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Hello, did you know that if the internet was a country, it would be the 
seventh-largest polluter in the world? 

Even among sustainable businesses, digital pollution and its impact on growth strategies is 
little understood.

But there are lots of easy-to-implement changes that reduce the environmental harm of your 
digital activity.  

What’s more, making these changes is good for your business. These changes improve the 
customer experience, enhance accessibility, and support sustainable revenue growth. 

Reducing digital pollution is a win-win approach that works for people, planet and profit.  

This guide distils some of the latest research to help you start shrinking your digital footprint.  

At Sustainable Results Lab we want sustainable businesses to be the most successful ones. 
So do share this guide with your colleagues and friends. 

The more people who know about greening the web, the more difference we can make.

Happy reading!  

Ruth Smith, Founder 
Sustainable Results Lab  

Welcome to the movement  
to green the web
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What is a digital  
carbon footprint?  

Depending on what you include, estimates for the global emissions made by  
digital technology vary from 1.4% to 5.9% of global greenhouse gas emissions.  

As a comparison, maritime transport is responsible for 2.5% of global emissions.  
The global aviation industry produces around 2%.  

Digital carbon footprints refer to the carbon released from making and using information  
and communications technology.  

Everything you do online relies on a vast, global and power-hungry infrastructure.  

From data servers and content distribution networks to your internet router and connected 
devices – every part of the internet consumes energy to transfer data.  

And, unfortunately, most of this energy doesn’t come from renewable electricity sources.  

Globally, fossil fuels still power 80% of the energy consumption.

Carbon is also embodied in your digital devices. Up to 83% of carbon associated with your 
laptop comes from manufacturing the device rather than using it. 

As an easy rule of thumb, every new element you add to a page adds to its size and carbon 
footprint. A site that is fast to load on all devices is a better user experience, but greener too. 

 

> 5.9%
global emissions made 
by digital technology

https://royalsociety.org/topics-policy/projects/digital-technology-and-the-planet/
https://www.edie.net/news/10/Report--Global-fossil-fuel-use-not-yet-in-decline--despite-renewable-energy-pledges/
https://www.waterstones.com/book/how-bad-are-bananas/mike-berners-lee/9781788163811
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Set a carbon budget  
for your website  

What if you could ensure that your digital interactions with customers are as sustainable  
as your products and services?  

This is an emerging area of practice, but companies are already innovating in exciting ways  
to improve business impact and reduce their digital carbon footprint.  

Clothing brand Organic Basics provides an inspiring example of what’s possible. 

Its website adapts to the amount of renewable energy it is running on. It even shuts down 
when only fossil-fuel energy is available.  

Innovations include: 

• • Replacing typical fashion photography with vector illustrations of garments. This cut the 
amount of data transferred by up to 70% compared to their regular website. 

• • Only loading images when website users actively request them  

• • Informing the visitors of the impact of their browsing behaviour. 

• • Not using videos to reduce the amount of data each visitor needs to download to access 
the site 

• • Limiting the use of custom fonts.  

None of this is expensive. Sustainable web developers are passionate about sharing their 
code for the greater good, so there are open-source WordPress themes you can use.  

It’s less a question of budget than having the right mindset. If you set a carbon budget,  
you will innovate within this and achieve better results for your business. 

Let’s find out how.  

https://sustainableresultslab.youcanbook.me
https://lowimpact.organicbasics.com/gbp
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Getting started: easy-to-implement 
changes you just need to know about 

1. Check how your website impacts the planet 

Scientists and tech experts are still working out the ideal way to measure emissions 
from digital products and services.  

Mike Berners-Lee calls the calculations involved “fiendishly difficult” in his book  
How bad are bananas? The carbon footprint of everything.  

But don’t despair, it is simple to estimate the digital carbon footprint of your website. 
And while it may not be perfect, it’s better to do something than nothing.  

The best place to start is using one of the free website carbon calculators.  

We particularly like this website carbon calculator from Digital Wholegrain as it 
benchmarks your digital pollution relative to other sites.  

Their stats show that the average web page produces 1.76 grams of CO2  
per page view. For a website with 10,000 monthly page views, that’s 211 kg CO2  
per year, equivalent to making nearly 3,000 cups of tea with milk. 

And with 1.9 billion websites out there, all that carbon soon adds up.  

Another useful resource is Ecograder’s ‘how green is your website’. It gives you  
free tips on how to reduce your footprint.  

However, these free tools only measure the carbon footprint of a single web page.  
To get a more accurate estimate of your total impact, you need to run calculations  
based on your site traffic and the devices people use to access it. 

If you know where your site is hosted and where most traffic comes from,  
it is possible to get more accurate data on the carbon intensity of the electricity  
used to power your website.  

211g
of CO2 per year

3,000
 cups of tea

https://www.websitecarbon.com
https://www.internetlivestats.com/total-number-of-websites/
https://ecograder.com
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2. Use a green hosting provider and show customers you’re serious about sustainability

One of the best ways to reduce your digital carbon footprint is to switch to a green 
hosting provider.  

This could immediately reduce your CO2 emissions by around 9% a year.  

You can use this free tool from the Green Web Foundation to find a more  
sustainable option.  

Before making the switch, do your research. Some green hosting providers are  
not directly powered by renewable energy. Instead, they purchase renewable energy 
credits (RECs).  

Many carbon experts host their websites in countries like Iceland, where more than  
99% of electricity comes from hydropower and geothermal power.  

However, you need to factor in where most of your web traffic comes from because 
the greater the distance between your audience and your server, the higher your digital 
carbon footprint.  

3. Make your images small as possible  

Images are a big contributor to carbon emissions on most websites. Smaller images 
mean a lower carbon footprint. 

Reducing image size also makes your website faster because there is less data to load. 
This in turn improves the user experience.  

Page speed is also an important part of Google’s search algorithm – the quicker your 
site, the better your search engine optimisation (SEO) and the more likely people are  
to find you.  

Here are some practical steps you can take to reduce the environmental impact of your 
photos and speed up your site. 

• • The format you save your files in has a significant impact on file size. Google 
launched the WebP format to “create smaller, richer images that make the web 
faster”. WebP is the most efficient format for photography – its files are typically  
30% smaller than most JPEGs.* 

• • Make sure all your images are as small as possible by using compression tools  
such as Image Optim, ShortPixel, or TinyPNG.

*NB. In September 2020, version 14 of Safari included an update to support WebP for the first time. This 
means 95% of browsers now support this format. But do check with your developer to make sure you 
integrate WebP with your site correctly, so people who haven’t updated their browsers don’t see a broken link. 

https://sustainableresultslab.youcanbook.me
https://www.thegreenwebfoundation.org
https://developers.google.com/speed/webp
https://developers.google.com/speed/webp
https://caniuse.com/?search=webp
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This image shows an eco-kitchen Kite built for a Passive House property, an ultra-low  
energy building. 

• • Saved as a standard jpeg, the kitchen image weighs in at 9.7MB.  

• • We used the free website Convertio to save the image in the WebP format.  

• • The new WebP file is 3.4 MB, a reduction of 65% in file size with no noticeable reduction  
in quality.  

• • We repeated this experiment with different photos and saved a minimum of 20%.  
For image-rich sites, these changes soon add up. 

Using a compression tool plugin on Kite’s website reduces this size further. In our experiments, 
the biggest size savings came from converting the raw/original file to WebP first. It is less 
effective if you work from an image that has already been compressed in size.  

Sustainable Results Lab worked with sustainable design and build contractors Kite  
to test simple ways to reduce their digital carbon footprint.  

Saving this photo in WebP format reduced 
the image size by 65%. 

Case study

How a sustainable design and build company 
downsized their digital carbon footprint 

Helen Gordon, Creative Director at Kite, says: 

This was a really interesting experiment to do and 
a very easy, low-cost way to reduce your digital 
carbon footprint. It just shows that even our  
small actions can make a difference.

https://convertio.co
https://kitecreative.co.uk
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4. Be mindful of how you use video  

Online video, including streaming services such as Netflix, represents around 20% of the 
greenhouse gas emissions linked to digital technology. So, it is essential to make sure 
any video adds genuine value to your target customers.  

Here are some steps to minimise the environmental impact of video that also improve 
user experience and search engine optimisation (SEO).  

• • Avoid setting videos to autoplay so that the energy needed to play the video is only 
used when someone wants to watch it. For example, the Climate Group used a static 
image that only turns into a YouTube embed when the user clicks or taps on it.  

• • Ask whether you need a video. Would an interactive animation or graphic work 
better? These solutions often use less data so reduce your digital carbon footprint. 
For example, Organic Basics used vector graphics instead.   

• • Save the video at the lowest resolution possible. Your brain may be programmed to 
associate high resolution with quality. But when Sustainable Results Lab tested this 
with users, everyone said they didn’t notice the difference. 

• • Keep the video short, which also increases engagement for time-pressed users. 

• • Avoid carousel image galleries and choose static images instead. As well as causing 
more digital pollution, carousel images are bad for SEO. It might be hard, but forcing 
yourself to choose the most important image and message will improve user 
experience too.  

This video on how tech can enable net-zero buildings is embedded in a static image, so it only plays when 
the user clicks on it. This saves unnecessary loading, which reduces carbon.  

https://sustainableresultslab.youcanbook.me
https://theshiftproject.org/en/article/unsustainable-use-online-video/
https://theshiftproject.org/en/article/unsustainable-use-online-video/
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Improve user experience:  
increase engagement and  
impact while reducing  
digital pollution  

Every click someone makes on your website has an impact on the environment  
because it consumes energy and data. How you structure your website can reduce  
this environmental impact.  

What’s brilliant, is that reducing carbon goes hand-in-hand with creating compelling  
digital experiences that replicate the relationships you build with customers.  

Use these two behavioural insights from the science of how people make decisions to  
guide your approach.  

1. Make it easy for customers to say yes by simplifying user journeys   

The UK Behavioural Insights Team created the EAST framework to make the research 
literature on what works more accessible.  

Making it easy for people to say yes is a core principle. To do this you want to reduce 
the hassle factor for potential customers and make it easy for them to find what they 
need on your site.  

Simplifying user journeys is the best way to do this and it also improves user experience. 

Practical things you can do to make your site less complex include: 

• • Review your navigation structure. Do you need every menu option? 

• • Remove all drop-down categories from your navigation bar by rethinking how you 
structure information on each page. 

• • Make sure you only have one call to action on each page. 

• • Force yourself to prioritise information and cut unnecessary elements on the page.  
It may be challenging, but will you end up with a more engaging website that 
better supports your customers and the planet.  

https://www.bi.team/publications/east-four-simple-ways-to-apply-behavioural-insights/
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2. Make it attractive to appeal to customers’ unconscious brains 

Streamlining your content so it’s intuitive makes it easier for people to find what  
they want. This also wastes less carbon.  

Using strong visual design to create a more powerful connection with your target 
audience is a science-backed way to do this.  

Graphics and visuals explain complex concepts in an easy-to-understand way.  

Making these look attractive and part of your overall visual brand identity also  
creates a more powerful connection with your customer’s unconscious brain.  

This is vital because 95% of decision making occurs in our unconscious brains.

  

Here’s an example of how we applied this science to double engagement  
for a sustainable construction firm.  

To talk through how you can use this approach to transform your brand, email Ruth.  

In his famous book Thinking, Fast and Slow, Professor Daniel Kahneman showed that the brain has 
two systems for making decisions

https://sustainableresultslab.youcanbook.me
https://sustainableresultslab.com/2021/03/11/how-neuroscience-can-help-low-carbon-businesses-reach-more-customers/
https://sustainableresultslab.com/2021/11/15/darren-evans-case-study/
mailto:ruth%40sustainableresultslab.com?subject=How%20can%20I%20transform%20my%20brand?
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Speed up your site: conduct  
a digital declutter to improve  
your SEO and reduce carbon

When did you last have a digital declutter? It’s easy to keep adding content and code  
to your website, but this increases size and therefore adds to your carbon footprint.  

To ensure you’re getting a good return on the energy consumed, and your investment,  
here’s some simple ways to spring-clean your site.  

1. Check your page speed  

Google’s page-speed tool lets you check how fast your website is on mobile and  
desktop devices. For free. 

It gives you a traffic-light ranking where red equals too slow and green equals fast.  

As a general rule, if your site scores in the red zone, it’s likely to be high carbon too.  

Google gives you a list of actions that will shrink page size, prioritised by what will  
make the most difference.  

This supports you to increase site speed, which increases engagement while  
reducing carbon.  

This approach also improves search engine optimisation (SEO) as Google favours  
sites that load quickly.  

https://pagespeed.web.dev
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2. Check your cookies and code  

Cookies and code slow your site down. As do bots, which represent a huge proportion  
of web traffic.  

Here, we’d recommend speaking to your developers, or email Ruth at Sustainable 
Results Lab, but here are some simple things to watch: 

• • Adding a new plugin or embed to your website can add significant page weight. 
Check before and after page speeds if you do this.  

• • Use the Google page-speed tool to identify any existing problems. 

• • Check your metrics for toxic back links and make sure your site is secure. We did 
this for a client and found most of the referral traffic was from dubious Russian and 
Chinese sites. Blocking spam traffic effectively not only reduces the risk of hacking, 
but it also improves your digital carbon footprint.  

3. Audit your content to identify out of date pages 

Every piece of content you create adds to your digital carbon footprint. It’s therefore  
vital that everything you publish adds maximum value.   

Here are some easy ways to streamline your content: 

• • Always ask what problem the piece of content solves for a customer.  

• • Rather than publish a blog every week, focus on quality content that can be reused 
across multiple customer touchpoints. Lead generation tools and automated email 
series to nurture future customers are reusable, scalable assets. They enable you to 
reach and engage more people without constantly creating new content.  

• • Review your metrics and look for content that has a high bounce rate. A high bounce 
rate indicates content that does not meet audience needs. Either delete or rethink it.  

• • Unpublish content that is not being read. It’s no longer adding value but is adding to 
your digital carbon footprint.

https://sustainableresultslab.youcanbook.me
mailto:ruth%40sustainableresultslab.com%20?subject=Checking%20my%20cookies%20and%20code
mailto:ruth%40sustainableresultslab.com%20?subject=Checking%20my%20cookies%20and%20code
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Commissioning a rebrand  
or new website? How to get  
a good return on investment  
and carbon

One thing that makes us sad is seeing sustainable businesses invest good money in a new 
website that turns out to be high carbon and not very effective.  

It’s surprisingly common and it motivated me to start the Sustainable Results Lab to use 
science to improve return on investment and carbon.   

The principles in this guide will support you to build low carbon websites that increase impact. 
But there are plenty more ways to make your website cleaner: 

1. Make sure you’ve laid strong foundations.  

In the rush to build a new website, it’s all too easy to focus on the tech, or personal 
preferences. However, using the science of decision making can revolutionise how  
you write a website brief, and your overall approach to marketing.  

Focus on your target audience; what are their needs and challenges? How does your 
business solve their problems? Developing a strong brand narrative, that positions  
your business as the guide and your customer as the hero, transforms how you engage 
with customers.  

Neuroscience research shows that our brains are hard-wired for stories. So brands  
that do a good job of this are more likely to be remembered and can charge more  
for their products.  

Our strategy workshops support you to build strong foundations by using the science  
of decision making to target customers in the most effective way.  

When you’re ready for your next website or digital engagement project,   
email Ruth to get started.  

mailto:ruth%40sustainableresultslab.com?subject=Ready%20for%20my%20next%20website/digital%20project
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2. Think about colour  

Did you know that running Google Maps in night mode reduces your screen’s power 
usage 63%?  

This is because colour affects the amount of energy your devices use, which impacts 
file size.  

Black uses the least energy, and white the most. Blue consumes 25% more energy than 
green or red.  

Practical ways to apply this knowledge include: 

• • Aim to create darker designs with less blue  

• • The higher the colour variation in an image, the larger the file size, so choose images 
with reduced colour differentiation.  

All this will reduce the energy consumption needed to use your website.  

3. Use efficient fonts  

Using pre-installed system fonts is the most efficient choice as your device doesn’t need 
to make extra calls to the server to download bespoke fonts.  

For Apple devices, these fonts are Arial, Times New Roman and Helvetica. For Android 
devices, it’s Roboto.  

However, this does restrict creative freedom and your ability to develop a unique brand. 
So, if you do use non-system fonts, be strategic and use them where they have the most 
impact, for example, in your headings.  

4. Think about return on carbon as well as investment   

Finally, a carbon-friendly approach to marketing requires new metrics to measure 
success.  

We love how the BBC’s Future Planet stories also estimate the carbon it takes to report 
and publish each article.  

Not only does it encourage accountability, but it’s also a brilliant way to show your target 
audience that you’re serious about reducing carbon. 

https://sustainableresultslab.youcanbook.me
https://www.zdnet.com/article/google-heres-why-dark-mode-massively-extends-your-oled-phones-battery-life/
https://www.zdnet.com/article/google-heres-why-dark-mode-massively-extends-your-oled-phones-battery-life/
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20200131-why-and-how-does-future-planet-count-carbon
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We’d love to see a world where everyone knows the digital carbon footprint of  
their website and marketing.  

Reducing this footprint should be just as important as maximising engagement  
and conversions.  

But at Sustainable Results Lab, we believe that we should go one step further.  

Given that digital has an environmental cost, sustainability professionals need to  
pioneer new ways of measuring return on carbon in addition to return on investment.  

Let’s use insights from neuroscience and the behavioural sciences to take an  
evidenced-based approach to all our marketing and communications.  

Adding this to a knowledge of how to reduce digital carbon footprints is transformational.  

It enables us to boost business growth, sustainably.  

Together, we can green the web and build a zero-carbon economy.  
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Want to learn more? The best resources 
and communities to join  

How bad are bananas? The carbon footprint of everything 
By Mike Berners-Lee  

Sustainable web design 
By Tom Greenwood  

Designing for sustainability, a guide to building greener digital products and services 
By Tim Frick  

World wide waste, how digital is killing our planet and what we can do about it 
By Gerry McGovern  

Climate Action Tech 
An online community for tech workers who want to use their skills to accelerate  
climate action. 

Sustainable web manifesto 
A website full of resources to support you to green the web 

https://sustainableresultslab.youcanbook.me
https://www.waterstones.com/book/how-bad-are-bananas/mike-berners-lee/9781788163811
https://abookapart.com/products/sustainable-web-design
https://www.oreilly.com/library/view/designing-for-sustainability/9781491935767/
https://gerrymcgovern.com/world-wide-waste/
https://climateaction.tech
https://www.sustainablewebmanifesto.com
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Boost your business growth:  
how Sustainable Results Lab  
can support you to grow revenue, 
sustainably. 

This report was produced by Ruth Smith, founder of Sustainable Results Lab.  

We are a marketing and communications agency focused on supporting 
environmental businesses to grow sustainably.  

We want low carbon businesses to be the most successful ones. So, we use  
the latest tools and techniques to support you to reach more customers.  

This includes using insights from neuroscience and the behavioural sciences  
to increase impact while minimising environmental harm.  

We can support you to: 

1. Boost revenue by developing your business growth strategy 

2.  Engage more customers by supporting you to build a strong brand identity  
and low carbon website  

3. Improve conversion rates by building lead generation and lead nurturing tools  

Our return on digital carbon tool is a new service that: 

• • Measures the digital carbon footprint of your website  

• • Assesses how effectively you use vital behavioural insights to boost growth  

• • Provides recommendations on how to boost sustainable growth while  
minimising environmental harm 

To talk through how you could apply this approach to your business,  
book a time to chat with me.  

Ruth   
ruth@sustainableresultslab.com

https://sustainableresultslab.com
https://sustainableresultslab.youcanbook.me
mailto:ruth%40sustainableresultslab.com?subject=Applying%20the%20Sustainable%20Results%20Lab%20approach
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https://sustainableresultslab.youcanbook.me
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Want to reduce your 
digital carbon footprint 
and make your marketing 
spend go further? 

https://sustainableresultslab.youcanbook.me

