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Boston Consulting Group partners with leaders in business 
and society to tackle their most important challenges and 
capture their greatest opportunities. BCG was the pioneer 
in business strategy when it was founded in 1963. Today,  
we work closely with clients to embrace a transformational 
approach aimed at benefiting all stakeholders—empow-
ering organizations to grow, build sustainable competitive 
advantage, and drive positive societal impact.

Our diverse, global teams bring deep industry and func-
tional expertise and a range of perspectives that question 
the status quo and spark change. BCG delivers solutions 
through leading-edge management consulting, technology 
and design, and corporate and digital ventures. We work in 
a uniquely collaborative model across the firm and through-
out all levels of the client organization, fueled by the goal of 
helping our clients thrive and enabling them to make the 
world a better place.



Don’t Let Uncertainty Get in  
the Way of Progress on Net Zero

The Net Zero Dilemma Facing Company 
Leaders in Hard-To-Abate Sectors

here is significant uncertainty in how technology, 
economics and politics will evolve over the coming 
decades. For most companies in hard-to-abate sectors, 

this means plotting a clear and certain path to net zero isn’t 
possible as they rely on technology that has not yet been proven 
commercially. Leaders of these companies are understandably 
reluctant to commit to a target without a clear roadmap.

However, a lack of a clear roadmap shouldn’t prevent 
companies from acting now – such as by setting clear net 
zero targets, setting interim targets, and planning near-term 
actions. There is nothing disingenuous about committing to a 
destination without knowing the precise route – provided the 
company is taking credible first steps and there are multiple 
paths to the end point. The important part is to set a target and 
get started. For example, Eneco committed to carbon neutrality 

by 2035 without knowing exactly what they would do with 
their gas-fired power stations, but they knew they had credible 
options to make them sustainable or close them down.

The journey for hard-to-abate industries cannot wait for 
certainty. Companies are making investment decisions 
for growth and refurbishments that effectively commit 
them to decades of production – and the associated 
emissions. With many potential lower carbon alternatives 
for companies requiring a fundamental shift in core 
operations, companies need to fully consider these 
today and as part of their broader roadmap. Investors 
are reacting accordingly, applying pressure to companies 
that move too slowly and rewarding top performers with 
higher valuations and lower cost of capital. 

Companies are increasingly under pressure to decarbonise. Even where regulatory pressure is 
lacking, investors and employees are pushing companies to act; a credible and public plan to get 
to net zero has become essential to attracting both capital and talent. Demand-side pressure is 
likely to be the next accelerant for companies to decarbonise, as companies reduce their supply 
chain emissions and end-users demand greater action on climate.

T
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Sidebar: Eneco’s 2035 Climate Neutrality Target
In June 2021, Eneco – who supply natural gas, electricity, and heat to more than 2 million businesses and households in the Netherlands 
– announced the energy it supplies to customers will be climate-neutral by 2035. This target applied not only to the production and 
distribution of their energy products, but also the use of their products, which constitute 90% of their carbon footprint.  

To achieve this target, BCG helped Eneco develop a strategy involving a range of actions: phasing down or converting gas fired 
power stations, scaling up renewable heat and electricity production, incorporating flexible generation, and securing offsets where 
strictly necessary.  

While this plan did not have every detail nailed down – including exactly what to do with each power station – it did have enough detail 
and credible options to provide Eneco with the confidence in their target.

https://news.eneco.com/eneco-and-its-customers-climate-neutral-by-2035/
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2022/why-australian-companies-need-integrated-esg-investment-frameworks
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2022/why-australian-companies-need-integrated-esg-investment-frameworks
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There are five typical key levers for emission abatement

Source: BCG analysis

Illustrative

Improve energy efficiency 
using state-of the-art 
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components of the 
production process
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H2 production

Carbon capture 
and use/storage
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Employees are also growing reluctant to work for heavy 
emitters that are seen to be dragging their feet; an 
ambitious climate strategy and tangible action is 
becoming key to attracting talent. 
 
Executives need to become more comfortable with 
uncertainty because much of it won’t be resolved by the 
time bold action is required. It’s valuable to clarify where 
exactly there is uncertainty, how to reduce it, and where 
actions are clearer than they might seem. 

Starting With the Low-Hanging Fruit
For many companies, there is often a high degree of 
certainty over the levers that can significantly reduce 
emissions in the short term. These abatement levers 

are typically surfaced by front-line staff who are close 
enough to the details to be able to assess the financial and 
operational implications. If aggregated, these abatement 
levers often add up to greater short-term emissions 
reductions than executives expect. 

Common examples include purchasing renewable 
electricity, applying energy efficiency measures, 
recovering waste heat, managing fugitive emissions and 
installing alternative catalysts – all of which can typically 
be implemented with little risk and modest abatement 
costs. As Exhibit 2 shows, some emissions in hard-to-
abate sectors can be reduced while saving money, which 
can then be invested into low-cost abatement levers.

Exhibit 1: Typical Abatement Levers



1 Co
py

ri
gh

t ©
 2

02
1 

by
 B

os
to

n 
Co

ns
ul

tin
g 

G
ro

up
. A

ll 
ri

gh
ts

 re
se

rv
ed

.

Significant scope 1+2 emissions can be abated at net zero costs

1. Considering petrochemicals and plastics
Source: WEF & BCG, BCG Decarbonization Tool, BCG case experience

Emissions reduction
that also saves

costs

Additional 
emission 
reduction 

financed with 
these saved costs

On avg., 
50% emission 

reduction 
at zero cost

Cement
30%
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30-40%
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Oil & Gas
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~50%
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70%+

Aviation
30-40%

Scope 1&2 emissions abatement cost shares possible at no (net) cost, by industry, in 2019
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Exhibit 2: Net Cost of Net Zero in Different Sectors

Embracing the Certainty of Uncertainty
Progressing from short-term emission reductions to long-
term net zero is the toughest part of the decarbonisation 
journey for hard-to-abate sectors, and the pathway is 
often uncertain. 

For example, ammonia producers – for which hydrogen 
is a key feedstock – need to decide whether they will 
take a bet on green hydrogen or carbon capture and 
storage (CCS) (which effectively turns their existing 
carbon intensive hydrogen production to blue hydrogen). 
Choosing green hydrogen involves betting that costs of 
the enabling technology will continue to dramatically 
decrease. Betting on CCS relies on the company 
continuing to attract investors despite CCS’s constrained 
success to date, and maintaining social license while 
operating emissions-intensive infrastructure and 

storing carbon. Both green hydrogen and CCS involve 
considerable upfront costs – potentially locking the 
business in to the technology.

To gain confidence to set long-term targets without 
knowing how to abate the last 20-70% of emissions, 
it’s valuable for companies to plot multiple abatement 
pathways, as shown in Exhibit 3. This could include 
different technologies or different portfolio approaches 
such as divesting a business unit or transitioning to 
selling a low-carbon alternative.

BOSTON CONSULTING GROUP 5



Once these pathways have been developed, companies 
should work to reduce the uncertainty so that when they 
hit a crossroad, executives can make a more informed 
decision on the best route to net zero. In the case of 
hydrogen, this might involve conducting trials with small 
electrolysers. In areas with other emitters and potential 
carbon storage locations, it may be prudent to engage with 
other companies to gauge the appetite for sharing the costs 
of CCS infrastructure. At the same time, companies should 
collect customer and investor input to form a complete 
picture. They should also undertake engineering studies 
to further reduce uncertainty – but these studies must be 
framed and scoped appropriately, and fully incorporate the 

subsequent economic comparisons (particularly against the 
downside risk of inaction). Refer here for more on changing 
investment frameworks to support a net zero strategy. 

Climate Strategy Is Core Strategy for Hard-To-
Abate Sectors
Ultimately, transitioning to net zero will require companies 
in hard-to-abate sectors to fundamentally transform.  
The initiatives required to decarbonise hard-to-abate 
sectors are generally of a scale and nature that cannot be 
run as ‘side projects’ – they need to be closely integrated 
with core operations, and owned and implemented by 
the business. 

Like any organisation-wide transformation, a climate 
transformation requires considering a wide range of factors. 
In our experience, successful sustainability transformations 
involve following six key steps: 

Develop a sustainability strategy anchored in purpose

Capture business value

Build new sustainable businesses

Make the core sustainable

Build capabilities

Own the narrative, and engage investors and stakeholders

Sidebar: Net Zero Target of a Diversified Manufacturing 
Company
BCG was engaged by a diversified manufacturing company 
in Australia to plot a path to net zero. The company had 
an aspiration to achieve net zero by 2050 but had not yet 
solidified a commitment due to the high level of uncertainty 
in how they would get there. By mapping out multiple detailed 
pathways to net zero we provided the executive team with 
enough confidence to publicly commit to net zero by 2050.  

Furthermore, they also set a 30% reduction by 2030 target. 
They were not previously planning on doing so, but in plotting 
a path to net zero, it became clear that there were a wide 
range of no-regrets and affordable mitigation options they could 
implement in the short-term that would reduce their emissions.
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Demand

Note on acronyms: CCU/CCS – Carbon capture storge / use; NH3 – Ammonia; H2 – Hydrogen; SSAS – Solid state ammonia synthesis; HC stream – high concentration CO2 stream
Source: BCG analysis
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in net zero strategy

• They translate uncertainty into 
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and dynamic interdependencies 
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Landing zoneKey decisions to be taken/forks-in-the-road Main pathway Optional pathway

Pathways for ammonia decarbonisation

Key:
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Exhibit 3: Example Decarbonisation Pathways
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https://www.bcg.com/publications/2022/why-australian-companies-need-integrated-esg-investment-frameworks
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2022/why-australian-companies-need-integrated-esg-investment-frameworks
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2021/steps-to-a-sustainability-transformation
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Taking the First Steps
Getting started on a net zero journey in hard-to-abate 
sectors can be daunting. It represents a fundamental shift 
in approach to operations, with significant uncertainty, and 
significant cost. But rather than allowing ‘hard-to-abate’ to 
remain in the ‘too hard bucket’, companies in these sectors 
can and must act now. Once the journey begins, many 
organisations are pleasantly surprised at how much can 
be meaningfully abated at a reasonable cost over the next 
five years. As shown in Exhibit 2 earlier, even in the hardest-
to-abate sectors like steel, cement, aviation and shipping, 
emissions can be reduced by about a third at no net cost. 

Starting this journey also breaks down the uncertainty into 
a series of specific, technical, and operational questions 
that can be studied and resolved – just like any other 
business problem. Done right, companies can draw on their 
existing skills, capabilities, and assets to unlock sustainable 
advantage – but getting this right requires bold leadership 
and conscious framing.  If companies get this wrong, 
they could find themselves left behind the competition, 
struggling to attract talent and capital.
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