
Four simple steps to unlock 
your net-zero carbon future
How IT can help you realize your sustainability plan  
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The impact of IT

The impact of IT

Our modern digital life has made us reliant on 
datacenters throughout the world—and because 
of the energy required to meet demand, these 
datacenters have historically created a large 
carbon footprint. The health of our planet is on all 
of us. It’s important to continue making progress 
in reducing our impact on the environment 
around us as well as the environments we’re 
sourcing from. 

Microsoft is actively working towards a carbon negative footprint. 
While your organization may differ from Microsoft in size or 
industry, you can still build upon the work we’ve already done and 
follow similar steps to plan your sustainable practices. As Microsoft 
continues to invest in this cause and improve sustainability 
practices, take advantage of the learnings from our own journey to 
help establish and grow your sustainability initiatives.

This e-book is intended to help you evaluate 
your organization and plan your next steps to 
more sustainable practices. 
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The sustainability 
journey at Microsoft
Sustainability is a core priority at Microsoft. 
We’ve been carbon neutral since 2012, and 
we’re continuing to take steps to develop, 
innovate, and improve. We’ve committed to 
being carbon negative by 2030, and by 2050, 
we plan to remove all of the carbon from the 
environment that the company has emitted 
either directly or by electrical consumption 
since it was founded in 1975.

Microsoft has started the Climate Innovation 
Fund and has committed to investing $1 
billion over the next four years to help 
increase the development of carbon reduction 
and removal technologies.

As we move from carbon neutral to carbon negative, we’re using 
industry-wide accepted methods while evaluating our different 
levels of scope emissions to best choose projects to invest in. 
One of the major projects we’re focusing on is redesigning our 
datacenters for efficiency. Power Usage Effectiveness (PUE) has 
been a big driver towards drastically improving our datacenters. 
We’ve employed non-mechanical cooling methods, like adiabatic 
cooling – for example, using an open window and fan to circulate 
outdoor air to cool the datacenter – and we’re working to develop 
new technologies focused around clean and efficient energy. 
We’ve also reduced the components in the supply chain to help 
improve the reliability of our power supply and lower the costs 
related to building, operating, and managing our datacenters. 

Taking on the substantial project of innovating new, less carbon-
intensive ways to run our datacenters makes it easier for our 
customers to lessen their footprint as well. By moving your 
workloads to the cloud, you can build upon our efforts and meet 
your sustainability goals in less time. 

Learn more about the carbon benefits of 
cloud computing.
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https://download.microsoft.com/download/7/3/9/739BC4AD-A855-436E-961D-9C95EB51DAF9/Microsoft_Cloud_Carbon_Study_2018.pdf
https://download.microsoft.com/download/7/3/9/739BC4AD-A855-436E-961D-9C95EB51DAF9/Microsoft_Cloud_Carbon_Study_2018.pdf


Where are you at now?
Whether your long-term goal is to reduce your 
carbon emissions, become carbon neutral, or 
even go carbon negative, you need to evaluate 
where you stand at the moment. A good place 
to start in this journey is understanding your 
sustainability impact.

Start calculating your sustainability impact today.

Use your results to start prioritizing, researching, and planning 
your organization’s next steps towards change. And while every 
organization’s journey to sustainable practices will be unique, 
we’ve outlined some potential first steps in the next section. 
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http://aka.ms/sustainabilitycalculator


What steps 
can you take?

Below, we’ve outlined some approaches, 
questions, and additional information to 
consider as you work towards reducing 
your company’s carbon footprint. Though 
this is not an exhaustive list, these four 
steps can offer a place to begin.
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Understand your emissions01

02 Evaluate your vendors, partners, and providers

04 Enlist employees

03 Start an internal carbon fee for different groups 
within your company



01Understand your emissions

A good way to start sifting through your 
footprint is by categorizing your emissions 
into different groups. By breaking down the 
different types of emissions you’re producing, 
you can focus your energy on making the 
biggest impact. 

Scope 1 Direct emissions created by 
your activities

This is the exhaust that comes from the 
vehicles on your campus, natural gas that 
your buildings directly consume, and the 
generators you might run.  

Scope 2 Indirect emissions from the 
production of the electricity or 
heat you use
This type of emission comes from the 
traditional energy sources that power your 
office buildings or your home.

Scope 3 Indirect emissions from all other 
activities in which you’re engaged

These emission sources can be extensive. They 
cover all parts of your supply chain, from materials 
in buildings, business travel for your team, and 
product lifecycle all the way to the electricity your 
customers consume. This is the largest category of 
all the different emission scopes and poses one of 
the largest areas for improvement. 

What’s the difference between carbon 
neutral, net zero, and carbon negative?

Carbon neutral
A company can be carbon neutral by either 
reducing their emissions or paying to offset their 
emissions. Some companies may pay someone 
to not cut down their trees, for example—and 
while this is a good start, it only stops someone 
from doing something that is negative rather than 
encouraging them to leave a positive impact.

Net zero
A company is considered net zero when 
it removes as much carbon as it emits.

Carbon negative
A company is carbon negative when it 
removes more carbon than it emits each 
year. This is the ideal case because these 
companies are going one step further and 
taking extra actions beyond their impact. 
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02Another action your organization can take 
is to review who you’re working with and 
receiving services from. Partner with other 
companies that share your goals and use 
this as a way to learn from them. See what 
steps they’re taking or what renewable 
resources they’re investing in.

As you’re evaluating both your emissions and 
your providers, be strategic in what you’re doing 
internally as well as where you’re getting help 
from. In some cases, it may be cheaper and 
more efficient to look for an external provider. 
Consider how you can use the efforts of a vendor 
to help you reach your own goal.

We’ve given you recommendations on how 
to be more intentional in the vendors and 
partners you work with, but what does that 
actually look like? Here are a few examples of 
how Microsoft has enacted change through 
partnerships:

First Solar’s vision is to lead the world’s sustainable 
energy future. It’s setting industry standards by 
focusing each day on continuously improving its 
solar technology. The company has partnered 
with Microsoft and uses Microsoft tools, making 
it possible to power its business needs and break 
down silos so it can continue enabling a world 
powered by clean, sustainable energy.

Infosys BPM provides end-to-end outsourcing 
and transformative digital BPM services for clients 
across the globe and has received the UN’s most 
coveted award from the Climate Neutrality Now 
initiative. In fact, it is the only Indian company to 
reach these levels of achievement in sustainability 
efforts. The longstanding relationship between 
Infosys BPM and Microsoft has allowed both 
companies to evolve while taking on opportunities 
to go to market and bring results to joint clients. 

Evaluate your vendors, 
partners, and providers
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https://download.microsoft.com/download/7/2/8/72830831-5d64-4f5c-9f51-e6e38ab1dd55/First%20Solar_Customer_story.pdf
https://download.microsoft.com/download/7/2/8/72830831-5d64-4f5c-9f51-e6e38ab1dd55/Infosys_Customer_story.pdf


03Start an internal carbon 
fee for different groups 
within your company

If you’re in a large organization, creating an 
incentive to reduce carbon usage can go a 
long way.

Microsoft gathers funds from various programs 
to enact real change in the community and the 
world at large.

In Ireland, carbon fee funds were used to partner 
with local organizations to develop the Irish 
Forest Creation program. This program matches 
the government subsidies farmer landowners can 
already receive from the Irish Forestry Service 
in exchange for having forests on their land 
indefinitely. In addition to reforesting Ireland, 
the program helps farmers diversify income and 
makes forestry a more feasible financial option.

Microsoft partnered with the Commonwealth of 
Virginia and Dominion Virginia Power to bring 
20 megawatts of new solar energy onto the grid 
in Virginia to support the growth of renewable 
energy. Through these partnerships with states 
and utilities, Microsoft can provide the long-
term certainty needed to expand the amount of 
renewable energy available on the grid.

Trees Forever has launched Growing Futures, a 
program that employs local youth to expand and 
care for the tree canopy in Des Moines, Iowa. 
Microsoft’s participation has fostered connections 
with other organizations in the city and has 
helped Growing Futures deliver social, economic, 
and environmental benefits to the community.

In Cape Town, South Africa, the Western Cape 
Provincial Department of Health has used funds 
from Microsoft to install smart water meters at 
53 public hospitals to ensure they can continue 
operating even during a water crisis.

Quantifying your carbon from the organization 
lens helps make carbon reduction tangible by 
putting it on employees’ radar. One way to 
accomplish this is to create an internal carbon 
fee, which charges groups with a fee based on 
their carbon footprint. Even if this fee is not 
enforced, putting a price on carbon helps to 
keep everyone responsible for the environmental 
impact of the overall company.
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What is Microsoft focusing on?
After implementing a carbon tax, Microsoft has 
been able to develop an innovation fund that 
allows us to explore new technologies, including:

Liquid immersion cooling

Using low-boil dielectric fluid, liquid immersion helps keep AI 
chips processing at optimal speeds and throughput without 
overheating. The thermal energy released from the AI chips into 
vapor is then recaptured in a closed-loop system for reuse in 
other applications. Using this technology, microprocessors can be 
configured more densely on smaller servers, allowing for fewer 
server racks and ultimately smaller datacenter configurations.  

10What is Microsoft focusing on? What steps can you take?

Grid-interactive UPS batteries

Unlike legacy lead acid batteries, grid-interactive UPS batteries store energy 
with up to 90 percent efficiency. Once deployed, grid-interactive batteries 
will start delivering short-term power within a fraction of a second—faster 
than diesel generators. As this technology evolves, the goal is to extend the 
duration of the batteries to several hours, thus providing a potential option 
for replacing the diesel generators.  

Server blades

Dielectric fluid 

AI microchips

 Microsoft datacenter

Grid-interactive UPS batteries

Batteries power a portion of the 
load during peak grid congestion

Grid

Nearby community



Higher emissions

Backup generators

Lower emissions*

Conventional diesel

Synthetic diesel

*As measured across entire lifecycle of fuel production

Clean backup

Current backup generators run on the combustion 
of fossil fuels, which vary in carbon emissions. 
Using alternative backup resources like synthetic 
diesel can help reduce the carbon footprint. 
Hydrogen fuel cells offer another option for 
providing clean backup to datacenters. A 
hydrogen fuel cell is an energy store that uses an 
electrochemical process to cleanly and efficiently 
capture energy and supply it to datacenters. The 
fuel cells will produce short-term backup power 
under peak loads, reducing demand on the grid 
without emitting carbon into the air.
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Enlist employees

Lastly, a great way to start 
reducing carbon emissions is 
to look to your employees for 
innovative ideas and support. 

Often times your employees will share 
your vision for reducing carbon’s impact 
on the environment—and they also have 
an in-depth understanding of the day-
to-day actions within your organization. 
Leaning on this knowledge can lead to 
solutions that are specific to your business 
as well as beneficial to the environment. 
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04
What steps can you take?

If not for their expertise, turning to your 
employees helps drive focus towards a 
common goal. Providing visibility into 
the organization’s efforts and getting the 
support and engagement of the larger 
team during this process is key to moving 
it forward. 



Next steps

We all need to work together and invest in products, processes, 
and projects that can move us towards our goal. Global change 
won’t happen overnight, but everyone’s actions add up. 
From considering the types of emissions you’re producing to 
reevaluating the companies you partner with, the most important 
thing is just to begin. 

This global problem may seem overwhelming. 
It’s too much to put on a single organization, but 
taking the time to set your goals is the first step 
in this journey. 

Learn more about how Microsoft solutions can 
help in your sustainability journey.

© 2020 Microsoft Corporation. All rights reserved. 
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http://www.microsoft.com/sustainability

