
Investor Engagement on 
Science-Based Targets: 
Questions & Answers

What is a science-based 
target?
A science-based target is a greenhouse gas 
emissions reduction target that is aligned with the 
level of decarbonisation required to limit global 
temperature increase to below 2°C compared 
with pre-industrial levels, as described in the Fifth 
Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (IPCC). 

More ambitious than a traditional incremental target, 
a science-based target defines how much and how 
quickly a company must reduce its greenhouse 
gas (GHG) emissions in order to prevent the 
worst impacts of climate change. Over time, the 
expectation of what constitutes a science-based 
target may change to reflect advances in climate 
science, economic modelling and global emissions 
reduction efforts.

What is the Science Based 
Targets initiative?
The Science Based Targets initiative (SBTi) 
promotes corporate climate action and encourages 
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companies to demonstrate leadership by setting 
science-based targets to reduce their GHG 
emissions. The aim of the initiative is that by 2020, 
science-based target setting will become standard 
business practice and companies will play a major 
role in driving down global GHG emissions.

The role of the SBTi is to define and promote best 
practice in science-based target setting, offer 
resources, workshops and guidance to facilitate the 
adoption of targets, and independently assess and 
approve companies’ targets.

The initiative is a collaboration between CDP, 
World Resources Institute (WRI), the World Wide 
Fund for Nature (WWF), and the United Nations 
Global Compact, and is one of the commitments 
that companies can make as part of the We Mean 
Business coalition’s Take Action platform.

What are the business 
benefits of setting a science-
based target?
A company can publicly demonstrate robust 
leadership on climate change by adopting and 
working towards a science-based target. 

Setting an ambitious science-based target enables a 
company to capitalise on multiple benefits, including 
opportunities to:

• Build business resilience and increase 
competitive advantage in the transition to a 
low-carbon economy;  

• Drive innovation and transform business 
practices;

• Increase credibility and reputation with a 
range of stakeholders, from employees and 
consumers to investors and policymakers;

• Reduce regulatory risk and uncertainty and 
reduce exposure to uncertain energy costs.

Which companies have 
already committed to set a 
science-based target?
As of December 2017, 326 global companies have 
committed to the initiative, of which 84 have had 
their science-based targets approved. Companies 
that have joined the SBTi to date represent an 
estimated USD $6.5 trillion in market value and are 
responsible for 750 million metric tonnes of carbon 

dioxide emissions per year. These companies span 
35 countries and represent a wide range of sectors 
including manufacturing, power generation, retail, 
consumer goods, technology, chemicals, apparel, 
hospitality and banking.

An up-to-date list of companies committed to setting 
science-based targets is available online: 
http://sciencebasedtargets.org/companies-taking-
action/

What is the process for 
setting a science-based 
target?
Companies looking to set a science-based target 
should follow the SBTi’s Call to Action process:

1. Commit: companies are advised to sign the 
Commitment Letter stating their intention to 
set a science-based target in line with the 
SBTi criteria.

2. Develop a target: companies have up to 24 
months to develop their target using a range 
of guidelines and resources. Targets may be 
submitted for preliminary assessment at this 
stage to receive feedback from the initiative.

3. Submit for validation: targets must be 
formally submitted for approval by the SBTi 
team.

More ambitious
than a traditional 

incremental target, a 
science-based target 

defines how much 
and how quickly a 

company must reduce its 
greenhouse gas emissions 

in order to prevent the 
worst impacts of 
climate change.

“
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4. Announce the target: once approved, the 
company and its target will be showcased 
on the SBTi, We Mean Business and partner 
websites.     

Which emissions should be 
included in a science-based 
target?
All science-based targets should cover both the 
direct and indirect GHG emissions associated with a 
company’s activities. The Greenhouse Gas Protocol 
categorises direct and indirect emissions into three 
broad scopes:

• Scope 1: direct GHG emissions occurring from 
sources that are owned or controlled by the 
company (e.g. emissions from combustion 
in owned or controlled boilers, furnaces or 
vehicles).

• Scope 2: indirect GHG emissions occurring 
from the consumption of purchased electricity, 
heat or steam.

• Scope 3: all other indirect GHG emissions 
occurring throughout the value chain of a 
company’s activities. This includes emissions 
from the production of purchased materials, 
goods and services, third-party transportation 
and distribution, the use of sold products and 
the end-of-life treatment of sold products. 

All science-based targets should cover at least 95% 
of company-wide Scope 1 and 2 emissions. 

If Scope 3 emissions compose over 40% of a 
company’s emissions, an ambitious and quantitative 
Scope 3 target is required and should cover at least 
two-thirds of the company’s Scope 3 emissions. 

What are the criteria for 
a credible science-based 
target? 
For a target to be recognised as ‘science-based’ 
it must satisfy all of the core SBTi criteria, briefly 
summarised below:

• The target must cover 95% of a company’s 
Scope 1 and Scope 2 emissions.

• All companies must complete a Scope 3 
emissions screening; a Scope 3 target is 
required if Scope 3 emissions compose over 
40% of a company’s total emissions.

• All targets must cover at least 5 years and 

at most 15 years from the target submission 
date.

• The SBTi recommends choosing the most 
recent year for which a company’s input data 
is available as the base year, to avoid overlap 
with progress already achieved.

• Companies are encouraged to adopt long-
term targets (e.g. to 2050) in addition to the 
required mid-term targets.

• All targets must be consistent with the level 
of decarbonisation required to keep global 
temperature increase to 2°C compared to 
pre-industrial temperatures. The SBTi also 
encourages companies to pursue greater 
efforts towards a 1.5°C trajectory.

• Companies are required to publicly report 
on an annual basis their company-wide 
greenhouse gas emissions inventory and 
progress against their targets.

• The SBTi recommends that companies assess 
the validity of their target projections annually. 
At a minimum, targets should be reassessed 
every 5 years.

• Offsets and avoided emissions do not count 
as progress towards a science-based target.

What methods are available 
for companies setting 
science-based targets?
Various methods are available for developing a 
science-based target, each with applicability to 
multiple sectors. In general, each method follows 
one of three main approaches:

• Sector-based approach: divides the carbon 
budget by sector and then allocates it between 
companies in that sector. 

• Absolute-based approach: assigns to 
companies the same percentage of absolute 
emission reductions as is required globally 
(e.g. 49% by 2050 from 2010 levels).

• Economic-based approach: the carbon budget 
is equated to global GDP and a company’s 
share is determined by its gross profit - as 
long as the level of ambition is equivalent to 
either the sector-based or the absolute-based 
approaches.  

The SBTi recommends that companies use 
a method based on either sector-specific 
decarbonisation pathways (e.g. the Sectoral 
Decarbonisation Approach), or straightforward 
percentage reductions in absolute emissions. 
Companies are advised to screen several of the 
methods and use the most ambitious one to achieve 
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the earliest reductions and the least cumulative 
GHG emissions.

More information about these methods is available 
on the SBTi website:
http://sciencebasedtargets.org/methods/

What technical assistance 
is available to companies 
setting a science-based 
target?
The SBTi provides free online guidance documents, 
webinars and other resources to support companies 
on their science-based target setting journey; it is 
recommended that companies thoroughly review 
all available resources before submitting targets 
for validation. Companies can obtain technical 
feedback on targets by seeking a preliminary target 
assessment. 

For guidance on Scope 1, 2 and 3 emissions, 
companies can refer to the GHG Protocol Corporate 
Standard. For more information on methods for 
calculating science-based targets, companies are 
encouraged to consult SBTi’s Science-Based Target 
Setting Manual, which has been produced with the 
input of an expert Technical Advisory Group.

How are science-based 
targets approved and by 
whom?
Once targets are submitted to the SBTi, they are 
assessed by a group of experts against a set of pre-
defined criteria. 

A detailed description of the process and criteria are 
available via the following link: 
http://sciencebasedtargets.org/step-by-step-guide/  

Can all companies set 
science-based targets? 
At present, the SBTi is unable to validate emissions 
reduction targets from oil & gas and financial sector 
companies, until the development of sector-specific 
methodologies has been completed. In the interim, 
companies from these sectors are encouraged to 
sign a Commitment Letter indicating their intention 
to set ambitious science-based targets. 

Further information
The SBTi have published a number of resources 
on their website including Call to Action Guidelines 
setting out the four stages for setting a science-
based target, and A Quick Guide to the Sectoral 
Decarbonization Approach: 
http://sciencebasedtargets.org/resources/
 
The SBTi Criteria and Recommendations sets out 
the criteria which must be met for targets to be 
recognised as science-based: 
http://sciencebasedtargets.org/wp-content/
uploads/2017/02/SBTi-criteria.pdf 

The contents of this document are subject to change 
at any time. Please refer to sciencebasedtargets.org 
for the latest criteria and guidelines.

http://sciencebasedtargets.org/methods/
http://sciencebasedtargets.org/step-by-step-guide/  
http://sciencebasedtargets.org/resources/
http://sciencebasedtargets.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/SBTi-criteria.pdf 
http://sciencebasedtargets.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/SBTi-criteria.pdf 
http://sciencebasedtargets.org 


Disclaimer
Neither ShareAction or We Mean Business 
are an investment advisor, and neither
makes any representation regarding the advisability
of investing in any particular company or investment
fund or other vehicle. A decision to invest in any
such investment fund or other entity should not
be made in reliance on any of the statements set
forth in this publication. While ShareAction and 
We Mean Business have obtained information 
believed to be reliable, each organisation makes 
no representation or warranty (express or 
implied) as to the accuracy or completeness
of the information and opinions contained in this
report, and they shall not be liable for any claims or
losses of any nature in connection with information
contained in this document, including but not
limited to, lost profits or punitive or consequential
damages. The contents of this report may be used
by anyone providing acknowledgement is given
to ShareAction. This does not represent a license
to repackage or resell any of the data reported
to ShareAction and presented in this report.
If you intend to repackage or resell any of the
contents of this report, you need to obtain express
permission from ShareAction before doing so.

About ShareAction
ShareAction (Fairshare Educational Foundation) 
is a registered charity that promotes responsible 
investment practices by pension providers and fund 
managers. ShareAction believes that responsible
investment helps to safeguard investments as well 
as securing environmental and social benefits. 

shareaction.org
info@shareaction.org
+44 (0)20 7403 7800

About We Mean Business
We Mean Business is a global nonprofit 
coalition working with the world’s most influential 
businesses to take action on climate change. 
The coalition brings together seven international 
nonprofit organisations to catalyse business 
leadership to drive policy ambition and accelerate 
the transition to a low-carbon economy.

Contact
Anne-Marie Williams
Investor Engagement Manager
ShareAction
anne-marie.williams@shareaction.org
+44 (0)20 7403 7812

Sophia McNab
Senior Campaigns Officer
ShareAction
sophia@shareaction.org
+44 (0)20 7183 2357

The opinions expressed in this publication are based on 
the documents specified. We encourage readers to read 
those documents. Online links accessed 23 November 
2017. Fairshare Educational Foundation is a company 
limited by guarantee registered in England and Wales 
number 05013662 (registered address 16 Crucifix Lane, 
London, SE1 3JW) and a registered charity number 
1117244, VAT registration number GB 211 1469 53.
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