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Executive Summary
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Key Insights

65% 

Sustainability is a shared priority, 
but it is not evenly implemented 
and varies greatly across member 
types, regions, or company size

of surveyed members 
engage with PPAI on 
sustainability

Environmental 
Responsibility is the top-
ranked sustainability pillar

Top Drivers of Sustainability

Customer 
Expectations

Corporate 
Values

Regulatory 
Readiness

Suppliers tend to be 
more advanced in 
sustainability than 
distributors.

Governance ranked 
lowest, but leaders 
highlighted as an area 
for improvement.

Companies need 
support in measuring 
and reducing their 
environmental impact.

Maturity Variations Shifting Priorities Areas of Difficulty1 2 3

Key Points
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Where Members Need Support

Member Requests

• Toolkits, templates, webinars, and shared supplier 
surveys were the most common asks.

• Interviewees stressed the need for good-better-best 
frameworks and maturity-based roadmaps.

“Give us playbooks — not 
theory. What does ‘good’ look 

like for a small supplier?”

“Most of these questions are 
pretty irrelevant for us... but we 
try to focus on sustainability as 

much as we can.”

• Small businesses feel less client pressure, but some are 
values-driven and want meaningful participation.

• Distributors feel disconnected from supplier practices 
and need support verifying claims.

• Suppliers want harmonization of buyer requirements to 
reduce duplicated effort.

Different Pressures by Size & Role
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Strategic Opportunities for PPAI

PPAI’s Unique Role

Act as a unifier

Provide shared tools, 

reduce redundancy, and 

act as a bridge between 

distributors and 

suppliers. 

Educate and 

translate

Help members 

understand and take 

credible action on 

sustainability.

Model best 

practice

Through board 

structure, supplier 

policies, and 

responsible event 

procurement.

Immediate Priorities

ü Center Environmental Responsibility as the 
most active and accessible pillar

ü Decide which member group(s) to 
prioritize in future support efforts (e.g., 
beginners, engaged, leaders)

ü Prepare to launch a Double Materiality 
Assessment to guide topic-level focus

ü Close the supplier–distributor 
communication gap with shared tools and 
guidance

ü Reposition and tailor support resources by 
maturity level, company type, and role
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Introduction
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From data to direction
Building a roadmap for sustainability in the promotional products industry.

Why?

To assess the current state of 
sustainability practices among 
PPAI members and identify 
opportunities for progress

Why Now?

Growing regulatory, customer, and 
reputational pressures make sustainability 
a business imperative — but member 
needs and capabilities vary widely

What Did We Do?

Conducted a comprehensive 
member survey and follow-up 
interviews to develop a maturity 
model grounded in real-world actions

Which Topics?

Environmental 
Responsibility

Social Equity Product 
Lifecycle

Transparency & 
Accountability

Governance

Who Was Involved?

• 168 survey participants (suppliers 
and distributors) 

• 6 in-depth interviews with 
member companies selected by 
PPAI staff

How Does This Help?

• Understands where PPAI members stand on sustainability by benchmarking current practices
• Establishes a shared framework for sustainability topics and assessing member maturity
• Provides guidance to help members move forward
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Approach & Methodology

Project Approach

• Distributed sustainability survey to all PPAI members and qualified non-members
• Conducted supplementary interviews with selected members, nominated by PPAI staff
• Combined quantitative and qualitative insights to assess maturity and challenges
• Anchored in PPAI’s five sustainability pillars + member support needs
• Goal: Understand member progress and create a practical maturity framework to guide the industry

Survey Methodology

• Collected 168 total responses (113 Distributors, 55 Suppliers)

• Included both PPAI members (n=149) and qualified non-
members (QNM=19)

• Used the same questions for suppliers and distributors

• Organized by PPAI’s five sustainability pillars and member 
support needs

• Included multiple-choice, ranking, and open-ended questions

• Achieved high response rates: 61%–98% across multiple-choice 

items

Interview Methodology

• Conducted 1-hour interviews with 6 selected member companies

• Participants represented a mix of suppliers and distributors across 
maturity levels

• Interviewees were nominated by PPAI staff based on leadership or 
engagement

• Explored sustainability goals, barriers, customer expectations, 
product claims, and industry alignment

• Helped define advanced practices and inform the Leader stage of 
the maturity model

• Added narrative depth and nuance to survey findings
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Drivers & Priorities
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Customer demand, corporate values and 
reputation are the top 3 sustainability drivers
For both suppliers and distributors

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

Customer or client demand

Corporate values or mission

Industry leadership or reputation

Regulatory compliance

Cost savings or operational efficiency

Employee expectations

Pressure from large buyers or partners

Risk management (e.g., brand protection, supply chain disruption)

Other

Sustainability Drivers

Supplier Distributor

Leaders also see 
sustainability as a vehicle 

for strategic 
differentiation & brand 

risk management
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Environmental responsibility is the most 
important sustainability pillar. 
Followed by transparency & accountability, product lifecycle considerations and social equity. 

Governance was consistently ranked as least important.

No significant difference in the rankings provided by suppliers and distributors. 

0 20 40 60 80 100 120

Environmental Responsibility

Social Equity

Product Lifecycle Considerations

Transparency & Accountability

Governance

No. of responses

Distribution of rankings for each pillar

Rank 1 Rank 2 Rank 3 Rank 4 Rank 5

Environmental

Responsibility

Social Equity

Product Lifecycle

Considerations

Transparency &

Accountability

Governance

Distributor Supplier

1

2

5

3

4
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Maturity Stages



14© 2025 WAP Sustainability, LLC - Confidential

The Maturity Stages identify how advanced 
members’ sustainability efforts are
Members are often at different stages of maturity across the sustainability pillars.

Beginner

Focused on foundational 
actions, generally starting 
with environmental 
responsibility. Activities 
are often informal or 
reactive.

Developing

Expanding efforts into 
structured initiatives. 
Begins engaging 
suppliers and setting 
internal goals.

Established

Implements formal 
systems, tracking, and 
reporting. Integrates 
sustainability into 
business operations.

Leader

Demonstrates sector 
leadership through 
strategic ESG integration, 
innovation, external 
engagement, and verified 
performance.

Identified through survey 
data analysis

Identified through survey 
data analysis

Identified through survey 
data analysis

Identified through 
interview insights

Suppliers tend to be more 
advanced than distributors as 
measured by the number of 
actions taken.
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Member maturity pathway in Environmental 
Responsibility
This pillar shows the clearest path from tactical waste reduction toward strategic action on 
emissions, climate risk, and energy systems.

B
e
g
in
n
e
r Focused on 

foundational efforts 
like recycling, waste 
reduction, or 
sustainable 
packaging. Actions 
are often ad hoc 
and internally 
motivated. D

e
v
e
lo
p
in
g Expanding efforts 

into operational 
efficiency and 
external 
engagement. Begins 
tracking energy and 
water use, engaging 
suppliers, and 
pursuing basic 
environmental 
certifications.

E
st
a
b
li
sh

e
d Demonstrates 

performance 
measurement and 
continuous 
improvement. 
Measures 
emissions, sets 
reduction targets, 
and integrates 
environmental 
reporting.

L
e
a
d
e
r Implements 

advanced 
environmental 
management 
systems. Conducts 
Scope 3 modeling, 
invests in renewable 
energy or insetting, 
and aligns to 
science-based 
targets. Prioritizes 
lifecycle thinking and 
climate resilience.

Identified through 

interview insights

22% of suppliers

10% of distributors

24% of suppliers

16% of distributors

40% of suppliers

50% of distributors
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Member maturity pathway in Product Lifecycle 
Considerations
Members move from casual product swaps to data-driven product impact assessments, with 
leaders piloting circular models and supplier partnerships.

B
e
g
in
n
e
r Uses more 

sustainable 
products or 
packaging when 
available. Decisions 
are often based on 
product labels or 
marketing claims.

D
e
v
e
lo
p
in
g Incorporates circular 

economy strategies 
like reuse, take-
back, and material 
innovation. Begins 
engaging suppliers 
for product-level 
certifications.

E
st
a
b
li
sh

e
d Actively analyzes 

lifecycle impacts 
and requests 
supplier data. 
Calculates carbon 
footprints and 
pursues recognized 
lifecycle tools (e.g., 
ISO 14040 LCAs, 
EPDs).

L
e
a
d
e
r Embeds lifecycle 

thinking into product 
design and sourcing. 
Uses verified LCAs 
at scale and partners 
with suppliers to co-
develop sustainable 
materials or end-of-
life solutions. May 
pilot circular models.

Identified through 

interview insights

9% of suppliers

5% of distributors

21% of suppliers

16% of distributors

43% of suppliers

51% of distributors
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Member maturity pathway in Social Equity

Early-stage efforts focus on safety and giving, but mature companies embed equity in hiring, 
sourcing, and public accountability through JEDI frameworks.

B
e
g
in
n
e
r Meets baseline 

expectations for fair 
wages and safe 
conditions, often 
through supplier 
codes of conduct. 
Engages in local 
community giving.

D
e
v
e
lo
p
in
g Tracks internal 

equity metrics, 
supports worker 
well-being, and 
audits labor 
practices. Begins 
implementing 
supplier standards.

E
st
a
b
li
sh

e
d Conducts DEI 

training, formal 
reporting, and 
targeted initiatives. 
May hold suppliers 
accountable to 
third-party social 
standards.

L
e
a
d
e
r Integrates justice, 

equity, diversity, and 
inclusion (JEDI) into 
operations and 
strategy. Uses 
advanced human 
rights due diligence, 
supplier capacity-
building, and public 
commitments to 
equity.

Identified through 

interview insights

9% of suppliers

5% of distributors

21% of suppliers

10% of distributors

43% of suppliers

54% of distributors
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Member maturity pathway in Transparency & 
Accountability
Progression moves from uncertainty to structured disclosures and third-party validation, with 
leaders shaping norms around greenwashing and credible claims.

B
e
g
in
n
e
r Provides 

sustainability-
related information 
reactively, if at all. 
Often uncertain how 
to substantiate 
claims.

D
e
v
e
lo
p
in
g Begins 

communicating data 
and requiring 
supplier disclosures. 
Recognizes risk of 
greenwashing and 
takes steps to avoid 
it.

E
st
a
b
li
sh

e
d Participates in 

reporting 
frameworks (e.g., 
CDP, EcoVadis). 
Publishes 
sustainability 
reports and 
validates key claims.

L
e
a
d
e
r Practices full 

transparency with 
clients and suppliers. 
Applies third-party 
verification, aligns to 
global disclosure 
frameworks, and 
takes a leadership 
stance on credible 
communication.

Identified through 

interview insights

21% of suppliers

3% of distributors

21% of suppliers

15% of distributors

42% of suppliers

42% of distributors
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Member maturity pathway in Governance

The journey begins with codes of conduct and ends with ESG embedded in strategic 
planning, procurement, and executive oversight.

B
e
g
in
n
e
r Has basic ethics 

policies or code of 
conduct. 
Sustainability may 
be acknowledged in 
internal documents, 
but not 
operationalized.

D
e
v
e
lo
p
in
g Appoints a 

dedicated 
sustainability lead or 
team. ESG risks are 
discussed internally, 
and some board-
level oversight may 
emerge.

E
st
a
b
li
sh

e
d Integrates ESG into 

business strategy 
and supplier 
evaluation. 
Conducts materiality 
assessments and 
engages executives 
in governance.

L
e
a
d
e
r Embeds 

sustainability into 
strategic planning, 
executive incentives, 
and procurement 
decisions. Board 
actively oversees 
ESG, and the 
company sets public 
goals with 
accountability 
mechanisms.

Identified through 

interview insights

9% of suppliers

5% of distributors

15% of suppliers

13% of distributors

45% of suppliers

40% of distributors
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Challenges & Needs
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Resource constraints is often cited as the top 
barrier to advancing sustainability overall
Other top challenges differ between suppliers and distributors. 

Other top challenges for suppliers:

Other top challenges for distributors:

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Cost or resource constraints

Limited customer demand

Supplier transparency or accountability

Regulatory complexity

Measuring emissions or environmental…

Navigating certifications or claims

Lack of internal knowledge or training

Leadership not prioritizing sustainability

Sustainability Challenges

Supplier Distributor

Regulatory 
Complexity

Navigating 
Certification/Claims

Limited Customer 
Demand

Supplier 
Transparency/ 
Accountability

Top Concern for 
Leaders

“Certifications help, but 
they’re expensive, and the 
client doesn’t always care.”
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For leaders, audit fatigue is a real concern
Companies face increasing demands for sustainability data and certifications—often 
duplicative and uncoordinated across customers.

• Suppliers are overwhelmed by multiple client audits 
(EcoVadis, CDP, HIG Index, etc.), often with similar but non-
aligned questions.

• Distributors sometimes request redundant or conflicting 
information, adding to the burden on upstream partners.

• Small and mid-sized suppliers are hit hardest, lacking staff 
or systems to manage repeated disclosures.

• Fragmentation leads to inefficiency and skepticism, 
especially when customers don’t act on the data once 
submitted.

• Interviewees called for harmonization of audit and 
certification expectations across the industry.

“We’re doing EcoVadis, CDP, HIG FEM — 
over and over again.”

PPAI can play a unifying role by 
promoting shared tools, supplier 
questionnaires, or standardized 
disclosures to reduce audit 
duplication.
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Which forms of sustainability would be most 

helpful? 
Distributor Supplier

Webinars or training 60% 58%

Templates, toolkit, or checklists 40% 42%

Supplier or product directories 34% 33%

Sustainability-focused events 14% 28%

Peer learning or case studies 27% 28%

Certifications 23% 22%

Recognition or awards programs 1% 8%

One-on-one support or consulting 18% 8%

Other 11% 11%

Webinars, toolkits, and directories are top asks
35% of the respondents do not currently engage with PPAI on sustainability

Past/ current engagement with PPAI Distributor Supplier

Reading sustainability-related content from PPAI 53% 49%

Attending webinars or sessions at PPAI events 47% 40%

Using PPAI toolkit or resources 17% 17%

Reaching out to PPAI staff for support 11% 14%

Engaging with PPAI business service members in 

the sustainability sector
11% 6%

Participating in committees or working groups 9% 3%

Reinforced by 
member 

interviews

“Give us playbook, 
not theory. What 

does ‘good’ look like 
for a small supplier?.”

“We rely on suppliers 
for claims, but we 
don’t always know 

how to verify what’s 
being said.”

Toolkit Gap: Existing toolkits may be 
underutilized because members are 
unaware of them, or they are not 
aligned with their needs.
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Members want more trainings to help them 
overcome their challenges
Cross-analysis between modes of 
support types and challenges

• Templates, toolkits, and checklists are highly valued, 
especially for challenges involving 
measurement and regulatory complexity.

• Peer learning and case studies are particularly important 
for challenges related to transparency and customer 
demand, suggesting a desire for practical, real-world 
examples.

• Supplier or product directories are frequently requested 
by those facing cost/resource constraints and transparency 
issues, indicating a need for easier access to vetted 
sustainable options.
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Environmental impact measurement and reduction is 
a key topics many companies want support with
For both suppliers and distributors

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Environmental impact measurement or reduction

Product sustainability and sourcing

Sustainability communications and reporting

Governance and risk management

Social responsibility or labor practices

Other

Support Topics

Supplier Distributor

Product sustainability 
& sourcing, and 

sustainability 

communications & 
reporting are two 

other areas of 
support needed
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Customer/ client demand and corporate values are 
the main drivers of all the support needs from PPAI
Cross-analysis between support needs and drivers

• Secondary drivers:

• Environmental impact measurement or 

reduction is also driven by regulatory 

compliance

• Sustainability communications and 

reporting is linked to industry leadership or 

reputation

• Product sustainability and sourcing are 

frequently associated with pressure from 

large buyers or partners

• Governance and risk management are 

growing areas of concern for customers and 

clients.
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Next Steps & 
Recommendations
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Next Steps for PPAI

1

Conduct Double 
Materiality Assessment

•Use it to identify the 

most important 
sustainability topics for 

the industry

•Ground future 
roadmaps, trainings, 

and support in these 
results

2

Solidify Sustainability 
Approach & 
Positioning 

•Define and agree 
internally on a 

sustainability approach 
using sustainability 

models as a guide

•Identify core member 
audience(s) to focus 

efforts

3

Redesign & Reposition 
Existing Resources

•Audit current toolkits, 

checklists, and 
webinars for alignment 

with member priorities

•Reposition or rebrand 
existing tools to 

improve visibility and 
usage

4

Launch a Targeted 
Education Campaign

•Prioritize webinars, 

short guides, and how-
to content

•Focus on low-cost, 

high-value formats for 
time- and budget-

constrained members

5

Develop Role- and 
Maturity-Specific 
Support Tools

•Create templates, 
roadmaps, and toolkits 

tailored by:

•Maturity level (e.g., 
Beginner, Developing)

•Member type (i.e., 
Supplier, Distributor)

•Role (e.g., sales, 

operations, 
compliance)

6

Pilot a “Good–Better–
Best” Framework

•Start with 

Environmental 
Responsibility and 

Product Sustainability 
(the two top related 

focus areas)

•Include both product-
level and supplier-level 

examples

Lays the foundation for 
topic-level prioritization

Focuses efforts on the 
most impactful and 
enables performance

Closes the gap 
between what’s wanted 
and what’s used

Helps members take 
action without heavy 
investment

Makes sustainability 
easier to evaluate, act 
on, and communicate

Delivers relevant 
support for diverse 
member needs
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Deep Dive: Defining PPAI’s Core Audience

Why it matters: PPAI cannot meet every member's need 
equally. Member needs vary widely by company size, 
maturity level, and sustainability focus. To deliver meaningful 
support, PPAI must decide on which members to focus.

The Majority
Not Engaged / Beginner

• Goal: Widen industry participation

• Approach: Reach the largest group with 
foundational guidance

• Tools: First steps, simple templates, starter 
webinars

The Advancing Middle
Developing / Established

• Goal: Accelerate practical progress

• Approach: Support members ready to 
scale their efforts

• Tools: Pillar-specific roadmaps, action 
ladders, checklists

The Leaders
Established / Leading

• Goal: Set the standard & shape the future

• Approach: Empower those already driving 
sustainability forward

• Tools: Peer collaboration, certification & 
audit harmonization

Key Decision: What type 
of impact is PPAI aiming 
for—breadth, depth, or 
transformation?

Focus Path Options:

Recommendation: Use findings from the industry association sustainability models 
spectrum, this benchmarking report, and the upcoming Double Materiality Assessment 
to inform PPAI’s strategic audience focus.

Note: These options are not exhaustive. Additional options, as well as hybrid approaches, may be possible.
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Recommendation 1: Prioritize 
Environmental Responsibility 
as the Strategic Anchor

• Center Environmental Responsibility in PPAI’s 

sustainability tools, training, and roadmaps

• Develop guidance that supports progress from early 

recycling efforts to emissions tracking and climate 

action

• Use this pillar as a model for maturity progression 

across other areas

Environmental Responsibility is the 
top-ranked sustainability priority 
and the most active pillar. It is often 
the entry point to sustainability for 
members.

Members have diverse needs based 
on their maturity stage, topic area, 
and company size. One-size-fits-all 
support will miss the mark.

• Segment support offerings by maturity:

• Beginner: Entry guides, definitions, first steps

• Developing: Templates, roadmaps, peer examples

• Established/Leader: Strategy alignment, certification 

navigation, collaboration tools

• Use the maturity spectrum and topic-specific data to 
target support more precisely

Recommendation 2: Tailor 
Support to Member Maturity 
Levels
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Recommendation 3: Simplify 
and Streamline for Resource-
Constrained Members

• Focus on low-barrier, high-impact tools:

• Templates, toolkits, checklists

• Webinars and recordings

• Curated supplier/product directories

• Develop roadmaps that help members focus on what 
matters most

• Use insights from the upcoming Double Materiality 
Assessment to guide roadmap priorities

Nearly all members feel time- and 
budget-constrained when it comes to 
sustainability. 

Support needs in environmental 
impact measurement and 
governance are linked to increasing 
customer pressure, corporate 
values, and reputational risk. 

• Prioritize these areas in future toolkits and member 
education

• Frame governance as a risk management and 
leadership issue, not just a compliance checkbox

• Highlight alignment with customer expectations, 
not just internal goals

Recommendation 4: Align 
Support With External 
Pressures
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Recommendation 5: Bridge the Supplier–
Distributor Sustainability Gap

• Close the gap by offering targeted support and shared communication infrastructure

• Support suppliers in communicating sustainability effectively and consistently

• Support distributors in interpreting claims and sourcing confidently

• Build shared tools:

• “Good–Better–Best” frameworks for product sustainability

• Certification comparison guides

• Vocabulary/claims reference sheets

Suppliers and distributors experience sustainability differently: suppliers tend to be more 
advanced, facing greater pressure from clients and regulations. Distributors, though closer to the 
end customer, face fewer demands but increasingly expect sustainability from suppliers. This 
creates a disconnect. Suppliers invest in certifications and data, while distributors often struggle to 
interpret or evaluate these efforts.
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Appendices

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Maturity Stages
Environmental Responsibility

Product Sustainability Considerations
Social Equity

Transparency & Accountability
Governance

Support Needs
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Maturity Stages
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On average, suppliers undertake more 
sustainability activities than distributors
Suppliers may have a higher level of sustainability maturity

Distributors Not engaged Beginner Developing Established

Environmental 

Responsibility
25% 50% 16% 10%

Product Lifecycle 28% 51% 16% 5%

Social Equity 30% 54% 10% 5%

Transparency & 

Accountability
41% 42% 15% 3%

Governance 42% 40% 13% 5%

Suppliers Not engaged Beginner Developing Established

Environmental 

Responsibility
15% 40% 24% 22%

Product Lifecycle 26% 43% 21% 9%

Social Equity 26% 43% 21% 9%

Transparency & 

Accountability
32% 42% 21% 6%

Governance 30% 45% 15% 9%

Definitions based on # of 

actions
Not engaged Beginner Developing Established

Environmental Responsibility No action 1-4 5-8 9-13

Product Lifecycle No action 1-3 4-6 7-10

Social Equity No action 1-3 4-6 7-8

Transparency & Accountability No action 1-2 3-4 5-6

Governance No action 1-2 3-4 5-7
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Sustainability Maturity Actions by Stage
Topic Area Beginner Developing Established Leader

Environmental 

Responsibility

• Waste reduction or recycling programs

• Sustainable packaging efforts

• Energy efficiency improvements

• Supplier engagement on environmental 

practices

• Environmental donations or financial giving

• Water conservation initiatives

• Environmental certifications

• Employee engagement or green teams

• Sustainable transportation or logistics 

practices

• Renewable energy use or procurement

• Environmental reporting

• Measuring greenhouse gas emissions

• Setting an emissions reduction target

• Setting science-based targets for 

emissions reduction

• Measuring Scope 3 emissions

• Engaging supply chain on climate action 

and other environmental topics

Product Lifecycle 

Considerations

• Sourcing more sustainable inputs and 

products

• Sustainable packaging initiatives

• Take-back, reuse, or recycling programs

• Sustainable product innovation

• Third-party product certifications

• Ad hoc analysis of product lifecycle 

impacts

• Requesting and using supplier-provided 

lifecycle or sustainability data

• Calculation of product carbon footprint

• Full lifecycle assessments (LCA) according 

to a recognized standard (e.g., ISO 14040)

• Certified Environmental Product 

Declarations (EPD)

• Implements design-for-circularity 

strategies

Social Equity

• Ensuring fair wages and safe working 

conditions

• Community engagement or giving

• Employee well-being programs

• Supplier labor standards and audits

• Tracking workforce diversity

• Social certifications or reporting

• DEI training or initiatives

• Integrates JEDI (justice, equity, diversity, 

inclusion) principles

• Conducts third-party human rights due 

diligence

Transparency & 

Accountability
No actions identified

• Communicating sustainability data or 

claims to stakeholders

• Requiring suppliers to disclose 

sustainability-related information

• Addressing risks of greenwashing

• Participating in environmental or social 

reporting frameworks

• Publishing sustainability-related 

disclosures or reports

• Validating ESG claims

• Participates in advanced reporting 

initiatives

• Educates customers on greenwashing

• Leads transparency coalitions or initiatives

Governance
• Ethics or anti-corruption policy (e.g., code 

of conduct)

• Dedicated sustainability lead or team

• Evaluation and management of risks 

related to sustainability

• Executive or board-level ESG oversight

• ESG integrated into business strategy

• ESG criteria in supplier evaluations

• Undertaking of materiality or double 

materiality assessment

• Sustainability is fundamentally linked to 

business model

• Links executive compensation to ESG 

performance

Actions taken by >50% of 
respondents

Actions taken by 25-50% 
of respondents

Actions taken by <25% of 
respondents

Identified through 
interview insights
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Leadership structure reflects organizational 
commitment to sustainability 
Influences how sustainability initiatives are implemented

• Suppliers show a higher proportion of 
dedicated sustainability teams.

• Distributors have a more even spread across 
categories, with many indicating shared 
responsibilities or no current lead.

• Both groups have a notable number of 
responses indicating no formal sustainability 
structure.

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Distributor

Supplier
Yes, we have a dedicated

sustainability team

Yes, we have a single designated
sustainability lead

No, but sustainability responsibilities

are shared informally

No, we do not currently have a
sustainability lead

Not sure

Other

Does your company have a sustainability team or lead? 
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Tracking Certification Adoption among 
Suppliers and Distributors
Corporate sustainability certifications 

• "None of the above" is the most common response 
(57% of suppliers and 70% of distributors), indicating 
many companies have not yet pursued formal 
certifications.

• "Other" is also frequent, suggesting a variety of 
certifications not listed in the predefined options or 
differences in common usage/ definition. 

• 17 companies (8 suppliers & 9 distributors) have 2 or 
more recognized third-party certifications.

• Both suppliers and distributors report certifications like 
B Corp, 1% for the Planet and EcoVadis. 

• Distributors (all levels) have more EcoVadis 
certifications than suppliers (Bronze/Silver).

• Distributors report more diverse certifications like 
Energy Star, Green Business Benchmark, and LEED.

Certification Supplier Distributor

1% for the Planet 7 5

B Corp Certification 9 9

EcoVadis – Platinum 3

EcoVadis – Gold 1

EcoVadis – Silver 5 5

EcoVadis – Bronze 4 6

Green Business Benchmark – Gold 1

Green Business Benchmark – Bronze 3

ISO 14001 1 3

LEED 1 2

Energy Star 4

SA8000 1 2

Other 13 12
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Environmental 
Responsibility
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Suppliers are generally more active in environmental 
sustainability efforts than distributors
Environmental sustainability activities companies participate in

• Most Common Activity: Waste reduction and/or 
recycling programs are the most widely adopted by 
both groups -  Suppliers: 67%, Distributors: 58%

• Suppliers show higher participation than 
distributors in most categories, especially:

• Sustainable packaging efforts: 67% vs. 39%

• Energy efficiency improvements: 49% vs. 35%

• Renewable energy use: 24% vs. 18%

• Employee engagement or green teams 35% vs. 
20%

• Low Participation Areas (for both groups): These 
areas show low engagement, indicating potential 
opportunities for improvement.

• Measuring greenhouse gas emissions

• Setting emissions reduction targets

• Environmental reporting

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Waste reduction or recycling programs

Sustainable packaging efforts

Energy efficiency improvements

Supplier engagement on environmental practices

Environmental donations or financial giving

Environmental certifications

Water conservation initiatives

Employee engagement or green teams

Sustainable transportation or logistics practices

Environmental reporting

Renewable energy use or procurement

Measuring greenhouse gas emissions

Setting an emissions reduction target

Other

Supplier Distributor
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Yes, SBTi certified target Yes, science-based or net-zero target

Yes, internal goal (not science-based) Planning to set one

No target set

Scope 1 and 2 Scope 1, 2, and 3 We are planning to start measuring

• 15% of suppliers and 11% of distributors report 
acting on measuring greenhouse gas emissions.

Measuring greenhouse gas emissions

• 9% of both supplier and distributors report acting on 
setting emissions reduction targets
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• 21% of respondents report participating in 
corporate-level environmental reporting or 
disclosure framework(s).

• EcoVadis is the most popular framework across 
both categories

Suppliers Distributors
Suppliers Distributors

Environmental Reporting
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Product Sustainability 
Considerations
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Suppliers are generally more active in product 
sustainability efforts than distributors
Product sustainability activities companies participate in

• Sourcing sustainable inputs and sustainable 
packaging initiatives are the most common 
practices.

• Take-back, reuse or recycling programs initiatives 
are taken by distributors

• Ad hoc analysis of product lifecycle impacts and 
carbon footprint calculations are moderately 
adopted, indicating a growing but still maturing 
approach to data-driven sustainability.

• Full lifecycle assessments and EPDs are least 
adopted. These require more rigorous data and 
standards (e.g., ISO 14040), which may explain 
the lower adoption.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Sourcing more sustainable inputs and products

Sustainable packaging initiatives

Take-back, reuse, or recycling programs

Sustainable product innovation

Third-party product certifications

Ad hoc analysis of product lifecycle impacts

Requesting and using supplier-provided lifecycle or

sustainability data

Calculation of product carbon footprint

Full lifecycle assessments (LCA) according to a

recognized standard

Certified Environmental Product Declarations (EPD)

Other

Supplier Distributor

Data is a challenge
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Distributors tend to offer a broader range of third-party product 
certifications more frequently.
Product certifications are offered by 46% of suppliers and 27% of distributors 

• Response rate = 24 % (follow-up 
question)

• 19 companies offer more than 1 
product certification.

0 5 10 15 20

Recycled Content Certification

Fair Trade Certified

Global Organic Textile Standard

(GOTS)

FSC (Forest Stewardship Council)

OEKO-TEX

Global Recycled Standard (GRS)

USDA Organic

Cradle to Cradle (C2C)

No. of companies offering 3rd party product certifications

Supplier Distributor
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Renewable, reused, or recycled content is the 
most evaluated factor
Factors considered by companies to evaluate product sustainability

• Carbon Footprint & Resource Intensity are 
less commonly evaluated overall.
• Distributors evaluate product carbon 

footprint more frequently than suppliers

• Health and safety of materials and chemicals 
of concern are more frequently evaluated by 
suppliers than distributors.
• since suppliers are more involved in 

material selection and production 
processes.

• Though the use of renewed, reused or 
recycled content is prioritized by both 
suppliers and distributors, both categories 
do not show as much engagement in end-
of-life planning of their products.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Renewable, reused, or recycled content

Safety and compliance of product

Health and safety of materials

Packaging & shipping

Chemicals of concern

Durability, reusability, and repairability

End-of-Life planning (recyclable, compostable, etc.)

Product carbon footprint

Resource intensity of inputs

Other

Supplier Distributor
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Differences between suppliers and distributors are 
more apparent in product sustainability
High costs of certifications, audits, and materials, combined with low consumer demand 
for sustainable products, leave a lot of room for progress in product sustainability.

• Lack of shared standards and fragmentation in 
how “sustainability” is interpreted across the 
industry

• Supply chain complexity and data scarcity, 
especially for distributors

• End users want low-impact options without price 
or aesthetic changes

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Lack of consumer demand

Cost of sustainable materials

Limited availability of eco-friendly suppliers

Lack of regulatory incentives

Other

Barriers to Product Sustainability

Supplier Distributor

“Our clients say they want sustainable 
products—until they see the quote.”
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Social Equity
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Suppliers show higher engagement in social equity initiatives

• Fair wages and safe working conditions top the list – suppliers 83% vs. 

distributors: 58%

• Reflects a strong baseline commitment to ethical labor practices, 

especially among suppliers

• Community engagement and/or giving is widely and equally practiced 

among suppliers and distributors

• A notable gap in supplier labor standards and audits—suppliers: 55% vs. 

distributors: 30%

• Suggests suppliers are more proactive in monitoring their own 

supply chains

• Social certifications & reporting are more common among suppliers 

(33%) than distributors (14%), indicating stronger formalization of social 

responsibility.

• Workforce diversity tracking and DEI initiatives have relatively lesser 

participation and are slightly more prevalent among suppliers.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

Ensuring fair wages and safe working conditions

Community engagement or giving

Employee well-being programs

Supplier labor standards and audits

Tracking workforce diversity

Social certifications or reporting

DEI training or initiatives

Other

Supplier Distributor
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Social certifications and/or reporting companies 
participate in

• Participation in social certifications was low 
among respondents

• However, out of that group of participants, more 
than half (suppliers ~ 50%, distributors ~ 64%) 
have 2 or more social certifications.

• EcoVadis and B Corp are the most popular.

• Aligned with corporate sustainability 
certifications companies participate in

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Distributor

Supplier

No. of social certifications/ reporting frameworks 
companies participate in

1 2 -3 4+

No. of suppliers = 14

No. distributors = 11

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14

EcoVadis (labor & human rights score)

B Corp (social impact component)

SMETA

Fair Labor Association

Higg/FEM

BSCI

GRI (social disclosures)

SA8000

Social certifications/ disclosure frameworks 
by count of companies

Supplier Distributor
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Transparency & 
Accountability
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More suppliers are transparent in sustainability reporting

• Communicating sustainability data or claims to stakeholders is 

the most common practice – suppliers: 34% vs. distributors: 33%

• More than 20% of suppliers and distributors indicated they 

participate in “other” activities not captured in the survey. 

• Participating in environmental or social reporting frameworks 

(32% vs. 18%), and publishing sustainability-related disclosures 

or reports (32% vs. 16%) show a significant gap between suppliers 

and distributors.

• Indicates suppliers are more proactive

• Both groups are aware of addressing the risks of greenwashing.

• Validating ESG claims is still emerging and not widely adopted. 

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40%

Communicating sustainability data or claims

to stakeholders

Requiring suppliers to disclose sustainability-

related information

Addressing risks of greenwashing

Participating in environmental or social

reporting frameworks

Publishing sustainability-related disclosures

or reports

Validating ESG claims

Other

Supplier Distributor
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Governance
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Having an ethics policy is a top governance action

• A dedicated sustainability team or lead (suppliers 47%, 

distributors 34%) indicates organization commitment to 

sustainability across both groups.

• A significant portion of both groups (suppliers 37%, distributors 

28%) are actively evaluating and managing risks.

• ESG is integrated into business strategy and supplier evaluation 

for both groups to a smaller extent.

• Undertaking materiality or double materiality assessments is 

rare among both groups. 

• Both groups indicate taking “other” governance actions not 

defined in the survey.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Ethics or anti-corruption policy

Dedicated sustainability lead or team

Evaluation and management of risks related to

sustainability

Executive or board-level ESG oversight

ESG integrated into business strategy

ESG criteria in supplier evaluations

Undertaking of materiality or double materiality

assessment

Other

Supplier Distributor
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Governance practices are most often 
entrusted with the Owner/ CEO/ President.

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Distributor

Supplier

Owner / CEO / President Executive Leadership (e.g., COO, CFO, CMO, CSO)

Dedicated Sustainability Lead or ESG Manager Operations or Supply Chain Manager

General Counsel / Compliance HR or DEI Lead

No designated person Other

Not sure

For both suppliers and distributors
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Support Needs
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For small companies, barriers are high and 
needs are different

• Lack of customer demand

• Price sensitivity — customers are unwilling to pay more for 
sustainable products

• Reinforces the belief that sustainability is a "manufactured 
need" rather than a market-driven one

• High costs & limited capacity

• Struggle to allocate time, staffing, or funding to sustainability 
initiatives

• Without dedicated roles or external support, they find it 
difficult to engage meaningfully

• Reinforces the trend where “the big keep getting bigger” and 
can afford to take action, while smaller firms fall behind.

• Geography and Culture Affect Perceived Relevance

• Rural and regionally isolated businesses expressed that 
sustainability feels irrelevant to their local market context

• In communities where sustainability is not visible or valued, it is 
deprioritized, regardless of personal beliefs.

• Greater reliance on associations for support

• Underscores PPAI’s role as an enabler and translator 
between sustainability requirements and member 
realities

• Particularly relevant for distributors

• Need for Simpler, Clearer Messaging

• Sustainability is perceived as too complex, politicized, 
or moralized

• Want a ”return” to simple, understandable actions 
rather than what is perceived as abstract and 
burdensome mandates

• Some members are trying, even with minimal demand

• A few small businesses reported trying to prioritize 
sustainability based on personal values
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The open-ended feedback helped structure 
further support development areas
Themes from open-ended feedback

Education & 
Training

Classes, 
webinars, and 

certifications

Case studies and 
ROI examples

Clear definitions 
of sustainability 

and related terms

Supplier 
Transparency & 

Standards

Better supplier 
data in SAGE

Standardized 
certifications

Tools to verify 
sustainability 

claims

Regulatory 
Guidance

Updates on 
regulations 

(especially EU 
and US)

Help interpreting 
and complying 

with them

Support for 
Small 

Businesses

Tailored 
resources

Peer groups

Simplified tools

Marketing & 
Demand 
Creation

Promote 
sustainable 

products

Educate end 
users

Highlight market 
demand

Clarifying 
Metrics & 

Impact

Clear metrics on 
sustainability

Tools to track and 
report progress


