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The Systems We Evaluate

In this paper we analyze seven different green com-
pany ranking systems and compare and contrast their 
divergent methodologies and foci. Our goal is to en-
able our corporate and stakeholder audiences to iden-
tify which systems they can rely on and, perhaps more 
important, why. 

The ranking systems we chose to review differ in 
many respects, including how they define sustain-
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As support for the sustainability movement becomes 
both broader and more deeply rooted, corporate exec-
utives are increasingly recognizing that sustainability 
is a business opportunity rather than a coercive force. 
In order to fully leverage this opportunity, however, 
their organizations must gain an understanding of how 
their stakeholders—consumers, investors and regula-
tors—relate to and gauge sustainability. At the same 
time, these stakeholders are often confused about 
how to evaluate the sustainability of the organizations 
with which they do business. 

Not surprisingly, a seemingly endless number of green 
ranking systems has materialized to fill the void. Since 
2000, close to 100 new ranking systems that evalu-
ate the sustainability of United States and global or-
ganizations have been established. Although this pro-
liferation of green ranking systems is a testament to 
the remarkable transition of sustainability from a fringe 
movement to a mainstream concern, both the corpo-
rate subjects of the ranking systems and their stake-
holders—to whom the rankings are directed—are of-
ten confused as they attempt to navigate the myriad 
systems available.
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ability; the population of organizations they evaluate; 
the information they rely on and the methodologies 
they employ to arrive at their conclusions; and the 
transparency of their approach. In addition to obvious 
concerns about the nature of these ranking systems 
and the methodologies they employ, we believe it is 

also important to consider who is actually creating 
and maintaining the rankings for each system, and 
thus we identify the rankers behind the names and 
the partners with whom they work. A summary of our 
findings is presented below followed by an in-depth 
analysis of each system and our overall conclusions. 
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Energy Productivity Sales / Energy Consumption

Carbon Productivity Sales / CO2 (Equiv.) Emissions

Water Productivity Sales / Cubic Meters of  
 Water Used

Waste Productivity Sales / Tons of Waste Produced

Safety Productivity Sales / Lost-Time Incidents  
 and Fatalities

CEO-to-Average  Highest Executive Compensation 
Worker Pay / Average Employee Salary

Taxes Paid Percentage of Tax Obligations  
 Fulfilled

Sustainability Pay 1 Point If Linked (director  
 remuneration to sustainable   
 performance); 0 If Not

Leadership Diversity Percentage of Women on the  
 Board of Directors

Innovation Capacity Research and Development  
 Investments / Sales

Transparency Percentage of Data Points  
 Disclosed

Key Performance Corresponding  
Indicator Formula

We will now introduce and comparatively evaluate 
each of the seven green company ranking systems 
that are the subject of this paper.

Global 100
Ranker: Corporate Knights
Analytic Advisors: Inflection Point Capital Management, Global 
Currents Investment Management, Phoenix Global Advisors

The Corporate Knights Global 100 is a list of the 
100 most sustainable companies in the world as de-
termined by Canadian-based quarterly Corporate 
Knights, the self-proclaimed “magazine for clean 
capitalism.” Corporate Knights has a reasonable 
amount of experience with company rankings, having 
published its first annual list of the 50 best Canadian 
corporate citizens in 2002 and the first Global 100 in 
2005. In order to construct the Global 100, Corporate 
Knights partners with Phoenix Global Advisors, a con-
sulting firm that specializes in integrating environmen-
tal, social, governance, and economic research.

The transparency, simplicity, and quantitative nature 
of the Global 100 set it apart from other green rank-
ing systems. While most systems rely on a myriad of 
complex quantitative and qualitative indicators in the 
ranking process, Corporate Knights uses 11 equally 
weighted “key performance indicators” to rank com-
panies, each of which can be expressed by a formula 
(see Table 1). Companies receive a score ranging 
between zero and one for each indicator, and the 
sum of all of these scores is normalized to produce a 
composite score on a 100-point scale. Energy, water, 
carbon, and waste productivity scores are divided into 
two components. Seventy-five percent of the score is 
based on a company’s current resource productivity 
and the remaining 25% is awarded to companies that 
have increased resource productivity by 6% or more 
over the past three years. 

Like many other sustainability ranking systems, Cor-
porate Knights considers only successful international 
corporations: the 3,500 companies with the largest 
market capitalization in the world are eligible for the 
list. However, because Corporate Knights relies so 
heavily on resource productivity—a metric that inher-

ently levels the playing field between small and large 
companies—to create its rankings, the Global 100 still 
maintains an impressive level of diversity. Resource 
productivity scores measure the amount of economic 
activity—sales, in this case—that a given company 
can achieve per unit of resource (e.g., water or energy) 
consumed or harmful externality (e.g., waste or carbon) 
produced. Sales are normalized by resource consump-
tion, meaning a high score can be a product of either 
high sales or low resource consumption. This leads to 
a Global 100 universe comprised of companies that 
are extremely resource efficient, but not necessarily as 
economically successful or as large as companies that 
perform well under other ranking systems.

One of the most pressing issues with the Corpo-
rate Knights Global 100 is its insensitivity to missing  

Table 1. Global 100 Ranking Criteria
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information. When requisite data for a given perfor-
mance indicator are not submitted, the total score 
becomes an equally weighted average of all the fac-
tors that have been reported. Though the transpar-
ency score does decrease for every piece of data 
that is not made available, there are cases in which 
withholding data could actually lead to an increase 
in a company’s overall score. Interestingly enough, 
this design anomaly was intentionally incorporated 
into the Global 100 with the rationale that strategic 
non-disclosure policies should not preclude compa-
nies from making the list. Despite the rationale behind 
this peculiarity, rendering the entire ranking system 
vulnerable to manipulation may be too great a con-
cession to make, especially considering how integral 
transparency is to understanding the environmental 
impacts of a given organization.

Corporate Knights has been praised for defining sus-
tainability—an inherently ambiguous concept—using 
concrete, quantitative measurements. Though the 
formulaic nature of the rankings eliminates subjectiv-
ity and internal manipulation almost entirely, in some 

cases it does so at the expense of more meaningful 
metrics. What Corporate Knights terms “leadership 
diversity” may be a staple of the modern sustain-
able corporation, but the percentage of women on 
the board of directors indicates little about the true 
diversity within a company. In a similar vein, the ca-
pacity of a corporation to innovate is not necessarily 
captured by the ratio of money allocated to research 
and development to total sales. Moreover, Corpo-
rate Knights itself acknowledges that normalizing re-
source consumption by sales is less than ideal, as 
subtle commodity price changes can lead to massive 
performance indicator fluctuations.

Flawed metrics aside, Corporate Knights Global 100 
manages to create a comprehensive ranking system 
with unique qualities. For example, the subcompo-
nents of water, waste, energy, and carbon productiv-
ity scores (75% for current levels, 25% for recent im-
provements) reward companies for continued efforts 
to improve resource efficiency. This system penalizes 
companies that sit on the laurels of their past sustain-
ability achievements. Furthermore, Corporate Knights 
put a great deal of thought into which key performance 
indicators are relative, and which are absolute. While 
the resource productivity and innovation capacity of a 
company are measured relative to other companies in 
the industry, CEO-to-average worker pay is measured 
against the entire Global 100. A healthy mix of relative 
and absolute metrics ensures that companies in par-
ticularly unsustainable industries making a conscious 
effort to improve can make the Global 100 despite low 
resource productivity scores.

Despite its shortcomings, Corporate Knights Global 
100 remains one of the few ranking systems to em-
brace complete objectivity and—with respect to the 
methodology it uses to rank companies—complete 
transparency. Though the Global 100 is plagued by 
some less than meaningful metrics, its decision to in-
corporate directionality and to attempt to neutralize 
industry bias makes it a valuable tool, especially when 
specific key performance indicator scores, rather than 
overall rankings, are examined.

Global 100 ranked Statoil, a Norwegian-based energy company,  
number one “Most Sustainable Company” for 2011. Statoil  
developed the first full-scale offshore floating wind turbine.
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SB20
Ranker: SustainableBusiness.com
Analytic Advisors: Panel of six green portfolio analysts

The SB20 is a list of the world’s top sustainable com-
panies as determined by SustainableBusiness.com, a 
green networking, news, and investment website. The 
SB20 is published annually in the site’s monthly news-
letter, Progressive Investor, and was launched in 2002.

A panel of six external portfolio analysts from a va-
riety of backgrounds uses a combination of sustain-
ability and financial criteria to select the 20 top sus-
tainable companies in the world. These experts select 
companies that have a compelling green story, have 
met ambitious goals or made major announcements 
in the past year, are creating or utilizing technolo-
gies that could lead to a sustainable economy, and 
have the capacity to enhance an investment portfo-
lio in the long term. Considering how little turnover 
there is of companies that make the list from year to 
year, however, one might be inclined to wonder just 
how ambitious these goals must be, especially since 
SB20 does not disclose specific company goals or an-
nouncements that give rise to its company selections. 
Four companies have made the list the past three 
consecutive years, and several others appear on two 
of those three lists. 

Unlike other ranking systems, SB20 does not seek 
to crown a single champion of sustainability. In fact, 
the list of the 20 corporations selected is released in 
alphabetical order, rather than in order of decreasing 
sustainability. SB20 is more a showcase of innovative 
firms that have had particularly impressive years than 
a green ranking list, per se. SustainableBusiness.com 
prides itself in selecting small, large, international, and 
domestic firms, and rightfully so. No other list features 
both historically successful corporate behemoths such 
as IBM and Google as well as relatively small renew-
able energy firms like Ormat Technologies.

SB20’s added diversity comes at a heavy price, 
however. Without a quantitative methodology, SB20 
suffers from a lack of legitimacy and attention while 
Corporate Knights and Newsweek rankings—each 

of which is six years younger than SB20—continue 
to have a demonstrable impact on the environmental 
and sustainability communities. 

By sacrificing the more quantitative and technical 
methodologies adopted by other ranking systems, 
SB20 is able to tell a compelling green story about 
each company on the list. Numbers may be more ob-
jective than qualitative expert analysis, but only the 
latter can inform the public about Chipotle’s plans to 
sell only organic produce and free-range meat once 
its supply chain ramps up sustainable production. 

Though SB20 should not be viewed as an authorita-
tive source for the most sustainable companies, it is 
a valuable instrument in attempting to identify rising  

Chipotle Mexican Grill, based in Denver, CO, was recognized  
by SB20 three years in a row. Chipotle developed the nation’s 
first Platinum LEED certified restaurant and is committed to  
incorporating green building elements into all of their new 
properties.
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corporate powers in the field of sustainability. Espe-
cially because SB20 is one of the few ranking systems 
that will include companies without regard to work-
force or revenue, it provides insight into corporations 
that are overlooked entirely by other ranking systems. 

Tomorrow’s Value Rating
Ranker: Two Tomorrows
Analytic Advisor: N/A

Tomorrow’s Value Rating is a series of industry sus-
tainability reports, each of which assesses the sus-
tainability of the largest companies (as determined by 
revenue) in a particular industry. These reports are 
prepared by Two Tomorrows, an international sustain-
ability consulting company based in London. Since 
the inception of Tomorrow’s Value Rating in 2009, 
Two Tomorrows has released sustainability reports 
for the following industries: energy utilities, food and 
beverage, hotel groups, information and communica-
tions technology, and oil and gas. 

Companies are ranked on their recognition of, mea-
surement and disclosure of, and response to impor-
tant industry-specific sustainability issues. These 
range from conventional sustainability issues such as 
greenhouse gas emissions to more business-oriented 

ones, such as supply chain security, to sociopolitical 
ones, such as transparency and lobbying. Based on 
these factors, companies are given a Tomorrow’s Val-
ue Rating score, which ranges from zero to 100.

Tomorrow’s Value Rating is unparalleled in its com-
prehensive overview of industry-wide sustainability 
accomplishments and challenges. While most rank-
ing systems present the status of individual compa-
nies in a vacuum, Tomorrow’s Value Rating highlights 
important industry trends, qualitatively compares 
companies on industry-specific issues, and identifies 
important proximal environmental and sustainability 
challenges to the industry as a whole. The quantita-
tive Tomorrow’s Value scores are supplemented by 
10 key findings, presented in bullet form. These find-
ings vary for each report, but tend to explain the ratio-
nale behind crowning the industry leaders, and iden-
tify particular areas in which the industry is excelling 
or lagging. The report also includes a graph indicating 
the percentage of companies within a given industry 
that are recognizing, responding to, and improving 
with respect to industry-specific sustainability issues. 

Though Tomorrow’s Value Rating has many strengths, 
it does suffer from several important flaws. Most im-
portant, the rating system sacrifices transparency and 
legitimacy for the sake of flexibility. Without any form 
of publicly accessible methodology, the exact num-
bers that Tomorrow’s Value Rating attaches to com-
panies are suspect. In addition, since Tomorrow’s Val-
ue Rating incorporates different sustainability issues 
and metrics into each of its reports, it does not appear 
to have any overarching singular methodology. In 
fact, its conception of sustainability is never publicly 
revealed, either explicitly or implicitly. Instead, it relies 
on internal analysts who assess companies in differ-
ent industries differently. 

Another frustrating issue with Tomorrow’s Value Rat-
ing is its failure to compare companies from the same 
industry on multiple dimensions. Though Tomorrow’s 
Value Rating does disclose the overall score of every 
company evaluated in a given industry, it only includes 
sub-scores in some of its reports. The food and bever-

Accor, the French hospitality brand, is the clear leader in the  
Tommorrow’s Value Rating “Hotel Group” sector. Committed 
to sustainable development, Accor created the “Earth Guest” 
program to help it meet carbon footprint reduction goals.
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age sector report has no sub-scores at all, while the oil 
and gas and information and communications technol-
ogy reports include only the innovation sub-score for 
each company. It is difficult to say whether or not this 
is an improvement on the hotel groups report, which 
featured a five-variable spider graph on which data 
for only three companies was displayed. Tomorrow’s 
Value Rating is missing out on an important opportu-
nity by withholding sub-scores on industry-specific is-
sues. Information about how industry leaders rank on 
specific issues would make Tomorrow’s Value Rating 
much more meaningful as a company ranking system.

Tomorrow’s Value Rating includes anywhere from 
10 to 20 of the largest companies in its analysis of 
a given industry, thereby allowing Tomorrow’s Value 
Rating to present an interesting snapshot of a given 
industry. But by neglecting smaller and possibly more 
forward-thinking companies, the system may miss 
important cues about the direction in which a given 
industry is moving, notwithstanding its name. Only in 
its third year, Tomorrow’s Value Rating has plenty of 
room to grow. Two Tomorrows is currently overhauling 
Tomorrow’s Value Rating, and has plans to evaluate 
top companies across many more industries in 2011. 
With a new methodology and greater breadth, Tomor-
row’s Value Rating is a sustainability ranking system 
to watch in the near future.

Southeastern Corporate  
Sustainability Rankings 
Ranker: GreenBusiness WORKS
Analytic Advisor: KLD (2010) and CRD Analytics (2011)

GreenBusiness WORKS, a Georgia-based sustain-
ability development and consulting firm, oversees the 
Southeastern Corporate Sustainability Rankings 
(SCSR). Only in its second year, the Southeastern 
Corporate Sustainability Rankings is the newest rank-
ing system of the seven we evaluate, and GreenBusi-
ness WORKS is also a relatively young company.

Southeastern Corporate Sustainability Rankings is a 
niche system that ranks companies headquartered in 
the southeast of the United States with market capital-

izations of over $100 million. Still in its infant stages, 
the system suffers from a lack of corporate adopters. 
In 2011, Southeastern Corporate Sustainability Rank-
ings received data from only 48 companies and only 
30 of those submitted all of the requested information.

Southeastern Corporate Sustainability Rankings uses 
close to 200 metrics to construct 15 performance in-
dicators (see Table 2). These indicators are grouped 
together to comprise three scores—Environmental, 
Social, and Governance—each of which is equally 
weighted to create an overall “ESG” score. In the event 
of equal ESG scores, the company with the higher en-
vironmental score is ranked more favorably.

A lack of active participation from southeastern com-
panies leads to some interesting anomalies in the 
rankings. Nucor, Eastman, and Duke Energy—com-
panies that were ranked 24th, 27th, and 17th, respec-
tively, in the Toxic 100—all made the top 10 in the 
Southeastern Corporate Sustainability Rankings. As 
we note below, overlap between the Toxic 100 and a 
given ranking system is not necessarily cause for con-
cern; however, in the case of these particularly egre-
gious polluters the overlap is indicative of a large gap 
in the Southeastern Corporate Sustainability Rankings 

United Parcel Service, based in Atlanta, GA, leads the South-
eastern Corporate Sustainability Rankings. UPS’s emissions 
reduction strategy includes deploying alternative fuel and  
low emission vehicles.
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that must be filled by more sustainable companies in 
future years.

One of the most useful and unusual characteristics of 
the Southeastern Corporate Sustainability Rankings is 
its use of non-normalized scores. While most ranking 
systems rank companies using normalized scores—
meaning at least one company receives a perfect 
score and one receives a null score—Southeastern 
Corporate Sustainability Rankings uses a non-normal-
ized scale. This means a company that receives a per-
fect score is not only the most sustainable relative to 
the other companies being evaluated, but also fulfills 
each sustainability criterion—it is essentially the ideal 
sustainable company. This allows the Southeastern 
Corporate Sustainability Rankings to provide mean-
ingful sub-scores and rankings despite a less than 
ideal universe of companies that are being ranked. 

For example, in the most recent Southeastern Cor-
porate Sustainability Rankings, only one company—
United Parcel Service—attained an environmental 
sub-score greater than 27 out of 100. Nucor and 
Eastman—companies that were identified as pollut-
ers by the Toxic 100—performed far worse, with en-
vironmental sub-scores of 15 and 8. If these scores 
were normalized, limited participation would ensure 
that they were much higher.

Though Southeastern Corporate Sustainability Rank-
ings made several methodologically sound deci-
sions—including the decision to score companies on a 
non-normalized scale—a lack of corporate participants 
remains a hurdle for the fledgling ranking system.

Dow Jones 
Sustainability Indexes 
Ranker: Dow Jones
Analytic Advisor: Sustainable Asset Management (SAM)

Established in 1999, the Dow Jones Sustainability 
Indexes are the longest running sustainability rank-
ings. Dow Jones—which provides globally respected 
financial and business news and is best known for the 
Dow Jones Industrial Average—partners with Sus-
tainable Asset Management (SAM), a Zurich-based 
sustainability-oriented investment firm, to create its 
sustainability indexes. There are 14 Sustainability In-
dexes in total, each of which covers a different num-
ber of companies in a particular region of the world 
ranging from coverage of 20 Korean companies (Dow 
Jones Sustainability Korea 20 Index) to coverage of 
500 global corporations (Dow Jones Sustainability 
World Enlarged Index). 

The Dow Jones Sustainability Indexes are similar to 
the Dow Jones Industrial Average or the Standard 
& Poor’s 500, in that they are designed to track the 
changes in market capitalization of a specific group of 
companies—in this case, the top sustainable corpo-
rations according to Dow Jones’ sustainability assess-
ment. Thus, these Indexes serve a dual purpose: they 
both establish a universe of sustainable companies 
using a scrupulous methodology and benchmark the 
aggregate economic performance of this universe of 
companies.

The top 2,500 global companies by market capital-
ization are invited to participate in the Dow Jones  

Table 2. Indicators Evaluated by the Southeastern Corporate Sustainability Rankings

Environmental  Performance Social  Performance Governance  Performance 

•  Waste
•  Energy
•  Water
•  Emissions
•  Risk Mitigation

•  Product Responsibility
•  Community
•  Human Rights
•  Diversity and Opportunity
•  Employment Quality

•  Board Functions
•  Board Structure
•  Compensation
•  Vision and Strategy
•  Shareholder Rights
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Table 3. Criteria for the Dow Jones Sustainability Index Company Assessment

Environmental Indicators   Social  Indicators  Economic Indicators

•  Environmental Management 
System

•  Environmental Performance
•  Climate Strategy
•  Product Stewardship
•  Biodiversity

•  Human Capital Development
•  Talent Attraction and  

Retention
•  Occupational Health and  

Safety
•  Stakeholder Engagement
•  Social Reporting

•  Corporate Governance
•  Compliance and Code of 

Conduct
•  Risk and Crisis Management
•  Customer Relationship  

Management
•  Innovation Management

Sustainability Indexes. Those that decline are not 
evaluated. The companies that choose to participate 
are assessed on a myriad of metrics that span 15 cat-
egories in three areas: economic, environmental, and 
social (see Table 3). 

Each area—economic, social, and environmental—is 
weighted evenly. More than half of the metrics used 
are industry-specific, while the remaining factors are 
general and apply to companies across all indus-
tries. Dow Jones supplements the self-reported data 
it collects for its assessments with publicly available 
information about each company. The self-reported 
data and the publicly available information are then 
synthesized to calculate a sustainability score that 
ranges from zero to 100. Indexes in general tend to 
be weighted, meaning the market capitalization of 
certain companies has a disproportionate effect on 
that of the index as a whole. The Sustainability In-
dexes are weighted according to sustainability score. 
As a result, the market capitalization of a given Index 
is most dramatically affected by its most sustainable 
companies.

Dow Jones also releases detailed company reports for 
each company that earns a place in its Indexes. These 
reports display aggregate scores, sub-scores, and 
industry-specific scores for the company in question, 
the industry leader, and the relevant Dow Jones Sus-
tainability Index average. The reports also include two 
paragraphs justifying these scores and discussing re-
cent sustainability developments within the company.

Dow Jones reviews its Indexes annually. Additions 
and deletions are commonplace, indicating the com-
petitive nature of the Indexes. The components of 
each Index are also constantly monitored between 
annual reviews; consequently certain commercial 
practices, human rights abuses, workforce conflicts, 
and catastrophic events may lead to a company’s im-
mediate removal from the Index. This gives the Dow 
Jones Sustainability Indexes an advantage over other 
sustainability ranking systems, which are not modified 
throughout the course of the year and consequently 
may quickly become obsolete. In June 2010, only 
months after the Gulf of Mexico oil spill, BP was re-
moved from the Index. Prior to its removal, BP was a 
sustainability leader for the oil and gas sector.

The Dow Jones Sustainability Indexes highlight suc-
cessful multinational corporations that have either 
made strides in the area of sustainability or made 
promising commitments to sustainability. They do not 
necessarily feature fundamentally sustainable com-
panies because the primary purpose of the Indexes 
is to serve as an economic benchmark that tracks the 
stock performance of companies that Dow Jones has 
selected using both sustainability and economic cri-
teria. Dow Jones views sustainability as an important 
value-promoting tool and as a means to mitigate short 
and long-term risks. This is reflected in the sustainabil-
ity categories Dow Jones uses to assess companies. 
Human capital development and talent retention, for 
example, seem less like social categories and more 
like economic ones, especially when contrasted with 
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human rights and diversity, which are social criteria 
for other ranking systems.

Like other indexes, the Dow Jones Sustainability In-
dexes can be utilized to identify market trends among 
a specific group of companies. Unlike other indexes, 
however, the Dow Jones Sustainability Indexes can 
also illuminate global and geographical sustainability 
trends, particularly because these Indexes, like the 
Southeastern Corporate Sustainability Rankings, use 
non-normalized scores. With a relatively consistent 
methodology over 13 years, the Dow Jones Sustain-
ability Indexes can be compared on a year-to-year 
basis. In the Indexes’ first 10 years, for example, 
the average sustainability score companies received 
roughly doubled; this is an indication of the increased 
consideration companies across geographic and in-
dustry lines are giving to environmental stewardship 
and sustainability.

While the detailed reports Dow Jones prepares are 
beneficial and inform the user of the position of a giv-
en company relative to its competitors at large, the 
Indexes could definitely benefit from enabling com-
pany comparisons by displaying overall scores and 
sub-scores in a sortable interface. Until Dow Jones 
develops such an interface, individuals will either 
have to use company weights—which are listed in 
one central place and serve as proxies for sustain-
ability scores—or extract data from company reports 
in order to compare different corporations.

The depth, extensiveness, and commitment to ac-
curacy—especially where data is concerned—of the 
Dow Jones Sustainability Indexes grant them signifi-
cant legitimacy. Though the Indexes should be viewed 
as primarily economic instruments, their usefulness in 
evaluating the sustainability commitments and trends 
among top economic performers cannot be denied. 
While their supremacy in the sustainable investment 
sector may persist for quite some time, more special-
ized and less economically oriented ranking systems 
may ultimately be seen as more legitimate than the 
Dow Jones Sustainability Indexes, especially from an 
environmental impact perspective.

Newsweek Green Rankings 
Ranker: Newsweek
Analytic Advisors: Trucost, MSCI, Corporate Register

Newsweek, a New York City-based weekly maga-
zine, oversees the annual creation of the Newsweek 
Green Rankings, including the U.S. 500 and Global 
100. These rank the largest publicly traded com-
panies in the United States and the world, respec-
tively, according to their sustainability. Perhaps the 
most prominent of the green ranking systems, the 
strengths of the Newsweek Green Rankings lie in 
their complexity and thoroughness. Newsweek ranks 
companies by green score—a weighted average of 
three sub-scores, each of which is outsourced to a 
different organization with unique environmental- and 
sustainability-oriented research and analytical capa-
bilities. Environmental impact (45%), green policies 

IBM leads both the Dow Jones Sustainability Indexes and  
Newsweek Global 100 Rankings. IBM’s Boulder, CO,  
data center is the result of “Project Big Green,” a $1 billion  
per year initiative to increase energy efficiency.
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(45%), and reputation survey (10%) scores all figure 
into the final green score. 

Trucost, the company responsible for calculating  
Newsweek’s environmental impact scores (EIS), has 
developed a means to quantify and compare 700 dif-
ferent kinds of environmental impacts—including water 
and energy use, greenhouse gas emissions, and waste 
disposal. Each company’s environmental impacts are 
then normalized by corporate revenue, and account for 
90% of the raw EIS. Impact disclosure and transpar-
ency measurements account for the remaining 10%.

Green policies scores (GPS) are developed by MSCI, 
a specialist in environmental, social, and governance 
research and analysis. MSCI uses nearly 100 policy 
indicators including number and nature of lawsuits, 
pollution and resource management, and environ-
mental stewardship to gauge corporate commitment 
to environmental causes. 

CorporateRegister.com conducts the survey that de-
termines the Reputation Survey Score (RSS). The 
reputation survey is sent to thousands of executives, 
sector specialists, and other participants who rate a 
sample of companies on a 100-point scale on each of 
the following three dimensions: environmental perfor-
mance, commitment to sustainability, and communi-
cation of green goals. 

Both GPS and EIS are calculated from publicly dis-
closed data, and companies are given a two-month 
window to verify or challenge data and analysis. The 
idea that companies should be afforded an opportu-
nity to review Newsweek’s analysis is simultaneously 
appealing and troubling. On the one hand, collabora-
tion and review theoretically allows for more accurate 
scores and rankings. On the other hand, the ability 
to challenge Newsweek’s results, especially where 
qualitative judgments are concerned, may encourage 
companies to lobby the magazine and invest in be-
hind the scenes greenwashing. As long as Newsweek 
and its partners continue to keep a safe distance from 
companies during this review process, the Newsweek 
Rankings will remain one of the most legitimate and 
established ranking systems.

The complexity of Newsweek’s methodology makes 
the system difficult to both criticize and understand. 
Individual inconsistencies and occasional flawed met-
rics do not compromise a score based on so many 
factors, but it is important to note that many indica-
tors and categories are less than salient and are 
weighted in seemingly arbitrary ways. The RSS, for 
example, considers responses delivered by CEOs 
three times as heavily as those given by regular sur-
vey participants, which certainly cannot be justified in 
every case. Moreover, the RSS as a whole is a metric 
that can be easily influenced by personal connections 
and marketing campaigns. The RSS comprises only 
10% of a company’s score. Therefore, even if some 
of its weightings are arbitrary, inaccurate RSS results 
will not necessarily compromise the overall integrity of 
Newsweek’s rankings.

Most of the metrics Trucost and MSCI use are abso-
lute, meaning companies are not judged relative to an 
industry or supersector average. This style of ranking 
tends to favor companies in relatively low-impact sec-
tors. In 2010, eight technology companies appeared in 
the top 10 most sustainable companies in the United 
States. It should be noted that Newsweek allows users 
to easily sort rankings by industry online, thereby al-
leviating, to some extent, this low-impact industry bias.

The fact that all three scores are normalized on a 100- 
point scale has some puzzling implications, namely 

Johnson & Johnson is ranked 3rd and 4th, respectively, in  
Newsweek’s Global 100 and U.S. 500 Green Rankings. Their  
solar project in Titusville, NJ is one of the largest in the state.
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that the ranking of a given company is highly depen-
dent on the other companies being evaluated. A prime 
example of this phenomenon is that in the United 
States rankings Hewlett-Packard is second and IBM 
is third, whereas in the Global rankings, IBM comes 
in first followed by Hewlett-Packard. As the universe 
of companies being ranked changes, so too do rela-
tive scores, meaning small differences in rank do not 
necessarily bear weight.

Though Newsweek would benefit from a review of 
the RSS and added transparency, it is still one of 
the most impressive sustainability ranking systems. 
Newsweek’s user-friendly online interface—which 
enables users to sort companies by industry and by 
sub-score—as well as its rigorous methodology and 
multifaceted metrics are just a few characteristics that 
make the ranking system stand out. With widespread 

legitimacy and a strong track record over the past two 
years, this high-profile system will likely remain one of 
the best and most recognized sustainability ranking 
systems for the foreseeable future.

Toxic 100 Air Polluters Index 
Ranker: Political Economy Research Institute
Analytic Advisors: N/A

The Political Economy Research Institute (PERI), an 
independent economic policy research group affili-
ated with the University of Massachusetts, compiles 
the Toxic 100 Air Polluters Index. The institute has 
a strong ecological and social justice bent, striving 
to, in the words of economic academic Robert Heil-
broner, “make a workable science out of morality.”

The Toxic 100 is unlike any of the aforementioned rat-
ing systems. Instead of denoting the most commend-
able sustainable corporations, the Toxic 100 lists the 
heaviest air polluters in the United States. The Index 
provides three important measurements—toxic score, 
environmental justice poor share, and environmental 
justice minority share. Companies are then ranked 
strictly by toxic score from most to least egregious 
polluters.

The toxic score measures the extent to which a 
company is exposing individuals to toxic releases, 
thereby increasing their risk of developing long-term 
health problems. The score is calculated by multiply-
ing pounds of toxic material released, toxicity of each 
material, and the number of individuals exposed to 
these materials. Data for these calculations are taken 
from the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) Risk 
Screening Environmental Indicators (RSEI) and Toxic 
Release Inventories (TRI)—which companies are re-
quired to self-report—and the United States Census.

The environmental justice poor share and environ-
mental justice minority share are quantitative metrics 
that reflect the ratio of impoverished individuals and 
minorities that are adversely affected by a given com-
pany’s toxic releases. These measurements have no 
direct bearing on Toxic 100 rankings, but are includ-
ed to underscore the disproportionate exposure to  

HP is ranked 1st and 2nd, respectively, in Newsweek’s Global 
100 and U.S. 500 Green Rankings. HP’s “closed loop” ink 
cartridge recycling program, the first of its kind, combines 
recycled plastic from HP ink cartridges with recycled plastic 
bottle materials to create new HP ink cartridges.
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chemicals and pollution to which members of these 
demographics are subject.

As a purely academic endeavor, the Toxic 100 most 
likely has the highest internal validity of all the ranking 
systems. Toxicity weights listed in TRI and the Toxic 
100 itself are extensively peer-reviewed, and PERI is 
quick to acknowledge inaccuracies that might arise 
from even the most minor of issues, such as misin-
formation on stack heights. This is not to say that the 
Toxic 100 is invulnerable to manipulation and subjec-
tivity, but it is worth noting that of all the entities in 
question, PERI has the least to gain and the most to 
lose by sacrificing academic rigor for simplicity, sub-
jectivity, or unacknowledged inaccuracies.

Though the methodology of the Toxic 100 is nearly 
flawless compared to that of other ranking systems, 
it does have several minor weaknesses where data 
are concerned. The Toxic 100 relies on TRI data that 
are submitted by firms themselves. These firms have 
a high incentive to underreport toxic releases, which 
would negatively bias toxic scores. Moreover, the 
EPA has yet to assign toxicity weights to all chemicals 
in the TRI, and the TRI is a list that is by no means 
exhaustive. If small doses of an extremely toxic but 
relatively unknown chemical were released, the Toxic 
100 would have no way to quantitatively account for 
that release. Consequently, small variations in toxic 
score (e.g., the five point difference between Nucor 
and Boeing) are not necessarily conclusive. Finally, 
the EPA assigns weights to compounds based on 
their long-term human chronic effects, meaning both 

short-term and ecological effects are overlooked by 
the Toxic 100.

The two principal challenges that the Toxic 100 faces 
in the immediate future are scope and adaptation. In 
an age in which global events are inextricably and vis-
ibly linked, it is difficult to accept the notion that the di-
rect effects of pollution are the only effects with which 
humans should be concerned. Eutrophication, soil 
erosion, water shortages, and a loss of biodiversity all 
adversely affect humans, sometimes more proximally 
than cancer. If the Toxic 100 continues to neglect in-
direct effects of pollution, it will fail to truly capture 
corporate environmental and human impacts.

As companies continue to shy away from known tox-
ins and struggle to develop substitutes, the EPA may 
be unable to keep up. The EPA simply does not have 
the resources to preemptively test every chemical. In-
stead, the agency tends to catalogue chemicals that 
are either unavoidably commonplace or are known 
carcinogens. If the delay between the introduction of 
a toxin and its incorporation into RSEI grows too long, 
the utility of the Toxic 100 will rapidly decline.

The Toxic 100 is a comprehensive system that can be 
easily utilized to determine which corporations cause 
the most harm to humans through the release of tox-
ic chemicals and how these impacts are distributed 
among minorities and impoverished individuals. De-
spite its peculiar decision to quantify only direct long-
term human impacts, its academic rigor ensures its 
accuracy and its simplicity guarantees its usefulness.

Table 5. Formula for Calculating Toxic 100 Air Polluters Index Scores

Pounds of 
Toxic Material 

Released

Toxicity 
of Each
Material

Number 
of Individuals

Exposed*

Toxic
100

Score
X X =

*Assessments of environmental justice poor share and environmental justice minority share are reported but 
are not included in the final Toxic 100 score.
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The Top Ranked Companies

As might be expected from their divergent methodolo-
gies, the seven sustainability ranking systems share 
few common corporations in their respective top five 
lists (see table below). That IBM and Johnson & John-

son each appear four times as a top five company is a 
testament to the multifaceted sustainability initiatives 
these two companies have adopted. As lower ranked 
companies are considered, there is increasing over-
lap between the systems, though not as much as one 
might expect.

Top Five Companies in Each of the Ranking Systems Evaluated 
Companies are headquartered in the U.S. unless otherwise noted.

Newsweek  
U.S. 500

Corporate Knights 
Global 100

Tomorrow’s 
Value Rating*

Dow Jones
Sustainability 
Indexes

SB20**

Southeastern 
Corporate 
Sustainability  
Rankings

Toxic 100 Air  
Polluters Index Bayer

*Tomorrow’s Value Rating companies are each ranked most sustainable in their industry sector. Sectors evaluated include (from left to right above) food & beverage, information 
& communications technology, energy utilities, hotel groups, and Silicon Valley. 
**SB20 companies are listed alphabetically and not ranked. The companies shown above appear the most times on SB20 lists for the past three years.

ExxonMobil Sunoco DuPont ArcelorMittal

Newsweek  
Global 100

U.K.

Norway Denmark Denmark Belgium

Netherlands • U.K. U.K.

U.K.

FranceFrance

Switzerland

Germany Luxembourg
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Understanding the Systems
Green ranking systems have been criticized for ex-
tolling some of the most environmentally destructive 
companies. Many of the companies that appear on 
the Toxic 100 list also appear on the list of at least one 
of the six other ranking systems discussed above, in-
cluding General Electric, which is 13th on the Toxic 
100 (bad) and 11th on the Global 100 (good). Environ-
mentalists are quick to cite overlap between the Toxic 
100 and the other green company ranking systems 
as an indication that green company ranking systems 
lack merit. 

We disagree for a number of reasons.  

Defining Sustainability

The first is that the concept of sustainability used 
by each ranking system is often not correctly under-
stood—which is the very reason for this paper. News-
week, Corporate Knights, and SCSR have minimum 
workforce size and revenue requirements that limit 
the universe of companies they rank; while SB20, Two 
Tomorrows, and Dow Jones all incorporate economic 
measurements into their respective models, thus bi-
asing their rankings towards more economically suc-
cessful corporations. Each of the aforementioned 
systems bases their rankings on economic and social 
as well as environmental components, yet these dis-
claimers tend to be overlooked. In general, ranking 
systems do a reasonable job defining their concept of 
sustainability. A limited number of systems (e.g., Cor-
porate Knights Global 100 and the Toxic 100) even go 
as far as to acknowledge their own biases.

Looking at the Bottom

The second is that some ranking systems order a 
group of predetermined companies, whereas others 
select them based on sustainability criteria. News-
week and Tomorrow’s Value Rating order compa-
nies—they evaluate a set of corporations that meet a 
certain size criteria (e.g., the 100 largest companies 
by revenue in the world) and rank those companies 

from most to least sustainable. Peabody Energy—
the lowest ranked company on Newsweek’s United 
States list—could technically boast being included in 
the Green Rankings Top 500, but their position does 
not denote impressive sustainability policies and 
practices. Rather, it indicates that of the 500 largest 
corporations in the country, Peabody is the least sus-
tainable according to Newsweek.

In stark contrast, Corporate Knights, Dow Jones, 
SB20, SCSR and Toxic 100 select companies. Earn-
ing a spot on these highly competitive lists is admi-
rable (or unfortunate in the case of the Toxic 100) re-
gardless of the specific position.

The Meaning of Perfection

Third, most rankings normalize their scores, mean-
ing a perfect score does not imply sustainability or 
environmental perfection, nor does a null score imply 
complete failure in either of these areas. With hun-
dreds of companies crammed into small 100-point 
scales, small point differences mean very little. These 
differences are even more trivial when one considers 
the invalidity of some of the metrics used by each sys-
tem and the potential flaws in data utilized to create 
rankings. Nevertheless, every year stakeholders and 
the media give considerable attention to the first place 
companies. 

It Takes Green To Be Green

Fourth, there is the question of corporate size and in-
clusion. As previously noted, many ranking systems 
have size and revenue requirements that exclude 
smaller more progressive companies. The issue of 
size is tightly linked to the intricacies and costs of cor-
porate disclosure. Some ranking systems include size 
requirements to increase relevance, but others pre-
dominantly focus on larger companies because these 
companies are more likely to disclose environmental 
impacts, earnings, and policies. The vast majority of 
the companies that neglected to report data to the 
Southeastern Corporate Sustainability Rankings have 
market capitalization values of less than $1 billion. The 
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correlation between disclosure and size often leads to 
oil companies making green lists while revolutionary 
green companies watch from the sidelines.

Sustainable, or More Sustainable?

Finally, there are two irreconcilable schools of thought 
where assessing environmental impact is concerned. 
The first is more relativist and believes that impact 
should be measured on an industry-by-industry ba-
sis. Individuals that subscribe to the first school view 
drilling for oil and harvesting lumber as necessary 
evils, and feel strongly that companies in these areas 
should be rewarded for mitigating their impact, even if 
that impact is still large relative to that of companies in 
other industries. The second is vehemently opposed 
to these ideas, and subscribes to the notion of ab-
solute impact—that corporate activity should be com-
pared to an ideal baseline of no environmental impact 
at all. Corporate Knights, Two Tomorrows, and Dow 
Jones developed ranking systems more aligned with 
environmental relativism; while SB20, Newsweek, 
and Toxic 100 tend to fall on the absolutist side of the 
spectrum. 

Measuring Sustainability

Another source of tension for ranking systems is the 
divide between systems that use qualitative metrics 
and those that use quantitative metrics. Individuals 
have a proclivity to associate quantitative metrics with 
objectivity and legitimacy, and qualitative metrics with 
flexibility. To some degree, these tendencies are valid. 

Personal biases can more readily influence qualita-
tive analysis. Similarly, quantitative metrics often fail 
to fully capture the nuances behind companies’ sus-
tainability numbers and initiatives. In reality, however, 
this divide is less pronounced than most people be-
lieve. Quality analysis, regardless of the type, yields 
quality results, though more qualitative systems such 
as SB20 and Tomorrow’s Value Rating tend to be less 
transparent, specifically because they adhere to a 
less tangible set of criteria.

Methods Matter

There is an element of irony in the value green rank-
ing systems assign to corporate transparency con-
sidering how secretive they tend to be about their 
own detailed methodologies. The cautious attitude 
ranking systems take towards transparency is under-
standable. Establishing and maintaining sustainability 
rankings take a significant investment of resources, 
and revealing methodologies to the public potentially 
threatens the return on that investment in the short 
term. All systems could benefit from increased meth-
odological transparency in the long run, however. 
Greater transparency would underscore the differ-
ences between and biases of the various green rank-
ing systems, thereby decreasing the confusion that 
surrounds these systems. It would also create spir-
ited, open debates centered on different conceptions 
of sustainability. Ultimately, transparency could help 
add a degree of much-needed stability and standard-
ization to sustainability ranking systems. 

Ranking Sponsor and Partners

Organizations Evaluated

Performance Metrics 

Transparency of Methodologies

Absolute or Relative Rankings

Longevity of Ranking System

Sources of Information

Pre-Selection Criteria

Industry-Specific or Global

Costs of Disclosure

Definition of Sustainability

Frequency of Ranking

Methodologies Used

Type of Rankings Issued

Normalized or Raw Scores
 

Evaluating Green Company Ranking Systems

Things to Consider When Assessing Green Company Ranking Systems and Companies Ranked 



Green Edge, LLC  •  greenedgellc.com  •  212 828 3840  •  info@greenedgellc.com                                                                                                                         Page 17

Green Edge Research Report                                                                                                      October 2011 
         

tems attempt to verify data and maintain a safe dis-
tance from the corporations they rank, ultimately the 
companies being ranked remain responsible for the 
accuracy of the data on which the rankings are based.

In Conclusion
The success of green ranking systems is highly con-
tingent on an educated public capable of understand-
ing and effectively utilizing the systems. As various 
green ranking systems develop reputations and sus-
tainability terms are integrated more seamlessly into 
the vernacular, users will be able to more easily deter-
mine what each ranking system intends and the ends 
to which it can be reliably used.

Still in its early stages, the corporate sustainabil-
ity ranking landscape is poised to undergo dramatic 
changes in the near future. The number of ranking 
systems will likely decrease as the demand for these 
systems—especially the more niche and less legiti-
mate ones—is outpaced by supply. Hopefully, the 
ranking systems that persist will have earned their lon-
gevity by enabling consumers, sustainability analysts, 
and corporations to navigate them with greater ease. 

Using the Rankings

Dynamism and user-friendliness are also two impor-
tant issues to consider when evaluating the effec-
tiveness of green ranking systems. The Dow Jones 
Sustainability Indexes provide an immense amount 
of detailed, useful, easily understandable information, 
but this information cannot be dynamically sorted 
or compared. Newsweek, on the other hand, has a 
digital system that can be sorted by sub-score or by 
industry. This allows for more specific comparisons 
between companies. 

Maintaining a Sense of Perspective

Judging green ranking systems in a vacuum is es-
sentially pointless. Like their strictly economic coun-
terparts, sustainability ranking systems are neither 
omniscient nor immaculate. Just as Tomorrow’s Val-
ue Rating crowned BP as the greenest oil and gas 
company in a report released just months prior to the 
Gulf of Mexico oil spill, so too did Fortune name En-
ron America’s most innovative company six years in a 
row. Most systems use self-reported data to conduct 
their sustainability analyses. As long as these sys-

 

The Green Edge Research Report is published by Green Edge, LLC  

Author Ellen Sinreich is President and Founder of Green Edge, LLC, which helps organizations develop and lever-
age their Green Edge Advantage with Green Edge Workshops® and Consulting Services. Coauthor Moss Amer 
was a 2011 Green Edge Summer Intern and is a full-time student at Brown University. Contributors Spencer Fields,  
Katherine Blessing, Madelynn Johnston, Tianlin (Sam) Yang and Renee Qiaohan Li are also students at Brown.

 Green Edge, LLC, 345 East 93rd Street, NYC 10128 • 212 828 3840 • info@greenedgellc.com • greenedgellc.com

Green Edge® and Green Edge Workshops® are registered trademarks. Copyright © 2011 Green Edge, LLC. Report Design: Sara Mears.


