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Foreword

ISO (the International Organization for Standardization) is a worldwide federation of national standards 
bodies (ISO member bodies). The work of preparing International Standards is normally carried out 
through ISO technical committees. Each member body interested in a subject for which a technical 
committee has been established has the right to be represented on that committee. International 
organizations, governmental and non-governmental, in liaison with ISO, also take part in the work. 
ISO collaborates closely with the International Electrotechnical Commission (IEC) on all matters of 
electrotechnical standardization. 

The procedures used to develop this document and those intended for its further maintenance are 
described in the ISO/IEC Directives, Part 1. In particular, the different approval criteria needed for the 
different types of ISO documents should be noted. This document was drafted in accordance with the 
editorial rules of the ISO/IEC Directives, Part 2 (see www​.iso​.org/​directives).

Attention is drawn to the possibility that some of the elements of this document may be the subject of 
patent rights. ISO shall not be held responsible for identifying any or all such patent rights. Details of 
any patent rights identified during the development of the document will be in the Introduction and/or 
on the ISO list of patent declarations received (see www​.iso​.org/​patents).

Any trade name used in this document is information given for the convenience of users and does not 
constitute an endorsement. 

For an explanation of the voluntary nature of standards, the meaning of ISO specific terms and 
expressions related to conformity assessment, as well as information about ISO's adherence to the 
World Trade Organization (WTO) principles in the Technical Barriers to Trade (TBT), see www​.iso​.org/​
iso/​foreword​.html.

This document was prepared by Technical Committee ISO/TC  207, Environmental management, 
Subcommittee SC  4, Environmental performance evaluation, in collaboration with the European 
Committee for Standardization (CEN) Technical Committee CEN/SS S26, Environmental management, 
in accordance with the Agreement on technical cooperation between ISO and CEN (Vienna Agreement).

This second edition cancels and replaces the first edition (ISO 14063:2006), which has been technically 
revised. The main changes compared with the previous edition are as follows:

—	 the definition for environmental communication objective (3.7) has been changed to be harmonized 
with definition of objective in ISO 14001:2015;

—	 references to social media have been included;

—	 Table A.1 has been updated to reflect revised standards.

Any feedback or questions on this document should be directed to the user’s national standards body. A 
complete listing of these bodies can be found at www​.iso​.org/​members​.html.
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Introduction

In today’s global economy, communication on environmental values, actions and performance has 
become an essential activity of organizations due to both increased public concern and interest, and 
governmental activities related to the environment. Organizations all over the world are increasingly 
confronted with the need to provide information to support policy positions and actions, and present 
and explain the environmental implications of their activities, products and services. There is also a 
growing need to listen to interested parties, and incorporate their views and requirements as part of 
environmental communication.

Organizations have a need to obtain and provide information about and respond to environmental 
issues, concerns and programmes. Furthermore, with the general availability of devices such as smart 
phones and tablets, communication is almost instantaneous, requiring the organization to be able to 
respond to any issue or information request in a timely manner. Information to be communicated is 
influenced by factors such as the organization’s geographic location and distribution, size and types of 
activities. Motivations for communication include the following:

—	 the interest of the organization to share information on its environmental practices;

—	 a request for information by employees or investors, a government agency, a community group, a 
customer or supplier, or any other interested party;

—	 the need to discuss with interested parties, especially with target groups, a proposed action of the 
organization, such as expansion of an existing facility, or siting of a new facility, or the introduction 
of a new product or service;

—	 environmental risk management;

—	 compliance obligation requirements;

—	 response to suggestions (negative or positive) from interested parties;

—	 response to false and/or malicious accusations of environmental impropriety by parties intending 
to disparage the organization to promote their agendas;

—	 the increasing importance of addressing environmental issues.

Environmental communication is the process of sharing information to build trust, credibility and 
partnerships, to raise awareness, and to use in decision-making. The processes used and the content of 
environmental communication will vary with the objectives and circumstances of the organization and 
can be built on substantive information.

Environmental communication is broader than environmental reporting. It has many purposes and 
takes many forms. Environmental communication can be ad hoc or planned. An example of ad hoc 
communication occurs when a facility manager attends a community event and answers questions. 
Planned communication can cover a range from limited to full participation of interested parties, as 
follows.

a)	 One-way communication occurs when the organization distributes information, for example, when 
an organization issues an environmental report with no opportunity for questions or discussion.

b)	 Two-way communication occurs with an exchange of information and ideas among the organization 
and interested parties.

c)	 In participatory decision-making, including effective feedback that affects the organization and/or 
the local community, an organization collaborates with interested parties.

Engagement with interested parties provides an opportunity for an organization to learn their issues 
and concerns. It can lead to knowledge being gained by both sides and can influence opinions and 
perceptions. When properly done, any particular approach can be successful and satisfy the needs 
of the organization and interested parties. Understanding the communication pattern/behaviour of 
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each interested party (or target group) can be important in environmental communications. The most 
effective environmental communication process involves ongoing contact by the organization with 
internal and external interested parties, as part of the organization’s overall communications strategy.

Figure 1 shows the interrelationships and flow of environmental communication.

NOTE 1	 Titles in bold and numbered refer to the clauses in this document.

NOTE 2	 Dotted line arrows indicate the environmental communication system relationship with other elements 
of the organization. Full arrows indicate the interrelationship within the environmental communication system.

NOTE 3	 Shading indicates the scope of the environmental communication system. Darker shading indicates 
the overlap of the environmental communication system with the organization.

Figure 1 — Environmental communication

Environmental communication often results in many benefits, such as:

—	 assisting interested parties in understanding an organization’s environmental commitments, 
policies and performance;

—	 providing inputs/suggestions for improving the environmental performance of an organization’s 
activities, products and services, and progress toward sustainability;
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—	 improving understanding of interested parties’ needs and concerns to foster trust and dialogue;

—	 promoting an organization’s environmental credentials, achievements and performance;

—	 raising the importance and level of environmental awareness to support an environmentally 
responsible culture and values within the organization;

—	 addressing interested parties’ concerns and complaints about operational and emergency 
environmental hazards;

—	 enhancing interested parties’ perceptions of the organization;

—	 increasing business support and shareholder confidence.

Environmental communication is one of the crucial issues to be dealt with by any organization, with or 
without an environmental management system in place. Environmental communication is more than 
a question of organization and management, it relates to the organization’s values as well. To ensure 
successful communication processes, it is important for the organization to consider itself a responsible 
partner within society and to address the environmental expectations of interested parties.

﻿
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Environmental management — Environmental 
communication — Guidelines and examples

1	 Scope

This document gives guidelines to organizations for general principles, policy, strategy and 
activities relating to both internal and external environmental communication. It uses proven and 
well-established approaches for communication, adapted to the specific conditions that exist in 
environmental communication.

It is applicable to all organizations regardless of their size, type, location, structure, activities, products 
and services, and whether or not they have an environmental management system in place.

It can be used in combination with any of the ISO 14000 family of standards, or on its own.

NOTE 1	 A reference table to the ISO 14000 family is provided in Annex A.

NOTE 2	 ISO  14020, ISO  14021, ISO  14024, ISO  14025 and ISO  14026 provide specific environmental 
communication tools and guidance relating to product labels and declarations.

2	 Normative references

There are no normative references in this document.

3	 Terms and definitions

For the purposes of this document, the following terms and definitions apply.

ISO and IEC maintain terminological databases for use in standardization at the following addresses:

—	 ISO Online browsing platform: available at https://​www​.iso​.org/​obp

—	 IEC Electropedia: available at http://​www​.electropedia​.org/​

3.1
environmental communication
process that an organization (3.4) conducts to provide and obtain information, and to engage in 
dialogue with internal and external interested parties (3.5) to encourage a shared understanding on 
environmental issues, aspects and performance

3.2
environmental communication policy
overall intentions and directions of an organization (3.4) related to its environmental communication 
(3.1) as formally expressed by top management

Note  1  to  entry:  The environmental communication policy can be a separate policy or part of other policies 
within the organization.

3.3
environmental communication strategy
organization’s (3.4) framework for implementing its environmental communication policy (3.2) and for 
the setting of environmental communication objectives (3.7)

INTERNATIONAL STANDARD� ISO 14063:2020(E)
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3.4
organization
person or group of people that has its own functions with responsibilities, authorities and relationships 
to achieve its objectives

Note 1 to entry: The concept of organization includes, but is not limited to, sole-trader, company, corporation, firm, 
enterprise, authority, partnership, charity or institution, or part or combination thereof, whether incorporated 
or not, public or private.

[SOURCE: ISO 14001:2015, 3.1.4]

3.5
interested party
person or organization (3.4) that can affect, be affected by, or perceive itself to be affected by a decision 
or activity

EXAMPLE	 Customers, communities, suppliers, regulators, non-governmental organizations, investors and 
employees.

Note 1 to entry: To “perceive itself to be affected” means the perception has been made known to the organization.

Note 2 to entry: Interested parties may be at the local, regional or international level.

[SOURCE: ISO 14001:2015, 3.1.6, modified — Note 2 to entry has been added.]

3.6
target group
interested party or parties (3.5) selected as the focus of an organization’s (3.4) environmental 
communication (3.1) activity

3.7
environmental communication objective
result, consistent with the environmental communication policy (3.2), that an organization (3.4) sets 
itself to achieve as part of its environmental strategy

Note 1 to entry: The term “environmental communication target” used in the previous edition of this document is 
not used in this new edition, to be harmonized with ISO 14015:2001 where “target” is not used. The organization 
can, however, still use two levels of objectives as described in 7.1.3, Practical help box 7.

3.8
social media
online technologies and practices that people use to share opinions, insights, experiences and 
perspectives with each other, transforming traditional one-to-many interactions into many-to-many 
interactions

[SOURCE: ISO 20252:2019, 3.95]

4	 Principles of environmental communication

4.1	 General

These principles of environmental communication are for organizations to apply, taking into account 
the identification of interested parties and their needs and expectations.
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4.2	 Principles

4.2.1	 Transparency

The processes, procedures, methods, data sources and assumptions used in environmental 
communication are available to all interested parties, taking account of the confidentiality of 
information as required. Interested parties are informed of their role in environmental communication.

4.2.2	 Appropriateness

The information provided in environmental communication is relevant to interested parties, using 
formats, language and media that meet their interests and needs, enabling them to participate fully. 
The communication takes into account diversity, inclusion and gender of the interested parties.

4.2.3	 Credibility

Environmental communication is conducted in an honest and fair manner. Information is provided that 
is truthful, accurate, substantive and not misleading to interested parties. Information and data are 
developed using recognized and reproducible methods and indicators.

Environmental communication is open to the needs of interested parties. Queries and concerns of 
interested parties are responded to in a full and timely manner. Interested parties are aware of how 
their queries and concerns have been addressed.

Given that the use of social media provides instantaneous communication, the speed in which queries 
are posted and responded to is controlled.

4.2.4	 Clarity

Environmental communication approaches and language are understandable to interested parties to 
minimize ambiguity.

4.2.5	 Regionality

Environmental communication takes into consideration the local or regional environmental context 
relevant to the area where the corresponding environmental impact occurs.

See ISO 14026:2017, 5.5.

5	 Environmental communication policy

5.1	 Management commitment

The organization’s top management should set, express its commitment to, and promote the 
environmental communication policy. The policy should be consistent with the principles in Clause 4 
and should clearly state the following:

a)	 commitment to engage in dialogue with interested parties;

b)	 commitment to disclose information about the organization’s environmental performance;

c)	 significance of internal and external environmental communication in the organization;

d)	 commitment to implement the policy and provide the necessary resources;

e)	 commitment to address key environmental issues.

The environmental communication policy may form part of, or be integrated into, an organization’s 
communication policy or environmental policy, or may be a separate policy.

﻿

© ISO 2020 – All rights reserved� 3

STANDARDSISO.C
OM : C

lick
 to

 vi
ew

 th
e f

ull
 PDF of

 IS
O 14

06
3:2

02
0

https://standardsiso.com/api/?name=da68ddf55b789d8901f85e02bddfcb58


﻿

ISO 14063:2020(E)

5.2	 Developing the policy

In developing the policy, those responsible for environmental management within the organization 
should interact and engage with those responsible for communication to ensure that the policy is 
coherent and consistent with other principles, policies and the values of the organization. Subsequently, 
all levels of management should implement the policy and provide input for the formulation and 
modification of the policy.

An environmental communication policy does not need to be detailed but should convey to interested 
parties the importance that the organization places on communication about environmental issues, 
environmental aspects and their associated impacts, and environmental performance. An organization’s 
vision, mission, values and culture can play a fundamental role in developing an environmental 
communication policy. The organization should make a commitment in the policy to reflect local, 
regional and/or national cultural characteristics in its environmental communication activities, where 
applicable.

Important factors that should be considered when developing an environmental communication policy 
include:

—	 the organization’s business sector and its product or service portfolio;

—	 its size;

—	 its organizational infrastructure;

—	 its corporate governance;

—	 its market and brand strategies;

—	 the existence of an environmental management system;

—	 consideration of environmental aspects and impacts, including those in the supply chain, use and 
end of life stages of products;

—	 interaction with related aspects, such as health and safety and other sustainability approaches;

—	 legal requirements regarding the disclosure of environmental information;

—	 local, regional, national and international voluntary codes of ethics/conduct;

—	 the expectations of interested parties;

—	 the public’s “right to know”.

The policy should be communicated to interested parties, both internal and external, as appropriate.

6	 Environmental communication strategy

6.1	 General considerations

The organization’s management should develop a strategy to implement its environmental 
communication policy. The strategy can include environmental communication objectives, identification 
of interested parties, an indication of when and what it plans to communicate, and a management 
commitment to allocate adequate resources. An organization should clarify what is possible, taking 
into account its resources so that it can best and most realistically meet the expectations of interested 
parties.

Consideration should be given to the fact that environmental communication is part of the organization’s 
environmental activities in general and can be aligned with other elements of management systems, 
policies, strategies or relevant activities.
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Practical help box 1 — Developing the environmental communication strategy

When developing the environmental communication strategy, the questions below can be helpful.

—	 Why is the organization engaging in environmental communication and what are its purposes?

—	 What are the organization’s key environmental issues and impacts?

—	 What are the main issues to be covered, messages to be conveyed, and communication techniques, 
approaches, tools and channels to be used?

—	 What are the environmental conditions relevant to the organization, its products and its context?

—	 What are the risks/opportunities generated by the communication to be taken into account in 
the strategy?

—	 How much time is needed to implement the strategy?

—	 How will the strategy involve and coordinate the environmental managers, interested parties, 
individual(s) responsible for environmental issues and individual(s) who are responsible for the 
organization’s internal and external communication?

—	 What are the local, regional, national and international boundaries for the strategy?

Once defined, the strategy should be approved by top management and then used as the basis for the 
organization’s environmental communications activities.

6.2	 Integrating environmental communication into the organization’s general 
communication process

For efficient environmental communication, it is important to consider the organization’s general 
communication process.

Practical help box 2

When developing the process for environmental communication the organization should consider 
the following questions.

—	 What means of communication are already implemented? Can they be used for environmental 
communication as well?

—	 Which functions or persons are already assigned with communication responsibilities? Can they 
also take responsibilities for communicating environmental issues?

—	 Which interested parties have been identified for other reasons than interest in environmental 
performance or environmental issues? Can environmental communication be coordinated with 
other communication for these interested parties?

—	 Do communication plans exist? How can environmental communication be included in the 
existing plans?

—	 What kind of information is already publicly available? Can environmental information be 
included there? Or, can separate communication channels be more appropriate?

—	 How and when are objectives for communication established? How can setting environmental 
communication objectives be an integrated part in that process.
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6.3	 Resource efficiency

An organization’s environmental communication activities are dependent upon available resources. The 
environmental communication strategy should include an allocation of human, technical and financial 
resources, designated responsibilities and authority, and defined actions. Employees’ experiences and 
training needs can also be considered.

For efficient use of resources, the organization should develop a communication process that is 
appropriate considering the purpose and context of the organization, including the nature, scale and 
environmental impacts of its activities, products and services.

Practical help box 3

Questions to be asked when developing an appropriate model or process for communication may 
include the following.

—	 Who are the interested parties? What are their needs and expectations?

—	 Is the organization big or small? Which internal and external resources are available? Can part of 
the communication be outsourced, e.g. surveys?

—	 What is the status of communication skills within the organization? Are there training needs?

—	 Is the organization public or private? Is there any communication policy or code of conduct from 
a superior or parent organization?

—	 Does the organization act in business to business relation in a value chain? Or does it supply 
consumer products to end users?

6.4	 Establishing environmental communication objectives

An organization should set environmental communication objectives, which are useful because 
they can provide the basis for an effective environmental communication strategy. When setting its 
environmental communication objectives, an organization should ensure that they are aligned with 
its environmental communication policy, take account of the views of internal and external interested 
parties, and are consistent with the environmental communication principles in Clause 4. On setting 
objectives for its environmental communication activities, the organization should consider its 
priorities and desired results, making sure that the objectives defined are expressed in such a way that 
no further explanations are necessary.
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Practical help box 4 — Priorities for setting objectives

Priority considerations for setting objectives may include:

—	 environmental issues related to the organization’s specific activities, products and services;

—	 complying with applicable legal requirements and with other requirements to which the 
organization subscribes;

—	 influencing public policy on environmental issues;

—	 providing information and encouraging understanding by interested parties about the 
environmental activities, aspects, impacts and performance of the organization;

—	 providing information and encouraging understanding of environmental information of the 
organization’s products, e.g. environmental labels, footprints or declarations;

—	 meeting the environmental information expectations of interested parties;

—	 establishing ongoing dialogue on environmental matters;

—	 minimizing internal and/or external conflicts;

—	 improving the organization’s credibility and reputation;

—	 improving public knowledge and the environmental image of the organization’s products and 
services;

—	 stimulating environmental innovation and creativity.

Examples of objectives and their relation to objectives are provided in 7.1.3, Practical help box 7.

6.5	 Identifying interested parties

In developing the environmental communication strategy and setting objectives, the organization 
should identify internal and external interested parties who have expressed an interest in its activities, 
products and services. It can also identify other potential interested parties with whom it wishes to 
communicate to achieve the overall objectives of its environmental communication strategy.

Subsequently, target groups may be identified for more specific environmental communication 
activities (see 7.1.4).

﻿

© ISO 2020 – All rights reserved� 7

STANDARDSISO.C
OM : C

lick
 to

 vi
ew

 th
e f

ull
 PDF of

 IS
O 14

06
3:2

02
0

https://standardsiso.com/api/?name=da68ddf55b789d8901f85e02bddfcb58


﻿

ISO 14063:2020(E)

Practical help box 5 — Examples of interested parties

Some examples of interested parties that could be considered by an organization include:

—	 past, present and future employees and their representatives;

—	 customers and consumers;

—	 suppliers, contractors, wholesalers and distributors;

—	 competitors;

—	 shareholders;

—	 banks and financial/investment community;

—	 insurance companies;

—	 rating agencies;

—	 public authorities;

—	 legislators;

—	 regulators;

—	 politicians and opinion leaders;

—	 neighbours and local community;

—	 communities associated with supply chain organizations;

—	 schools, academics and researchers;

—	 professionals involved in environmental issues;

—	 media organizations;

—	 non-governmental organizations.

NOTE	 See ISO 14004 for further guidance on identifying interested parties.

7	 Environmental communication activities

7.1	 Planning an environmental communication activity

7.1.1	 General

Organizations will typically undertake a range of environmental communication activities 
in implementing their environmental communication policy. In advancing the environmental 
communication strategy and objectives, specific environmental communication activities can be 
developed, taking into account the environmental issue, geographic boundaries and interested parties.

NOTE	 Social media has no geographical boundaries and, thus, even if the activity is meant to be a local event, 
it will have a wider audience.
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Practical help box 6 — Planning an environmental communication activity

In planning an environmental communication activity, an organization should consider the following 
questions.

—	 Is it appropriate to communicate the activity through the organization’s web page or social 
media?

—	 Is this activity appropriate for use with social media?

—	 Is this activity consistent with the environmental communication principles in Clause 4 and the 
organization’s policy?

—	 If appropriate, does this activity enhance two-way communication?

—	 Can this activity promote consensus with interested parties?

—	 Does this activity offer an opportunity to reach and interact with its target group(s) and 
potentially address their interests?

—	 Does this activity provide an opportunity to address multiple issues in depth?

—	 Does this activity focus on the key issues?

—	 Does the activity provide information tailored to the target group(s)?

—	 Is this activity relatively easy to implement?

—	 Does the activity provide for information transfer at relatively low cost?

—	 Is this activity easy to update?

—	 Is the effectiveness of this activity measurable?

—	 Is this activity a good vehicle for education?

—	 Is this activity creating a constructive atmosphere?

—	 Is this activity an effective way to get publicity or increase public awareness?

—	 Is this activity a sensitive issue that could be perceived as an enticement to individual or corporate 
trolling?

7.1.2	 Situational analysis

The development or improvement of an environmental communication activity begins with an 
understanding of the context for the communication.

In the situational analysis, the organization should consider the following issues:

a)	 existing environmental communication activities and commitments;

b)	 identification and understanding of issues of concern to interested parties;

c)	 expectations and perceptions of the interested parties about the organization;

d)	 environmental awareness of interested parties, such as local communities;

e)	 communication media and activities that have proven to be the most effective in communicating 
with interested parties in similar situations;

f)	 identification of the opinion leaders and their influence on issues related to environmental 
communication;
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g)	 public image of the organization on a specific issue;

h)	 latest developments and trends on environmental issues related to the organization’s specific 
activities, products and services;

i)	 economic and financial implications;

j)	 knowledge and understanding of the values and cultures of interested parties.

A variety of tools are available to assist in the situational analysis. Examples can be found in Table 1. 
The situational analysis may lead to revised environmental communication objectives.

In evaluating the context for an environmental communication activity, it is also important to consider 
the potential costs and consequences of not communicating. These can be tangible, cost more than 
environmental communication in the long run and can also impose other costs on an organization, e.g. 
damage to reputation. The following hypothetical case highlights the implications of such a situation.

EXAMPLE	 Case 1: The costs of not conducting environmental communication.

A manager admitted that making a decision to burn a hazardous secondary liquid fuel at its plant, and not 
thoroughly discussing it with the community, resulted in a crisis. The organization did not anticipate the 
strength of reaction it would receive and therefore did not allocate sufficient resources for advance consultation 
and communication. A 90-year good working relationship between the organization and community dissolved 
overnight. The manager estimates that he spent the majority of two years trying to re-establish this relationship. 
The costs to the organization included his salary, countless time of other staff to meet with a range of interested 
parties, and the costs associated with hosting numerous public meetings and developing press releases and 
other media announcements. One outcome of this effort was the creation of a community liaison committee that 
included citizens who were the most vociferous about the decision to burn alternative fuels. The organization 
and regulators use this committee as a sounding board before making major decisions. After five years, trust has 
been re-established.

7.1.3	 Setting environmental communication objectives

An organization can decide what it intends to achieve with an environmental communication 
activity and which media is the best way to obtain the objectives. Objectives should be established 
that are consistent with the environmental communication goals and that are specific, measurable, 
achievable, realistic and time-related. This will allow the organization to evaluate the environmental 
communication activity and determine whether or not the objective has been met.
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Practical help box 7 — Examples of environmental communication goals and objectives

Organizations may set communication goals and objectives and define indicators for measuring 
results. The text that follows is an example.

Goal: Gain acceptance of a significant change at a facility based upon discussions with the community.

Objectives:

—	 reach 90  % of the neighbouring homes with a brochure explaining the change and the 
environmental impacts (the indicator is the percentage of homes reached);

—	 achieve 75 % acceptance in a survey with the community;

—	 conclude the communication effort three months before the proposed change starts.

Goal: Increase customer awareness of the organization’s environmental performance.

Objectives:

—	 reach 80 % of the purchasers of a specific product;

—	 get feedback from 65 % of customers of a specific product regarding their understanding of the 
organization’s environmental performance level;

—	 conclude the communication effort two months before the final version of the sustainability 
report is produced.

Goal: Improve environmental performance across the supply chain by communicating organizational 
goals, objectives and targets with suppliers, tracking how supply-chain changes improve 
environmental performance and sharing improvement information.

Objectives:

—	 reach 95 % of raw material suppliers and 65 % of suppliers of consumption items;

—	 get a questionnaire return from 100  % of raw material suppliers and 85  % of suppliers of 
consumption items;

—	 provide conclusions to allow changes in procurement procedures by given date.

Goal: Make end-use purchasers, B2B customers or public procurement buyers aware of the 
environmental product declarations (EPD) the organization has developed.

Objectives:

—	 reach 100 % of identified target groups with the information;

—	 make 80 % aware of the EPDs and their content;

—	 achieve a 60 % understanding of the information in the EPDs and use it as a tool when selecting 
suppliers.

7.1.4	 Identifying target groups

In planning an environmental communication activity, an organization should identify the target 
groups among its interested parties. Good communication involves a range of possible target groups, 
not just those favourable to the organization or those with sufficient resources to organize and express 
themselves.

It is not uncommon to identify conflicting interests among different target groups. As a result, the 
environmental communication activities should address and respond to different and often conflicting 
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demands from target groups, in particular those that are the most influential and who may negatively 
impact the outcomes of an environmental communication activity. A rapid response process may be 
necessary, especially when using social media.

When undertaking an environmental communication activity, the organization should seek to 
understand the expectations and perceptions of target groups with respect to the organization’s 
environmental performance. At its simplest, direct dialogue between a target group and the organization 
may generate the feedback required. If the organization is seeking input from target groups, it should 
explain why it is seeking information, and what it plans to do with the information obtained.

7.1.5	 Defining geographic scope

For each environmental communication activity, the organization should define the areas or locations 
on which it will focus its environmental communication activities because different places, with 
different languages, culture and habits, may affect public needs and perception about the organization. 
The focus of any particular communication activity can range from a local community to the broader 
public, which may be located far from any facility or office of the organization.

An organization may be involved in addressing a specific environmental issue on more than one 
geographic scale. For example, greenhouse gas emissions may be covered by an environmental report 
with a local, regional, national or international focus. Different types of information may be required 
for these environmental communication activities, and common information may have to be presented 
in different ways, depending on the needs of the interested parties involved.

7.1.6	 Identifying environmental information

The organization should anticipate environmental issues of concern to interested parties. This may 
help focus the collection of information environmental impacts and performances of its products, 
services, processes and activities. Based on the targets set for an environmental communication 
activity, appropriate quantitative and qualitative data and information can be selected or generated. 
Such information should be aligned to current standards and guidelines on environmental performance 
and performance indicators.
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Practical help box 8 — Examples of information sources for an environmental communication 
activity

There are many sources and types of information available within most organizations, particularly 
those with an environmental management system such as that of ISO 14001, including:

—	 the organization’s understanding of relevant external and internal issues;

—	 the organization’s understanding of the needs and expectations of interested parties;

—	 information on the organization’s strategies and their environment implications;

—	 environmental policies, management practices and performance measures, possibly available 
from an organization’s environmental management system;

—	 lists of environmental aspects and impacts of activities, products and services,

—	 life cycle perspective of products and activities;

—	 data and other documentation used for environmental labels and declarations,

—	 lists of environmental indicators;

—	 data from environmental performance evaluations;

—	 routinely and occasionally collected information, such as the reports from facilities located in a 
specific area, reports from subsidiaries (for a holding company), research reports, monitoring, 
control and measurement data registers and analysis reports, etc.;

—	 routine regulatory reports;

—	 record of compliance with applicable legal requirements and with other requirements to which 
the organization subscribes;

—	 plans, records and guidance on emergency response, and response to accidents;

—	 manuals and records of employee training on the safe handling of material;

—	 professional qualification records of the organization’s employees responsible for environmental 
matters (e.g. managers, technicians, experts);

—	 relevant financial and accounting data;

—	 information from community outreach activities.

Sometimes, available information within an organization does not exist in a form suitable for 
an environmental communication activity or for dialogue with non-technical target groups. The 
information should be used to prepare written materials or other types of communication in a form 
that is clear and appropriate for the relevant target groups.

This is particularly true, for example, in the case of environmental indicators, frequently used by 
organizations to communicate about their environmental performance. Such indicators, quantitative or 
qualitative, may be technical in nature, and should be explained in ways to make their use, significance 
and content understandable and useful to interested parties. In some cases, difficulty in collecting 
appropriate data could lead to revision of the approach to achieving targets. The following hypothetical 
case highlights the implications of such a situation.

NOTE 1	 ISO 14031 provides guidance on the development of environmental performance indicators.

NOTE 2	 For product related environmental information, requirements and guidance are provided in 
ISO 14021, ISO 14024, ISO 14046 and ISO 14067.
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EXAMPLE	 Case 2: Identifying environmental performance indicators for an electronic equipment 
manufacturer.

An electronic equipment manufacturer consulted 75 interested parties to determine which environmental 
performance indicators the organization may report on. The main stages in the process were to:

—	 identify the important external and internal interested parties and determine their key concerns and 
expectations regarding the organization’s environmental performance;

—	 identify environmental performance indicators to be addressed in the environmental report and the priority 
of these indicators among interested parties;

—	 assess the performance of the organization against these indicators;

—	 produce an organization environmental performance profile and communicate the results back to the 
interested parties.

Of the organization’s interested parties, 75 participated in the process, including employees, customers, 
suppliers, opinion leaders, neighbours, legislators, regulators and the financial and insurance community.

Interviews were held between 5 to 15 representatives from each target group, totalling 75. The individuals 
were asked, “Which environmental issues do you consider important for the organization to be addressing 
and reporting on in its environmental reports?” Over 100 issues were identified, which were distilled into 11 
indicators of environmental performance and management performance.

A workshop was also held, attended by 12 interested parties, to discuss and confirm the 11 indicators and to 
determine the relevant priority of each parameter.

The outcome of the process was the production of an environmental report, providing details of the organization’s 
environmental performance. A number of environmental performance indicators were identified that are not 
usually addressed in environmental reports, e.g. “information technology in pursuit of sustainable development”. 
Issues dealt with in the environmental report were prioritized according to feedback received from the interested 
parties, improving the report’s focus on interested parties’ demands and assisting the organization’s allocation 
of resources for improving environmental performance. The approach increased the objectivity of the reporting 
process by incorporating the views of interested parties.

7.2	 Selecting environmental communication content, approaches and tools

7.2.1	 General

An organization’s approach to environmental communication will be influenced by whether it wants 
to consult, understand, inform, persuade and/or involve target groups. It is important to note that 
environmental communication is a dynamic process and that there is an ongoing change among target 
groups and within organizations.

In choosing the approaches to communication, it is important to consider the needs and the degree of 
interest that the target groups involved in the communication activity have in the issues covered by the 
communication. In addition, it is equally important to consider how active the organization wishes to 
be in its communication. There are different approaches to communication depending upon whether 
the organization and the target groups are active or passive, and depending on the environmental 
communication objectives of the organization, the target groups and the organizational resources 
available for the communication.

An organization can tailor the information it provides, consistent with initial planning, for target 
groups. The information should:

a)	 consider behavioural aspects and the social, cultural, educational, economic and political interests 
of target groups;

b)	 use appropriate language;

c)	 make use of visual images or electronic media where appropriate;
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d)	 be consistent with the selected approach and, where relevant, with other information on 
environmental issues previously communicated by the organization.

An organization may wish to test its means of information provision prior to making any public 
communication. Opinion research that focuses on testing of information provision can help identify 
areas needing more explanation or clarification, key issues, questions that need to be addressed, etc.

Tables 1 to 3 give details of communication approaches and tools.

Table 1 — Written communication approaches and tools

Technique Description Strengths Weaknesses Keep in mind
Websites Electronic commu-

nication medium, 
accessible to all 
online external and 
internal interested 
parties. Can include 
downloadable re-
ports, educational 
material or links 
to websites where 
users can provide 
feedback to the 
organization.

Offer great poten-
tial to reach out to 
many people on 
many issues (and 
to offer tailored 
information).
Easy to update, 
with potential to 
effect two-way 
communication.

Companies often put 
brochures on their 
websites, which 
misses the opportu-
nity for interactivity 
(e.g. video, real data, 
e-mail feedback).

Keep technical computer 
requirements to a low level as 
not everybody has the latest 
computer hardware.
Need not be expensive. 
Answers to frequently asked 
questions can be provided 
on the website, with a phone 
number provided for more 
detailed inquiries.

Environmen-
tal or sustain-
ability reports

Comprehensive 
presentation of 
commitment and 
performance on 
a number of key 
issues. Extracts 
or summaries of 
these reports can 
be included in other 
communication 
of the organiza-
tion, e.g. financial 
reports.

Opportunity to 
address multiple 
issues in depth. 
Basic approach for 
building trust and 
credibility. Create 
internal trans-
parency about all 
relevant issues of 
an organization.

Hard work to 
produce and can be 
difficult to update 
frequently. May 
provide information 
in a form that does 
not permit compar-
ison with similar 
organizations. May 
set expectations that 
one may be distrib-
uted every year.

Address external and internal 
interested parties’ interests.
Can include difficulties and 
failures as well as successes.
Appropriate sector reporting 
standards or indicators can be 
used to enable benchmarking.

Printed  
material  
(reports,  
brochures  
and newslet-
ters)

Report or bro-
chures: A brief sum-
mary of the facility 
or specific project of 
interest, key issues 
and how people can 
participate.
Newsletter: Period-
ic update of facility 
activities. Informs 
and maintains links 
with interested 
parties.

Can cover a single 
issue if necessary. 
Inexpensive and 
quick to produce.
Informs large  
numbers of  
people.
Newsletters can 
be effective for 
both external and 
internal interested 
parties.

Can be misinter-
preted. Only basic 
information given.
No direct feedback.
May be difficult to 
distribute in remote 
areas.

Issues have to be researched.
Use basic language.
Use photos and maps. Be 
objective.
Include contact name,  
telephone number and  
address.
Literacy may be an issue and 
cartoons or graphics can help.

Product or 
service  
information  
labels or  
declarations

Description of the 
significant envi-
ronmental aspects/
impacts associated 
with a product 
or service. In the 
case of products, it 
can be attached to 
product or available 
separately.

Can inform cus-
tomers about the 
environmental  
aspects/impacts 
of a product or 
service.

May cause  
confusion because 
information is  
presented in brief 
form.

Form and content of environ-
mental product labels may 
conform to the requirements 
of ISO 14020, ISO 14021, 
ISO 14024 and ISO 14025.
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Technique Description Strengths Weaknesses Keep in mind
Posters/ 
displays

A description of a 
project, highlight-
ing issues and set 
up in a public place.

Provide general 
information at 
relatively low costs. 
Reach many that 
may not participate 
otherwise.

Giving information, 
rather than  
receiving it.

Keep to main points. Use 
photos and maps. Update 
regularly.
Advertise the location of the 
display. Provide a contact 
name and number.

Letters Letters on specific 
issues to and from 
named individuals.

Can address the 
particular needs of 
interested parties. 
Quick and easy to 
produce.

Can be overly formal. 
Generally a poor 
way to communicate 
complex information.

Reading level of recipients.
Make one argument well.

Email Electronic method 
of sending informa-
tion and messages.
Offers an oppor-
tunity to send 
electronic copies of 
paper publications.

Inexpensive and 
easy way for people 
to send and receive 
messages and 
information. Quick 
exchange, dissem-
ination is immedi-
ate. Opportunity 
to reach a large 
number of people 
quickly.

Not everyone has 
access to a comput-
er or the ability to 
access emails.
Message might be 
deleted before it is 
read if people think 
it is unimportant.

When sending attachments, 
ensure that the recipient has 
access to compatible software.

Media/ 
newspaper 
feature  
articles

Explain features of 
a facility or project.

Can reach a large 
audience.
Convenient for the 
public.
Good vehicle for 
education.

Likely to be edited 
by the paper so that 
only part of the story 
is told.
In remote areas or 
developing coun-
tries, not necessarily 
widely available.

Local media and nationwide 
media may require different 
approaches, style and level 
of detail.

Media/news 
releases

Information is  
prepared and  
distributed to the 
media for its use.

An effective and 
cheap way to get 
publicity and  
interest.

Media may not cover 
unless the story is 
deemed newsworthy.
Likely to be edited to 
meet guidelines.

Avoid misrepresenting the 
organization’s environmental 
performance.
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Technique Description Strengths Weaknesses Keep in mind
Footprint 
communica-
tion

The communication 
of a metric report-
ing life cycle assess-
ment (LCA) results 
addressing an area 
of concern, along 
with any support-
ing information

LCA informa-
tion, which can 
be very complex, 
is simplified and 
presented in a way 
that addresses a 
particular area of 
concern. Footprints 
developed under 
the same pro-
gramme and using 
the same product 
category rules 
enable comparisons 
between products. 
There are also com-
parative footprint 
communications 
and performance 
tracking footprint 
communications 
that are specifically 
intended to show 
improvement.

There may be lim-
ited awareness and 
understanding of 
footprints by some 
members of society

Apply the relevant  
ISO documents for  
footprint quantification, e.g. 
ISO/TS 14027, ISO 14044, 
ISO 14046 and ISO 14067. 
Apply ISO 14026 for commu-
nication.

Social media Social media 
applications can 
be accessible to all 
or access can be 
controlled. Applica-
tions provide real 
time information on 
current activities in 
addition to provid-
ing access to online 
documentation.

Information can be 
provided immedi-
ately and updated 
as fast as events 
change.
Access can be 
controlled and 
allows for two-way 
communication.

Uncontrolled  
access can allow for 
trolling, improper 
language, racism and 
hate text.
Controlled access 
can trigger concerns 
with the company’s 
transparency and 
credibility.

Establish ground rules to con-
trol language, rudeness and 
other improper behaviours.
Establish different access 
points based on the need, 
such as specific access for 
customers, employees,  
vendors and neighbours.

Media/ 
advertising

Paid for promotion-
al material, e.g. a 
straight advert in a 
newspaper, or spon-
sorship of a section 
(such as the envi-
ronment page of the 
regional paper).

Reaches a large 
audience.

Can be expensive. 
May have limited 
life span.
Limited opportu-
nity to describe 
complex issues.

Audience profile of  
publication/programme  
within which the advertise-
ment appears.

Table 2 — Verbal communication approaches and tools

Technique Description Strengths Weaknesses Keep in mind
Public 
meetings

A way to present 
information and 
exchange views. 
Addresses specific 
aspect of an agenda 
or project. Consists 
of presentations and 
question-and-answer 
sessions or formal, 
timed testimony.

Seen as  
“legitimate”  
consultation.
Information 
provided to large 
number of people. 
Costs are low.
People usually 
willing to attend.

Interactions can be 
limited. Does not 
ensure all views are 
heard.
May become an 
emotional shouting 
match.
Vocal minority may 
dominate.

Often best to use after smaller 
activities (interviews, focus 
groups) to know what the in-
terested parties’ reaction will 
be in advance. Advertise the 
meeting well.
Staff needs proven experience. 
Use an independent chairper-
son and/or a facilitator/ 
moderator, if possible.
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Technique Description Strengths Weaknesses Keep in mind
Interested 
party  
interviews/ 
personal 
contact

Talking with people 
in their homes, 
offices, or a neutral 
location.

Two-way exchange 
of information. 
People feel they 
have been heard. 
Specific issues can 
be addressed. An 
honest talk may 
build trust. Inter-
views help identify 
key issues and con-
cerns and establish 
relationships.

Difficult to  
identify all interest-
ed parties.
Time consuming.
May be threatening 
for some.
May sometimes be 
culturally inappro-
priate.

Identify individuals who rep-
resent the types of interested 
parties who could be or are 
being affected by a specific 
activity.
Accept that some people may 
want professional representa-
tion. Often good to include 
influential interested parties. 
Meet at a location that is con-
venient for interested parties.

Focus groups Meeting with a small 
group of interested 
parties with a similar 
background (e.g. gov-
ernment officials or 
residents) to discuss 
a particular topic.

Allows a free 
exchange of 
ideas because 
participants feel 
comfortable being 
with their peers. 
Often a consensus 
can be reached 
about the most 
important issues.

Time consuming to 
conduct focus groups 
with all important 
interested parties.

Often best used after some ini-
tial interviews with interested 
parties to identify the main 
issues that may be raised.

Surveys Questionnaires 
used with interest-
ed parties (may be 
conducted by an 
independent organ-
ization if deemed 
necessary) to gather 
demographic in-
formation from the 
respondents and 
indicate their issues 
and concerns.

Helpful to use 
when a company 
is planning to 
establish itself in 
a community or if 
a major change in 
operations is being 
considered.
Also, good to 
update on some 
regular basis (e.g. 
every two years).

Surveys may be 
labour intensive 
depending on the 
complexity of the 
questionnaire, the 
way questions are 
asked (e.g. person-
ally or via web), the 
number of persons 
in the sample and 
the number and size 
of the geographical 
locations chosen.

Surveys can be conducted 
door-to-door or over the 
telephone. They may also be 
written or be performed over 
the internet.

Open houses, 
information 
days, site 
visit, videos

Open houses are 
usually held at 
a central, public 
spot, and provide a 
chance for people to 
ask questions and 
discuss issues. In-
formation days can 
be combined with 
site visits to give 
the public a chance 
to see a facility first 
hand and ask ques-
tions. Videos can be 
used at any of these 
events to explain 
facility operations.

Allow for direct 
interaction.
Provide oppor-
tunity to correct 
misinformation 
and explore issues.
Can be useful for 
reaching both ex-
ternal and internal 
interested parties.

Are more giving than 
receiving.
Can be expensive, 
require many staff 
hours.
Relies on staff 
knowledge and skills.

Have to be well advertised.
Staff have to be well briefed.
Project manager should be 
present.
Issues raised have to be  
recorded.
Staff cannot be defensive but 
be listening actively to inter-
ested parties’ comments.
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Technique Description Strengths Weaknesses Keep in mind
Guided 
tours with 
an environ-
mental focus

Visits offered to  
target groups to 
areas or installations 
of interest to the  
organization.

Provide opportu-
nity for face-to-
face contacts 
between the 
organization 
personnel and the 
visiting parties.
Allows on-the-spot 
opportunity to 
show the organi-
zation’s environ-
mental activities.

May be interpreted 
as a public relations 
exercise if only the 
good aspects are 
shown. Is limited in 
terms of the number 
of people reached by 
the effort.
Can be expensive, 
require many staff 
hours. Relies on staff 
knowledge and skills.

The visit can touch on the 
issues directly related to 
the organization’s products, 
processes and activities or to 
issues related to the  
organization’s business.

Workshops, 
conferences, 
dialogue 
events

Opportunities for a 
range of interested 
parties to discuss 
ideas, concerns and 
issues.

Can be very 
productive and 
helpful in reaching 
consensus on 
issues with high 
priority.

Can be time-con-
suming to organize 
to ensure that a good 
mix of interested 
parties is present.

Usually most effective to host 
such an event after either inter-
views or focus groups to pro-
vide information on the type of 
issues that may be raised.

Media/radio 
interviews

Short programmes 
usually aimed at dis-
cussing or respond-
ing to narrow or 
focused issues.

Avenue to reach 
many people.

It is not possible to 
control the questions 
that will be asked. 
Unless the radio sta-
tion permits listen-
ers to phone in, it is 
difficult to have any 
type of exchange.

Keep messages sharp, clear, 
and simple.
Give these interviews if some 
major decision is being consid-
ered that would be of interest 
to the broad community.

Citizen  
advisory  
groups or  
community  
liaison  
groups

Group made of peo-
ple from outside the 
organization with 
various interests and 
expertise that meet 
periodically to give 
advice on environ-
mental issues from 
the point of view of 
an interested party.

Investigate issues, 
put forward sug-
gestions. Two-way 
exchange of in-
formation. Shows 
that the organiza-
tion is willing to 
work with people. 
Helps maintain 
the visibility of the 
organization in 
the community.

Can have limited 
power. May not rep-
resent all interests, 
different levels of 
expertise.
Information not 
always passed on to 
community.
Advisory group 
members may get 
out of touch with 
those they represent.

Have to represent full range of 
interests. The role and  
authority of the group has to 
be clearly defined.
Can have pre-determined life 
span. Members have to com-
municate with the community.

Help desk Phone advice and in-
formation available 
to interested parties 
about the environ-
mental and other 
aspects of products.

Provides an 
opportunity for 
interested parties 
to ask and receive 
responses to 
specific questions 
about products.

Calls may cover any 
subject. Callers may 
not always listen 
carefully to answers 
and may therefore 
misinterpret  
responses.

Staff have to be well trained 
and well informed about 
environmental aspects of the 
organization’s activities, prod-
ucts and services. If respond-
ing to difficult questions, it is 
sometimes better to offer to 
get back to the caller or to send 
a written response.
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Technique Description Strengths Weaknesses Keep in mind
Presentation 
to groups

Talks to interested 
groups, usually held 
at the group’s regu-
lar meeting place.
A short presenta-
tion followed by a 
question and answer 
session. May be used 
for internal or  
external groups.

Groups can be tar-
geted, information 
can be tailored to 
meet group needs, 
and information 
may be passed 
to others. The 
host group may 
do some of the 
work (e.g. inviting 
people). Useful for 
indigenous  
communities.

Potential for hostile 
audience reaction.
If used alone, can fail 
to reach sections of 
the community.

Use them to develop working 
relationships.
Do not exclude  
non-supportive groups.
Provide written material to be 
considered before the meeting.
Leave written material to be 
taken home.

Interested  
party 
dinners/ 
sustainable 
business 
dinners

Series of group 
meetings bringing 
together different 
interested parties 
either to launch a 
report or discuss 
sustainability.

Participants 
benefit from 
sharing their 
views (e.g. enjoy a 
meal). First-hand 
interested parties’ 
views are ob-
tained. Construc-
tive atmosphere in 
which to discuss 
sustainability.

Difficulties in select-
ing guests and steer-
ing the conversation 
to sustainability.

Can be of different sizes, e.g. 
large with regional and local 
interested parties, or small 
meetings with less than 10 
participants.

Theatre 
presentation

Use of a theatrical 
format to present 
environmental  
information to 
internal or external 
interested parties.

Can attract the 
attention of inter-
ested parties. Can 
reach interested 
parties who may 
not read written 
materials.

It may be difficult 
to develop pres-
entations that are 
appropriate for 
groups with varying 
levels of knowledge, 
understanding and 
interest.

Presentations have to be well 
done, lively and have to avoid 
preaching to the audience.
Consider using professional 
actors.

Table 3 — Other communication approaches and tools

Technique Description Strengths Weaknesses Keep in mind
Cooperative 
projects

Projects carried out 
jointly by an organi-
zation and groups of 
interested parties.

Can build trust 
and co-operation 
through working 
together to achieve 
a mutual goal.

Interested parties 
may have unreal-
istic expectations 
about the input and 
resources that an 
organization can 
provide.

In developing co-operative 
projects, be sure to define 
clearly the project goals, and 
the roles, responsibilities and 
resources to be provided by 
each participant.
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Technique Description Strengths Weaknesses Keep in mind
Sustainability 
agreement

An agreement 
reached by an organ-
ization and a com-
munity to mutually 
commit to sustaina-
ble development.

Assists in building 
relationships 
between a 
community and 
an organization 
that will foster 
environmental 
communication 
and interaction. 
Benefits can 
include having 
the organization 
recognized as a 
leader committed 
to improving qual-
ity of life and the 
environment.

Time and resources 
are needed to main-
tain community 
relationships.

If an organization fails to meet 
its commitment, its reputation 
may suffer because of the  
visibility of the agreement.

Art 
exhibitions

Display of artworks 
organized around 
environmental 
themes.

Encourages 
involvement of ex-
ternal and/or in-
ternal interested 
parties who may 
not be attracted 
by more conven-
tional approaches.

May be time con-
suming to organize.

Exhibitions can be available 
for viewing during hours when 
people have time to attend, e.g. 
evenings and weekends.

7.2.2	 Defining responsibilities and involvement (internal and external)

The responsibilities of top management should include the following:

a)	 being involved in the environmental communication processes to become familiar with the 
environmental impacts of their strategies, planning, products and services, processes and further 
activities, as well as with the requirements of the interested parties;

b)	 taking a leading role in promoting an internal environment that stimulates and acknowledges 
those who are actively involved with environmental communication;

c)	 encouraging regular communication to all employees on the initiatives and results of environmental 
communication.

Specific responsibility for gathering information for environmental communication should be assigned 
so that there is coordination between the individual(s) responsible for formulating this information and 
individuals who are responsible for conducting outreach and communication. In small organizations, 
the responsibility for an environmental communication activity may be assigned to one individual.

When environmental communication is carried out by internal or external communication professionals 
in collaboration with other professionals from various areas, the organization should consider 
training for its appropriate staff on aspects related to communication (media training, public speech, 
consultation techniques, etc.) and also on environmental issues that are relevant to the organization 
and to its interested parties.

The best results can come from ongoing informal dialogue between the organization and interested 
parties. In addition to training, developing a culture of openness, individual responsibility and 
participation can help in facilitating a proactive and constructive dialogue with interested parties.
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7.2.3	 Tracking input from interested parties

The organization may develop or refer to a logbook or electronic register that records relevant 
contact between the organization and interested parties. Such a record should include, at a minimum, 
relevant contact information for the interested party and the date and nature of the past interaction or 
communications, taking into account any data protection requirements. Tracking and maintaining such 
information can allow the organization:

—	 to recall the history of specific interested party communication, inquiries or concerns;

—	 to understand the nature of various interested party engagements over time;

—	 to improve an organization’s effectiveness in developing future communication and in following up 
and addressing the concerns of specific interested parties as needed.

7.2.4	 Planning for environmental communication activities on environmental crises and 
emergencies

Although environmental communication is important at all times, it is particularly critical during 
environmental crises and emergencies. The organization should identify any potential crises and 
emergencies and plan the appropriate environmental communication. The planning should address 
relevant information for response to both potential situations and actual crises and emergency 
situations.

The credibility of the communication is based on the quality of planning and the organization’s response. 
Any deficiencies in planning or processes are likely to be highlighted under such circumstances. Even 
if there is a very small margin for error, significant consequences may result from inappropriate or 
poorly executed communication.

Detailed planning for an environmental communication activity during crises and emergencies is 
crucial in order to:

—	 keep affected communities informed about measures being taken and aware of exposure risks;

—	 reduce or avoid health problems with workers and nearby residents;

—	 reduce or avoid impacts on the environment;

—	 ensure that authorities are kept informed as appropriate.

Such planning can greatly reduce the consequences that undesired events might have on the 
organization’s reputation among customers and residents of local communities.

The media can play an important communication role during environmental crises or emergencies. The 
organization should recognize the importance of effective, transparent communication with the media. 
The media may be kept informed about environmental issues related to the organization so that it has 
an informed background and contacts to draw on in case of an emergency.

﻿
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Practical help box  9 — Considerations in planning for an environmental communication 
activity related to crises or emergencies

Planning should include:

—	 potential incident/accident scenarios;

—	 possible exposed population and its vulnerability;

—	 mitigating actions that the organization has in place;

—	 environmental impacts that may be expected locally or on a larger scale;

—	 media and the methods that can be used to inform the affected population about what to do;

—	 messages designed for specific audiences;

—	 infrastructure that can be used in the response process;

—	 assigning in advance the responsibilities and authority for communicating during crises and 
keeping interested parties informed;

—	 guidance or requirements from authorities and industrial trade or professional associations;

—	 advanced training and or exercises;

—	 reaction to negative media coverage;

—	 relevant legal requirements and consequences.

Some examples of environmental communication activities during crises and emergencies are to:

—	 hold a press conference to discuss the situation;

—	 host a community meeting to discuss what happened, allowing an opportunity for interested 
parties to express concerns, and for the organization to hear concerns and respond directly, 
and provide information on the organization’s response, current status and follow-up and 
preventative measures;

—	 keep the media informed about current status, updated information and follow up activities;

—	 coordinate responses with local and other appropriate authorities;

—	 take initiatives to identify the root cause of the accident, prevent reoccurrence and report on 
progress;

—	 provide information to interested parties on where to ask questions, express concerns, and 
obtain information.

7.2.5	 Establishing a communication plan

Based on the guidance given in 7.2, it is helpful to create a communication plan. A communication 
plan is also a practical tool to demonstrate fulfilment of the requirements in ISO  14001 regarding 
communication. A communication plan should include:

—	 what to communicate, when and how;

—	 target groups for the activities;

—	 responsibilities;

—	 goals and objectives for the activities;
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—	 needs for actions (especially urgent needs) to responses from interested parties;

—	 plan(s) for follow-up and evaluation.

The communication plan should include communication about the organization as well as its products 
and services.

NOTE	 More guidance on communication requirements in an environmental management system is provided 
in ISO 14004.

7.3	 Performing an environmental communication activity

7.3.1	 Collecting and evaluating data

Material for use in environmental communication should be documented so that it can be organized, 
maintained and easily used by those interested in the information. The document management system 
may be able to provide fast access to information, especially information to be used in response to 
environmental crises and emergencies.

Evaluation of the data should include checks for accuracy, consistency, reliability and applicability. The 
collected data may be presented as information in a form suitable for its intended use and target group.

NOTE	 See ISO 14033 for further guidance on quantitative environmental information.

7.3.2	 Conducting environmental communication activities

The way an environmental communication activity is conducted depends on the nature of the 
communication, the needs of the target groups, the organization’s objectives for the communication, 
and the preferred approach of the organization. There should be considerable flexibility and variation in 
the specific details of the communication. A written communication, for example, can be disseminated 
in a variety of different forms; an open house can be structured in many different ways.

When communicating with target group(s), an organization may:

a)	 designate those working for the organization, or on its behalf, to serve as spokespeople and media 
sources;

b)	 provide spokespeople with speaker or media training before they undertake their ongoing 
communication roles;

c)	 consider whether to use an independent third party or consultant to produce information that can 
be provided;

d)	 actively promote and respond to input and feedback;

e)	 try to provide advance notice of publication for review and consideration by interested parties;

f)	 ensure that the timing of the communication is appropriate for its internal business cycles, external 
events, interested parties’ availability and interest;

g)	 consider whether to use a facilitator or mediator;

h)	 avoid jargon, overly technical and inconsistent information;

i)	 be open to a variety of possible communication approaches informed by the interests and needs of 
targets group(s).

If the environmental communication activity involves the discussion of information provided by 
the organization, the organization should ensure that all target group(s) receive the information 
sufficiently in advance of the date for discussion to permit adequate time for review and consideration. 
An organization should take into account that voluntary groups may require more time to review 
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information than a business or government body. The following hypothetical case highlights the 
implications of such a situation.

EXAMPLE	 Case 3: Conducting environmental communication activities, using various approaches and tools.

In the mid-1990s, a research facility experienced several environmental incidents related to groundwater 
contamination that resulted in intense reaction from neighbours, activists, elected officials and regulators. 
Under new management, the facility implemented an environmental management system, ultimately receiving 
ISO 14001 registration. To meet the requirement in ISO 14001 to “consider processes for external communication 
on its significant environmental aspects”, the facility launched a strong external environmental communications 
programme to regain interested party trust.

Using a focus group of interested parties, employees and management, recommendations were developed and 
formalized in a community involvement plan. One of the key aspects of the plan was recognition of the value 
of community involvement in decision-making at the facility and the availability of information (good and bad 
news) in a timely, clear and accurate manner.

Environmental communication at the facility is now conducted at several levels. General, big picture information 
is disseminated (and feedback requested) through newsletters, surveys, mailing lists, websites and community 
meetings. For more detailed information and input into decision-making, a community advisory committee was 
formed, consisting of representatives of 32 local groups. The committee meets regularly to bring issues to the 
facility and to provide feedback on decisions it is considering. To work with regulators and elected officials, 
an executive roundtable was created, which serves a similar function as the community advisory committee. 
Additionally, employees are encouraged to reach out to the community through programmes such as a speaker’s 
bureau for presentations to community groups and an envoy programme to fulfil requests for information from 
individuals and local organizations.

Overall, the communication programme has been a success. The facility brings new issues to the advisory groups 
for decisions and, through contingency plans, informs them of developing issues of concern. Formal systems 
ensure receipt and response to requests for information. The facility was also recognized with a major national 
environmental communications award.

7.3.3	 Recording and responding to feedback

A valuable part of communication is the feedback that is received from the target group(s). By evaluating 
their reaction, the organization can verify how the communication was received and whether the target 
group(s) understood the communication. When the communication has succeeded in these respects, 
there is still a need for the organization to obtain feedback from the different target group(s) and then 
to respond, showing that the organization understands their views, is interested in them, and will 
consider them.

If an organization’s communication activities have failed in any of these respects, a quick reaction may 
be necessary. A failure in the communication process may be remedied by providing clearer information 
through more direct access and discussion. A negative reaction to a communication by some of the 
target groups may be more serious: it may foreshadow opposition to the organization’s activities. The 
reaction should be investigated to provide a full understanding of the concerns. At best, the issue can 
be resolved by improved communication; alternatively, it may require a modification of the activities 
to address the concerns. At worst, the proposal may be delayed, pending resolution of the concerns, or 
even dropped in the face of major opposition.

Organizations issuing environmental reports or other documents for public information should 
include forms for feedback within the reports. This feedback can assist the organization in continually 
improving the quality of the reports issued.

Each communication activity should include a definition of not only the information the organization 
is trying to give but also the information it is hoping to gain. The resources allocated to the activity 
can include details of how the feedback will be handled. Feedback gained through opinion research 
may be handled internally. However, an organization undertaking two-way communication has to be 
prepared to seriously consider the feedback and to provide a prompt response. This does not mean that 
an organization always needs to change its activities based on this feedback, but the interested parties 
need to be assured that they have been heard.
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