’s economic
development plans [5]. As of 2021, it is estimated that at least two-thirds of the global economy
(including one fifth of the world’s 2000 largest public companies) have committed to net-zero
emissions; the majority also with interim targets, published carbon management plans and specific
reporting mechanisms [5]. According to Zahoor et al. [13], this mass adoption of pledges has
observed a strategic shift diverging away from carbon-intensive assets, and into mobilising capital
for low carbon energy transitions chattel [13].
1.1 Motivation
Coupled with the challenge of physically abating carbon emissions at a global scale, is also the
task of assigning responsibility and taking accountability for environmental harm. Nowadays, one of
the major points of debate is not just the identification of major sources of emissions, but also where
they originate from, which economic sectors are involved, and who to lay blame [14]. Unfortunately,
while this method may be effective at motivating some larger corporate bodies to change, if this
arduous task is followed too closely, it can potentially undermine the fact that environmental
responsibility is a universal obligation that requires action from corporations of all sizes [14, 15]. No
single country or corporation can confront the global challenge of growing CO2 emissions, therefore
a cumulative effort at a global level is obligatory in addressing environmental problems [16].
The purpose and core focus of this research paper is to perform a rigorous critique of the practical
carbon management strategies currently deployed by leading human resource companies, and the
methods being used to decarbonise their activities. Human resource firms provide an interesting
case of carbon management, as while their operations typically only govern human sustainability,
social and financial value for stakeholders at all levels can be generated by managing environmental
opportunities and risks. Furthermore, as worldwide environmental policies begin to undergo
significant paradigm shifts, HR companies must now demonstrate environmental stewardship and
also reflect it within the companies they service; acting as a lynchpin of sustainability in an
organisation [17, 18]. Whether the role reflects communicating employee concerns, reviewing
working policies or adapting to environmental change, HR firms must now not only manage their
own footprint, but also their client’s.
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The case study presented in this report focuses on how the Adecco Group, a leading multinational HR services provider, is estimating its greenhouse gas emissions and taking the necessary
steps to reduce its environmental impact. Additionally, the implications of how HR firms can
decarbonise their operations extends beyond the scope of their specific industry, and can be applied
to the whole of the white-collar sector.
1.2 Overview of the Firm
The Adecco Group, founded 1996 and based in Zürich, Switzerland, is a leading talent advisory
conglomerate, workforce solutions company, and the second largest human resources provider in
the world [19, 20]. A Fortune Global 500 company 1 , The Adecco Group employ over 30,000
permanent staff in 60 different countries; servicing more than 100,000 clients across a broad range
of sectors2 through their 9 subsidiary brands3 [21, 22]. The direct service lines that the Adecco Group
provides include temporary staffing of associates, permanent placement, career transition
assistance, outsourcing and consulting, and talent development (i.e., training, upskilling and
reskilling) [22]. Despite having offices across the globe, 59% of the Adecco Group’s business is
conducted within Europe, with the remainder predominantly in Northern America (17%), Japan (8%)
and Asia (2%) [22].
Financially, the Adecco Group generated €19.6 bn of revenue and turned over €3.8 bn in profit
for FY2020; slightly down from €4.5 bn and €4.4 bn profits in FY2019 and FY2018 respectively [22,
23]. The majority (~84%) of the company’s revenue is generated from placing associates with
organisations on a temporary basis, currently estimating that 600,000 of its associates are on
temporary assignment on any given day [22].
While The Adecco Group’s day-to-day operations do not directly rely on or exploit the
environment (such as a mining/minerals company or industrial processing organisation), the risks
associated with climate change may have a significant effect on Adecco’s clients, thus potentially
affect Adecco’s business model [24, 25]. To mitigate the future impacts of climate change, HR
companies must be vigilant in promoting and maintaining environmental stewardship for their
clients, as well as meeting the complex and evolving needs of stakeholders in a dynamic ecological
environment [24, 26].
1.3 Pledges
The Adecco Group consider “environmental stewardship an integral part of their purpose as an
organisation”, and believe they can play a key role in facilitating the transition to a low-carbon, more
circular economy through their core business [22, 27]. Conscious of the impact their operations can
have on the environment and their exposure climate-related risks and opportunities, the Adecco
Group have pledged to becoming a completely carbon-neutral organisation by 2030 [22]. To
substantiate this, in 2020 the Adecco Group announced a carbon emissions reduction target of 50%
by 2030, both in terms of absolute emissions as well as intensity [22]. The reduction target focusses
on minimising Scope 1 and 2 emissions while offsetting the remainder, taking their 2018 year as the
base-line emissions [22]. While ambitious, the reduction target was set in-line with the methodology
1

Ranked #445 of 500 as of 2019.
Including office, finance, legal, industrial and technical.
3
Adecco, Adia, Badenoch and Clark, General Assembly, Hired, LLH, Modis, Pontoon and Spring Professional.
2
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of the Science-Based Targets initiative (SBTi), a framework which outlines the decarbonisation
required to limit global warming increase to 1.5℃ above pre-industrial levels [27]. The Adecco
Group is one of 1753 companies worldwide currently committed to reducing emissions utilising the
SBTi framework [28].
Alongside fighting climate change, the key motivation behind the Adecco Group’s pledge for
carbon neutrality is to mitigate corporate climate-related risks, and on a lesser extent, take
advantage of future transitional opportunities. With legislation and environmental policies
undergoing continual review, the Adecco Group predict the increased possibility of carbon pricing
schemes being introduced; resulting in increased operational costs for their businesses [27]. By
attenuating their carbon emissions, the Adecco Group recognise that now is the perfect time to
mitigate climate-driven economic risk at an incremental pace [27]. Furthermore, adherence to
stakeholder’s demands mitigates the risks of investors withdrawing funds, employee dissatisfaction,
losing clients or obtaining a poor reputation [27].
Acknowledging the significant transformation that many of their clients will need to undergo as
the ecological environment changes, the Adecco Group have begun to deliver a wide variety of
services intending to educate and upskill the labour market [22, 27]. The increased desire for
companies to operate sustainably serves as a contemporary, untapped opportunity for the Adecco
Group to support their clients while also expanding their products and services [27].
1.4 State of the Art
Due to the inherent nature of their work, human-resource and staffing firms can be broadly
categorised as ‘white-collar jobs’ – grouped with other service industry professions such as law,
accounting, consulting or finance firms. By default, these corporations do not directly rely-on or
exploit the environment to generate revenue or growth, and as such possess a carbon footprint that
dwarves in size in comparison to other industries. Due to this, many employees in this sector expect
their employer to reduce emissions to net zero, and according to a 2021 study from Deloitte, just
over a third of employers are perceived as already operating on a low emissions basis, if not already
expected [29]. However, implementing efficient and targeted environmental regulations without
imposing excessive constraints in a liberal economy is a huge challenge – and innovative solutions
must be promoted at all levels of the corporate hierarchy [29].
At present, some of the most effective decarbonisation methods being implemented by service
employers include:
• Subsidising the cost of public transport for employees to promote lower-emissions
commute/business travel [29, 30],
• Sourcing electricity from lower-carbon alternatives to increase office energy efficiency (such
as renewables) [29],
• Upgrading office infrastructure to more environmentally-friendly lighting, refrigeration and
air-conditioning [29],
• Substituting canteen or vending-machine food with lower-emissions dishes (e.g., less meat,
avoiding waste) [29, 30],
• Supporting greater use of videoconferencing technology to eliminate business travel and
providing flexible working arrangements [29],
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The Adecco Group, being a highly successful company within the service industry, would possess
very little difficulty in achieving net-zero emissions should it be observed to implement these stateof-the-art decarbonisation methods. The research conducted following this introduction seeks to
critically analyse and quantify the efforts made by this company, and assess whether it is doing
enough to meet (or accelerate) net-zero goals considering its impact and standing.
2. Methodology
In order to critically evaluate the emissions reduction efforts from the Adecco Group and other
leading human resource firms4, a quantitative desktop study was performed which collated and
analysed publicly available data from company reports. Firstly, emissions estimates were obtained
by sourcing numerical values for Scope 1, 2 and 3 emissions from past annual, sustainability and
CDP reports – documents which were accessed through the internet or through company archives.
Additionally, information pertaining decarbonisation roadmaps, savings estimates and other actions
was also sourced in these documents and used to qualitatively appraise the performance of the
company, and how close it is to meeting its environmental pledges/targets.
The appraisal of the emissions reductions of the Adecco Group was assessed in two ways;
through a historical analysis (to observe if the company has improved its sustainability over time),
and also through a comparison of emissions intensity data with other leading HR firms. To ensure a
comprehensive assessment of the Adecco Group’s historical efforts was made, all publicly available
data relevant to absolute emissions, emissions savings and revenue was sourced and analysed over
time. Additionally, to accurately compare the environmental performance of the Adecco Group
against other firms’, the universal metric ‘emissions intensity’ was utilised, which is calculated from
the following equation:
𝐼𝑛𝑡𝑒𝑛𝑠𝑖𝑡𝑦 =

∑𝑛𝑖(𝑡𝐶𝑂2 𝑒)′𝑖,𝑡,𝑦
∑𝑛𝑖($𝑅𝑒𝑣)′𝑖,𝑡,𝑦

(1)

Emissions intensity, as it appears in equation 1, is a YoY measure of the absolute emissions of a
company in tonnes CO2 equivalent (generally the total of Scope 1 + Scope 2) divided by the revenue.
Once data had been collected, analysed and plotted, the results were discussed and conclusions
and recommendations made. Being a case study based on publicly available information, no ethical
considerations were applied.
3. Results
3.1 Emissions Estimates
Due to the nature of the Adecco Group’s core business as a HR solutions provider, emissions
produced from day-to-day operations are a result from consumption of services as opposed to the
production of goods and/or raw materials [27]. Compared to other industry sectors such as
manufacturing, construction or minerals processing, the emissions that the Adecco Group generate
pale in comparison, even at a much smaller scale relative to the size of the organisation [32].

4

Where the term ‘leading HR firms’ is based on 2019 revenue rankings by SIA [31].
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In order to estimate their emissions data for a comparative analysis, the Adecco Group reports
their sustainability in line with the Greenhouse Gas Protocol5, and has followed this framework since
2012 [23]. Where data is unavailable, the Adecco Group utilises emissions models to extrapolate
missing points; ensuring 100% of operations are accounted for [23]. In their most recent Annual
Report [22], the Adecco Group disclosed that their absolute global emissions for 2019 was 153,228
tonnes; down 5.5% from 2017 (161,990 t) and 10% from 2018 (169,847 t). Yearly emissions data
split by scope6 is detailed in Table 2, and trends can be observed in Figure 1 below.
Table 2 The Adecco Group Yearly Emissions Data (2012 - Current) [22, 23].
Emissions (tCO2e)
Scope 1
Scope 2
Scope 3
Total Emissions

2012
51,562
52,372
45,194
149,128

2016
51,647
29,680
64,704
146,031

2017
59,815
33,045
69,130
161,990

2018
64,614
31,663
74,020
169,847

2019
55,716
30,944
66,568
153,228

Figure 1 The Adecco Group Yearly Emissions by Scope (2012 – Current) [22, 23].
Subsequent to analysis, it can be observed that the majority of the Adecco Group’s emissions
tend to source from Scope 3 emissions; which include indirect emissions in the value chain from air
travel, employee/associate vehicles, or from use of sold products and services [22]. A break-down
of Adecco’s emissions by source confirms this, where 48.62% of reportable emissions were a result
of employee/associate personal transport, 30.96% from purchased electricity (conventional or
renewable), 17.58% from business-related travel, and the remainder from in-office emissions (see
Figure 2) [22]. From years 2016 – 2019, Scope 2 emissions have consistently accounted for a fifth of
all absolute emissions (±2%), despite fluctuations in Scope 1 and 3 emissions or reductions overall.
5

A comprehensive global standardised framework to measure and manage greenhouse gas emissions [23].
Scope 1: direct emissions from owned or controlled sources (e.g. business cars, heating via combustion) [22].
Scope 2: indirect emissions from the generation of purchased energy (e.g. electricity, energy for cooling) [22].
Scope 3: other indirect emissions occurring in the value chain (e.g. air travel) [22].
6
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Figure 2 Adecco Group Emissions Split by Source [22].
In comparison to other global leading HR firms such as Randstad (Netherlands), ManpowerGroup
(U.S.) and Recruit (Japan), the Adecco Group’s environmental performance is significantly worse on
an ‘intensity’ basis – i.e. higher tonnes CO2 emissions per $mil revenue (see Table 3 and Figure 3
below) [22, 33-35]. While demonstrating a desire to improve its environmental footprint for
business advantage and to meet stakeholder demands, at 2019 emission intensity estimates, the
Adecco Group ranks second last amongst its biggest competitors (not including Scope 3 emissions).
Table 3 Emissions Data for Leading Global HR Providers [22, 33-35].
2019 Performance Indicator
Revenue ($USbn)
Scope 1 Emissions (tCO2)
Scope 2 Emissions (tCO2)
Scope 3 Emissions (tCO2)
Absolute CO2 Emissions (tCO2)
Scope 1 and 2 Emissions
Intensity (tCO2/$mil)

Adecco Group
(Switzerland)
27.57
55,716
30,944
66,568
153,228

Randstad
(Netherlands)
27.93
68,947
24,141
13,196
106,284

ManpowerGroup
(U.S.)
20.86
21,499
23,955
41,853
87,307

Recruit
(Japan)
21.82
12,607
29,546
892,104
934,257

3.14

3.33

2.18

1.93
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Figure 3 Comparison of Emissions Intensity for Top 4 Global HR Service Providers [22,
33-35].
3.2 Emissions Reductions
Upon a review of the Adecco Group’s reported historical emissions estimates, it was observed
that the organisation was able to lower their total absolute emissions by 16.62 MtCO2 between 2018
and 2019; a reduction of approximately 10% in just one year [22]. With respect to their companywide emissions target of achieving carbon-neutrality by 2030 (see Section 1.3 Pledges), this
significantly exceeded their year-on-year commitment of 4% within the first year of implementation.
As shown in Table 2, while the Adecco Group’s Scope 2 emissions remained relatively constant
between 2018 and 2019 (±2.2%), the largest change was observed within Scope 1 and 3 emissions,
decreasing by 13% (8,898 Mt) and 10% (7,452 Mt) respectively. According to the Adecco Group’s
2020 Annual and CDP Reports, this was principally achieved by the organisation identifying and
targeting three main areas which they believed would have the greatest emissions reduction
potential; reducing business travel and using lower carbon alternatives for transport, decarbonizing
their private car fleet and improving energy efficiency in their facilities [22, 27].
3.2.1 Reduced Business Travel and Decarbonized Car Fleet (Scope 1)
With the COVID-19 pandemic completely transforming how businesses once interacted and
operated with their employees and clients, the Adecco Group have taken the opportunity to shift
away from the conventional model of densely populated office-spaces, and begun to adopt a new
hybrid virtual model [36]. By increasing the deployment of home-offices and encouraging online
video conferences instead of meeting clients face-to-face, greenhouse gas emissions generated by
work-related travel can be minimised with little effect on business outcomes [37]. Furthermore,
unlike other initiatives, this transformation requires minimal expenditure to execute and can
actually save money in the long term, with all short-term costs mostly related to employee training
and setting up new software.
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Since the inception of this initiative in 2018, the Adecco Group have reduced the company’s
private car fleet by 13%, and decreased business-related travel by 11% across all their global
operations; attributed to an overall annual saving of 2136 tonnes of CO2 emissions [22, 27]. Table 4
details specific travel-related emissions programs introduced across a range of their worldwide
offices and estimated annual savings [27]. A comprehensive list of Scope 1 emissions by country can
be seen in Table S1, Additional Material 1.
Table 4 The Adecco Group Scope 1 Emission-Savings Initiatives [27].
Country

Description

New internal mobility procedures limit the amount of
business travel (replaced with video conferencing and
France
utilising trains instead of planes). Pilot-testing of new
carpooling platform reduced car fleet by 15%.
United
Significantly reduced car fleet by 70% and encouraged
Kingdom
the use of conference calls to avoid travelling.
Carpooling in taxi aggregators like “OLA” and “Uber” for
India
business travel, leading to emissions savings of 25%.
Replacement of 79 gasoline cars to hybrid-electric
Spain
vehicles. Annual monetary savings of $18,295 USD.
Total Estimated Scope 1 CO2 Emissions Savings per Year (tCO2e/yr)

Estimated Annual CO2
Savings (tCO2e/yr)
50

2000
50
36
2136

While specific costs associated with reducing/replacing the Adecco Group’s car fleet were not
disclosed (i.e., expenses, investments or loans), payback periods of approximately 1-3 years were
estimated for each initiative [27].
3.2.2 Sustainable Office Spaces (Scope 2)
Another method employed by the Adecco Group to assist with mitigating their carbon emissions
was through purchasing lower-carbon alternatives for electricity generation. Renewable and
alternative electricity produced from wind, solar, biofuel and hydro sources is all sustainable energy
which assists in reducing ecological footprint with minimal economic impact in the long-run [38]. Of
the cumulative 72,833.11 MWh of energy consumed by the company’s global offices in 2019, ~23%
(16,493.42 MWh) was sourced from green electricity 7 in their European offices (see Table S2,
Additional Material 2). The Adecco Group attributes 14% of their total emissions reductions
between 2018 and 2019 to using lower-carbon alternatives for the heating and cooling their
facilities, and based on pricing estimates by IRENA (2020) entails savings of up to $2,144,140 USD
per annum when compared to fossil fuels8 [39].
In unison with purchasing green energy, the Adecco Group also recognised opportunities to
reduce operating costs by upgrading some of their current infrastructure to be more energy efficient.

7

‘Zero-emission electricity’ was purchased from a mix of low-carbon technology types, such as solar PV, concentrated
solar power (CSP), wind, hydro, nuclear and biomass [27].
8
Based on 2020 estimates by IRENA: $0.05/kWh for renewables and $0.18/kWh for fossil fuels [39].
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Actions taken by various global branches, as well as the estimated annual Scope 2 emissions savings,
are summarised in Table 5 below [27].
Table 5 The Adecco Group Scope 2 Emission-Savings Initiatives [27].
Country

Description

The national call centre associated with the Indian branch
moved from an old building to a newer, more energy
India
efficient, climate neutral building. Offices are equipped
with more natural lighting, requiring less energy delegated
to powering artificial lights.
French branches launched a ‘zero waste’ guide through its
France
digital workplaces.
Introduction of technology that automatically shuts down
Argentina
power for certain utilities at night, as well as office
and
equipment that is more energy-efficient (i.e. PCs, printers,
Poland
lighting fixtures, tea room appliances).
Total Estimated Scope 2 CO2 Emissions Savings per Year (tCO2e/yr)

Estimated Annual CO2
Savings (tCO2e/yr)

40

0.5

10
50.5

Similar to their Scope 1 emissions initiatives, payback periods between 1 and 3 years are
estimated for each of the Scope 2 emissions-saving initiatives listed above [27].
3.2.3 Emissions Offset Certificates and Internal Carbon Fee
As a part of their 2018 emissions reduction plan to be a carbon-neutral organisation by 2030, the
Adecco Group disclosed that when 4% year-on-year emissions reductions are not met, remaining
emissions will be offset through the purchase of Renewable Energy Certificates (RECs), Energy
Attribute Certificates (EACs) and/or investments into external emissions reductions projects [22, 27].
Due to their better-than-anticipated environmental performance since the inception of their
emissions reduction plan, the Adecco Group has not yet been required to purchase any offsets to
balance remaining emissions [22]. Should their performance drop in the future, estimated costs for
European ‘green certificates’ vary between 0.3 – 1.0 €/MWh depending on the country of origin
[40].
Another method discussed to incentivise the continuous improvement of the Adecco Group’s
carbon management is the introduction of an internal carbon fee across their branches [27]. Based
on the amount of emissions an individual branch emits in the previous calendar year, costs for
offsetting will be included into that branch’s following yearly budget; prompting a ‘feed-forward’
change in behaviour to drive accountability at the source [27]. Similar strategies from companies
such as Microsoft, Mitsubishi and Ø rsted have been observed in the past, all demonstrating
successful ways of reducing the company’s Scope 2 and 3 emissions [41]. While not formally
implemented yet, the Adecco Group estimate that this would likely become effective as of
2021/2022 [27].
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4. Discussion
For their improved sustainability performance in 2019 and ability to demonstrate emissions
reductions in several areas of their businesses while still facilitating company growth, the Adecco
Group have been recognised and applauded by several organisations as an environmental leader
(see Table 6) [22]. Upon further analysis of the historical emissions data and intra-sector
performance in the results of this study however, it can be established that while the Adecco Group
has begun to make critical decisions and changes geared towards reshaping their approach to
carbon management, the organisation is not prioritising an accelerated transition towards net-zero
operations despite being capable.
Table 6 The Adecco group 2020 environmental performance ratings [22].
The Adecco Group 2020 Ratings and Indices
CDP Climate Change: BEcoVadis: Gold Rating (98th Percentile)
FTSE4Good Index Series (85th Percentile)
MSCI ESG Rating: AA
Sustainalytics: ‘Outperformer’ (95th Percentile)
4.1 Greenwashing
Subsequent to the independent research conducted within this case study, several indicators
revealed that the Adecco Group is not prioritising environmental management as much as it may
report. Formally known as ‘greenwashing’, this involves conveying a false impression or providing
misleading information to deceive stakeholders into believing the company’s products or services
are (more) environmentally friendly than what they actually are [42]. This was particularly evident
in the Adecco Group’s 2020 Annual Report, as while claiming that “environmental stewardship is an
integral part of [their] purpose as an organisation”, and “being committed to playing [their] part for
the planet we live on”, their CDP Climate Ranking only rose from C to B- after implementing their
‘revised plan’, and emissions mainly fell due to decreases in company operations [27, 43]. A review
of historical emissions intensities supports this trend, where years of lower revenues also resulted
in lower emissions (such as 2016) (see Figure 4) [22, 23, 44, 45].
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Figure 4 The Adecco Group Historical Emissions Intensities [22, 23, 44, 45].
Furthermore, while announcing that company-wide Scope 2 emissions are being decreased
through the purchase of low-carbon electricity (see Section 3.2.2), only 6 of the 19 major
countries/regions where the Adecco Group’s offices are based are actually participating in sourcing
greener alternatives [27]. Of the total 72,800 MWh of electricity purchased in 2019, these 6
countries9 only account for ~23% (see Table S2, Additional Material 2). A clear discrepancy or lack
of prioritisation to reduce Scope 2 emissions is evident, as the Adecco Group’s largest electricity
consumer, being their U.S. branches, account for 19% on their own (22,557 MWh), and are 100%
powered through the combustion of fossil fuels [27]. Interestingly, the only countries replacing their
energy source with renewables at this stage are European, which could indicate higher prices or
difficulty of acquiring reliable lower-carbon alternatives in countries still powered by fossil fuels [46].
Claiming to report in-line with the Greenhouse Gas Protocol, when the Adecco Group finds
missing data, it uses simple yet reliable models to extrapolate for 100% of its operations [22].
According to their 2020 CDP Report, for missing scope 1 emissions data, heating consumption is
modelled via calculating heating degree days 10 (HDD) per country and extrapolated to full-time
equivalent [27]. Similarly, missing car-fuel consumption is modelled with the average from previous
years, and scaled for the size of the fleet in each country [27]. As various greenhouse emissions fall
under the umbrella of ‘Scope 1 emissions’ (e.g. motor fuel, natural gas, oil, diesel), in order to obtain
a comparable value for reporting (such as tCO2e), ‘emissions factors’ from the ecoinvent Database
are applied; the world’s most consistent and transparent life-cycle inventory database [47]. To
estimate the emissions of non-reporting countries within the Adecco Group, the total of all
reporting countries is extrapolated and scaled-down [27].

9

Norway, Sweden Switzerland, Netherlands, Belgium and France.
A measurement designed to quantify the demand for energy needed to heat a building [48].

10
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4.2 Strategic Planning
By definition, good carbon management practice entails prioritising greenhouse gas mitigation
methods in an ongoing and financially sustainable way [7]. Despite some years of decreased revenue,
the Adecco Group has consistently returned an annual gross profit of > €4 billion since 2015 (see
Table 7) [22].
Table 7 The Adecco Group Gross Profits by Year [22].
Year
Gross Profit (€ million)

2012
3,674

2013
3,560

2014
3,703

2015
4,179

2016
4,276

2017
4,346

2018
4,433

2019
4,504

While not directly disclosing how profits are distributed or used in their reports, a lack of
information pertaining the costing of current environmental activities indicates that minimal funds
are being allocated towards promoting the carbon management initiatives. Literature acknowledges
that positive financial development (as observed above) generally encourages the adoption of
technological innovations and the promotion of energy efficiency to reduce emissions; however, it
is unclear how the Adecco Group is re-allocating profits to improve the sustainability of the company
[49, 50]. As a world-leading company that already emits minimal emissions due to the nature of
their work, the Adecco Group possess the ability to be carbon-neutral in a very short time-frame at
minimal expense. Despite meeting their emissions reduction targets (so far), a fraction of their
annual profits could be delegated to transform their carbon management procedures to achieve
carbon neutrality in just 3-5 years, instead of incremental 4% reductions over the course of a decade.
4.3 Comparison of Performance with Competitors
In comparison to their main competitors Randstad, ManpowerGroup and Recruit, the Adecco
Group performs below average in terms of scope 1, 2 and 3 emissions (on an intensity-scale to
account for differing sizes) (see Table 8) [22, 33-35].
Table 8 Comparison of Emissions Intensity for HR Service Providers [22, 33-35].
Intensity
(tCO2e/$US
million)
Scope 1
Scope 2
Scope 3

Adecco Group

Randstad

ManpowerGroup

Recruit

2.02
1.12
2.41

2.47
0.86
0.47

1.03
1.15
2.01

0.58
1.35
40.88

Where: Green = Best, Yellow = Good, Orange = Poor, Red = Worst.

Recruit Holdings (Japan), while having the highest scope 2 and 3 emission intensities, have
already achieved carbon neutrality in their scope 1 emissions as of FY2021, with as little as
0.58tCO2e/$US mil revenue [35]. On a similar time-frame to the Adecco Group, their target is to
achieve complete carbon neutrality in their business activities and entire value chain by 2030 (scope
2 and 3), with current initiatives including 100% renewable buildings, offsets through Renewable
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Energy Attribute Certificates and Green Energy Certificates, advocating for remote work and
reducing emissions from their magazine business [35].
Conversely, Randstad, while emitting the most direct emissions per unit revenue (scope 1), have
the lowest scope 2 and 3 emissions footprints of the four companies compared, largely attributed
to their strong engagement of integrating renewable energy and minimising their travel by air [33].
In their most recent annual report, 27% of Randstad’s electrical usage is quoted to be sourced from
low-carbon resources, and their CO2 emissions from airplane travel have decreased from 15,383 to
3,277 tCO2e between 2018 and 2020.
5. Conclusions and Limitations
As Governments and policymakers begin to expand climate-related legislature within the private
sector, the practice of good carbon management in business is becoming increasingly important in
order to minimise operating costs, reduce risks and maintain competitive advantage. In light of this,
the Adecco Group, one of the world’s largest HR service providers, has pledged to reach carbonneutrality by the year 2030, substantiated with a further emissions reduction target of 50% by same
year, both in terms of absolute emissions as well as intensity. While environmental governance may
not be the key focus of the Adecco Group’s corporate model, the analysis presented within this case
study determined that the organisation has introduced several effective methods of carbon
management which will help assist it with achieving its emissions reduction pledges. Between 2018
and 2019, the organisation was able to reduce their emissions by 16,619 tCO2e, attributed to
reductions in their car fleet (Scope 1), improving the energy efficiency of their buildings (Scope 2),
reducing business travel (Scope 3) and purchasing low-carbon alternatives for heating/cooling
(Scope 2). While a step in the right direction, an appraisal of the Adecco Group’s carbon
management found that the organisation is falling short to maximise their environmental
governance in comparison to their peers. Global HR firms of similar, if not greater size, have already
integrated rigorous approaches to carbon management, with some already achieving carbonneutrality in some of their activities. With acknowledgement of the average profits generated YoY
by the Adecco Group, it is recommended that instead of achieving carbon neutrality by 2030, the
organisation delegate funds to fast-track this within the next 3-5 years. Through an investment of
switching to 100% renewable electricity, installing energy efficient infrastructure in all their offices,
promoting the digitisation of their activities (to reduce the need for business travel) and properly
managing their office waste, the Adecco Group would reach their environmental goal of net zero
emissions much sooner than 2030.
The greatest limitations hindering the depth of this case study was the availability of information
presented within the Adecco Group’s annual and sustainability reports. In comparison to
competitors such as Recruit and Randstad, the level of detail was inadequate at times could be
difficult to interpret due to lack of context. Furthermore, at the time of writing, the most current
sustainability information released was for FY2019, despite 2020 data supposedly being available in
Q2 2021. This made it impossible to gauge the true effect of the emissions initiatives over their 2year lifetime.
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