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Company executives know that they 
must field questions from a variety of 
internal and external stakeholders about 

their environmental, health, and safety (EHS) 
performance. Leaders at large enterprises 
understand that gathering and disseminating this 
information can lead directly to improved financial 
performance. These enterprises are now publicly 
setting performance goals and reporting business 
sustainability from water consumption and supply-
chain stability to greenhouse gas emissions and 
safety performance. Smart companies use an 
environmental management system (EMS) or an 
integrated management system like OEMS that is 
then underpinned by a standardized, enterprise-
wide environmental management information 
system (EMIS). An EMIS helps them accurately 
set goals, and track what is happening at every 
level of the organization in a timely manner. 

Getting an EMIS implemented, adopted, and 
maintained can be achieved more easily than 
many project managers realize, especially 
when they work with the right partner and 
approach the initial planning stage with strategic 
questions that elicit accurate and insightful 
answers. Companies that follow a disciplined 
process can line up the funding needed to plan, 
implement, and sustain the ongoing investment 
required to properly maintain the EMIS.

Each company looking to improve its 
environmental management system may be 
at different levels of maturity. One could be 

looking at reducing incident rates by examining 
process execution with analytics of historical 
operational data, while another company could 
be attempting to assure management they 
are meeting basic compliance obligations. No 
matter where you start with an EMIS project, 
there are key steps that increase the likelihood 
of success down the road. In order to make the 
most informed management decisions, here 
are 10 steps to consider during your journey.

1 Document the project vision

Documenting the overall project vision will create 
the foundation for a successful outcome. In order 
to outline that vision, begin by taking a strategic 
approach to the project. When a company looks 
at just one or two goals of the EMIS project, such 
as reporting on environmental spills or measuring 
the number of critical events, this significantly 
limits the project’s potential outcomes. Tactical 
projects, while important, have modest business 
value. Instead, place the goals in a broader context.

Taking long-term business outcomes connected 
to financial drivers into account during the project 
vision documentation stage will create a strategic 
approach that makes the EMIS project more 
financially viable in the long-run. For example, 
instead of just looking for a way to report on 
environmental spills, evaluate how environmental 
spills are connected to critical outcomes: Spills 
cost the company, they cause productivity 
losses, they reduce yields. Also consider how a 
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" Thinking 
tactically is an 
important first step, 
but you need to move 
beyond the tactical 
to the strategic 
for a successful 
enterprise-wide 
EMIS project.

decrease in the number of spills could lead to 
increased revenue rather than savings alone.

A strong, well-planned EMIS helps the company 
connect events with outcomes. Thinking 
tactically is an important first step, but you need 
to move beyond the tactical to the strategic for 
a successful enterprise-wide EMIS project.

Executives choose where to invest, and the projects 
that clearly communicate both tangible and 

intangible gains are more likely to receive support. 
The last thing you want is to do half a year of work 
putting in standardized global processes for an 
EMIS, and then have the CIO suddenly question 
why your team is making a request for funding. 

2  Conduct process discovery

Once the project vision has been set, conduct 
internal process discovery to outline the 
improvements, requirements, and business gains. 
Talk to all the entities within the enterprise that 
could gain value from an EMIS implementation. 
Interview internally with your subject matter 
experts and look at existing processes. Find out 
how they currently operate, what improvements 
they would make if they could, and what the 
requirements are for those improvements. 

Encourage the various entities to collect the 
right information in order to accurately measure 
what the lack of an EMIS actually costs instead of 
guessing or estimating. The more accurate the 
discovery process is for the project, the more likely 
it is to garner internal support. The vice president 
of sales knows what types of environmental 
and safety performance questions the company 
receives from customers. Ask whether the 
organization’s performance affects its ability to 
sell. Find out what gains the company could see by 
improving environmental performance. Another 
source of discovery is the financial group, which 
can share the loss of value your organization 
experiences from fines and insurance increases. 
This group may also include investor relations. They 
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understand potential questions from investors 
who look at the company’s EHS performance 
as indicators of management’s know-how.

Safety and facilities management can discuss the 
potential gains that could be made by reducing 
the number of incidents in the enterprise’s 
facilities. They understand how much the yield 
and productivity of the company’s facilities can 
be improved, how much money a plant could 
save by reducing maintenance costs, and how 
much could be gained by an increase in output.

Open communication with the different groups 
along the value chain that have a stake in an 
EMIS project also provides them opportunities 
to share their pain points, which will help define 
the project scope. And that information could 
help sell the project when the time comes to 
approach leadership and ask for financial backing.

 

3  Include affected groups

Early in the project, bring in the groups that will 
be directly affected by the actual implementation. 
Besides discovering the potential value of an EMIS 
project, your organization must also understand 
the challenges, limitations, and needs of every 
group that will be affected by the implementation. 
Only then can the requirements, delivery, and 
long-term care of the project be successfully 
outlined. If you don’t establish sponsorship 
internally at different levels early on, it’s practically 
guaranteed that the project will get shot down.

Don’t decide the direction in the vacuum of 
facility EHS. Instead, bring in the right groups 
within an organization and invite them to provide 
input so that the vision of the project will get 
fully defined. Look at your organization and 
the potential scope of the EMIS project, and be 
sure all possible stakeholders are represented 
at the beginning of the planning stage. 

IT might need to explain how the project fits 
with their current policies, whether it will operate 
smoothly with existing systems, and what changes 
will need to be made initially and in the long-term 
to integrated an EMIS. Find out how much time IT 
will need to commit to the lifetime of the project. 
Connect with facility EHS since each group within 
EHS should share its needs and desired outcomes 
of an EMIS. Ask what functional requirements 
each group needs, and whether all the groups 
agree that those are the correct requirements.

Communicate with corporate and business-
line EHS. Find out what other enterprise-level 
obligations are required, and if there are areas 
that have not been tracked in the past that 
would be helpful to begin measuring. Global 
processes mean connecting with international 
team representatives to figure out regional 
differences and how they could affect the project. 

Talk to the company’s leadership and find out whether 
there is a particular executive who might understand 
the need for an EMIS and be the most open to the 
project. Consider that this individual may also be a 
useful advocate among other executives. While this 
step may take some energy, it is well worth the effort.
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4  Build the business case

Once it’s clear how an EMIS implementation will 
positively affect business outcomes and how the 
implementation will impact different areas of the 
organization, you will begin building the business 
case. Since the CFO and CIO are typically part of 
the team that approves a business case, having 
them involved early is essential for the project. 
Their coaching and guidance is important since 
they will have specific threshold requirements 
to approve funding, including aspects like 
tangible cost reductions and risk reductions.

Consider that the company’s leadership is often 
insulated from the fire drills that occur whenever 
they request information about EHS activities. They 
don’t see employees directly involved struggling 
to generate monthly reports. In order to convince 
the company leaders that this EMIS project is a 
necessary and critical investment, that pain needs 
to be communicated to them in financial terms.

Show how the lack of an enterprise-wide EMIS 
hurts the business. Lay out the financial cost 
of safety incidents including factors such as 
work-stoppage, a reduction in output, higher 
insurance rates, bad press, reduced product 
volume on the market, loss of investor confidence 
and funding. Similarly, the financial cost of 
not maintaining compliance may be far more 
than just a one-time fine. The risk that the 
company loses its license to operate is very 
real if compliance is not managed well.

Leadership might have examined a wide 
range of potential issues. The necessary capital 
for the project is more likely to be awarded 
if you can show the ongoing loss of profit 
or revenue growth caused by these events 
instead of merely conveying the pain your team 
experiences when generating monthly reports.

This is when the insights gleaned during the 
process discovery stage can significantly improve 
the chances of gaining leadership buy-in. A 
business case that includes diverse messages from 
a variety of groups outlining the benefits of an EMIS 
is more likely to move up the organization to key 
decision-makers, building in scale and improving 
the chances of getting the capital needed to 
move forward on a strategic implementation.

5  Be ready to compete

It may sound obvious, but keep in mind that the 
company’s leadership is bombarded with requests 
for capital from every area within the organization 
all the time. In large and mid-sized corporations, 
you will have plenty of competition to get a project 
funded. Be prepared to make a strong case. 

Executives see multiple projects demanding 
resources, whether from the financial organization, 
the sales organization, the marketing organization 
or operations. An EMIS project could just as 
easily be competing for the same funding as the 
replacement of equipment in the plant. Deciding 
who gets what falls to governance groups within the 
company that have the ability to approve a project.
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Many times the EMIS project team doesn’t 
realize that capital expenditure and operational 
expenditure boards exist within their 
companies since they don’t normally interact 
with them. Typically the people sitting on 
the boards are also on the executive team, 
weighing priorities. Successful projects 
clearly communicate the business value to 
these executives, including both tangible and 
intangible gains. In order to decide how they 
will allocate their investment dollars, leadership 
needs to know why they are investing, and 
why at this particular point in time.

As the project leader, conducting significant 
research will ensure that you understand internal 
capital expenditure and operational expenditure 
funding processes as well as the executive 
approval levels needed for each. When the EMIS 
project goes into the capital review board, know 
who sits on the board, who you need to make 
sure is backing the project, and whether you have 
the right information and support from the right 
executives. While communicating value to the 
right executive may be extremely challenging, it 
will be helpful at a later point. 

 

6 Create a comprehensive  
         communication plan

Along with having sponsorship and a business case 
for the EMIS project, creating a comprehensive 
communication plan from the beginning 
is vital. The importance of communicating 
effectively cannot be overstated. In the best 
EMIS projects, the project leaders have done 
a great job of communicating internally 
around the status of the value investigation, 
business case development, design phase as 
well as what happens with deployment. 

Because company culture does not change 
overnight, consider the shifts that employee 
users will need to go through in order to adopt 
the new business processes. A deployment that 
does not address communication management 
runs the risk of failure. Talk with employees 
who are invested in the implementation and 
consider having them become champions of the 
project for their peers. Keeping communication 
lines open will be necessary during design and 
implementation, once the project launches, and 
throughout ongoing improvement afterward. 

" Successful projects clearly communicate  
 the business value to executives, including 
 both tangible and intangible gains.
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The implementation processes that corporations 
go through can take time. The duration 
from starting with an improvement idea to 
deployment can be months or years. Without 
regular communication, the people affected by 
an EMIS implementation might forget about 
the progress of the project. It goes away in 
their minds, and stagnation spreads. In order 
to succeed, an EMIS must be embraced by 
employees throughout the entire process. 

There is no hard and fixed rule for how a 
communication plan will look. It could be as 
straightforward as providing monthly updates 
so the leadership and people who might have 
been interviewed for process improvements don’t 
forget that the project is moving along. Perhaps 
you will copy the CIO on a monthly message. 
At its core, your communication plan is about 
continuing to report progress to stakeholders. 

7 Establish an implementation plan

One of the biggest indicators for success 
is whether the tools you put in place are 
implemented effectively so that the software 
is used correctly. Very few safety, health, and 
environment teams have the time around their 
everyday work demands to deploy new tools 
and processes. They are already over-booked 
meeting compliance obligations, audits, risk 
assessments, and inspections by agencies.

When that team prepares to deploy an EMIS, 
its members tend to be underprepared for the 
amount of work required to clean up all the 
internal data and put that new system into 
place. The challenge then becomes getting help 
for them so they can deliver on the project. 

To meet that challenge, put 
detailed implementation plans 
in place. Although a plan may be 
implemented by your safety, health, 
and environment team, usually the 
best scenario is for them to help 
guide the planning. Typically EHS 
staffs are experts on regulations and 
executing environmental policy, 
not in implementing information 
management systems. They need 
assistance. It’s best if they have 
additional experts supporting 
them who are experienced both in 
IT systems and EHS processes.

"A deployment that does 
not address communication 
management runs the 
risk of failure.
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8 Celebrate successes along the way

Intense effort goes into changing work processes, 
so make sure to develop milestones and 
celebrate successes along the way. The work 
done by safety, health and environment team 
members does not always get praised as much 
as it should. Recognizing the various people 
who are participating in the project ties back 
to maintaining communication. A lot of project 
leaders make the mistake of not communicating 
improvements back to the company’s leadership.

Recognition could come in the form of internal 
or industry awards. Or it could be creative. Over 
the years we have seen numerous approaches. 
For example, one company set up their success 
meetings like a baseball program, presenting a 
team lineup with the project members as players 
on a giant picture of a baseball field. The program 
featured the participants, showed what they had 
accomplished, and included celebratory photos. 

In another instance, the whole project team had 
a post-party that brought everyone together 
from within a specific office and took them all 
out to dinner. Besides celebrating success, the 
gathering became an opportunity to collect 
facts about the project now that it had been 
completed. They went in and checked the results. 

Celebrations are an ideal time to compare the 
initial promises such as a reduction in risk with 
what was ultimately delivered. In addition to 

recognizing the project team, you’ll want to 
communicate successes to stakeholders and 
customers. Feed those improvements back.

9 Check progress and results

Realistically, regardless of how much was invested 
in the EMIS project, the people who approved 
the funding deserve to be kept updated on 
its progress. They will want to know about 
improvements, and the results that were delivered. 

Progress checks sound so obvious, but they 
sometimes get overlooked. Recently I was meeting 
with a customer’s finance group and they admitted 
that they weren’t sure how a project had gone. When 
I asked whether they had an internal mechanism 
for getting feedback about the progress, they said 
that one didn’t exist. Avoid that situation by having 
a communications plan that includes check-ins and 
updates on results. Following the launch, you should 
revisit stakeholders regularly for ideas as part of 
the management system improvement process. 

As the head of the project, you have already done 
extensive work to put new processes in place. 
You and your team deserve credit for that, and 
progress checks can cement it. They are also a 
way to prove that investing in an environmental 
management information system created value 
for the organization. The strongest way to do that 
is to document it afterward. Bigger projects often 
mean changing workflows so comparing results 
to what you anticipated at the start becomes an 
opportunity to share insights and lessons learned. 
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Inevitably more funding will be needed to work 
on expanding or sustaining the EMIS. Have a great 
communication plan, check how deployment went 
once it’s done, and make sure that you’re sharing 
successes. That way, when you return to the finance 
group, the leaders who originally helped fund 
the EMIS project will already have the knowledge 
that what they did strengthened the business.

q Anticipate ongoing improvements

The technology never stops changing with EMIS-
type systems. Consider how fast technology 
has advanced in the past few years. Ten years 
ago, the very first iPhone had yet to come out. 
Now look at the landscape. Technology changes 
quickly and your EMIS program needs to be 
funded in a way so it can adapt to those changes. 
From a systems perspective, technological leaps 
require financial planning and investment. 

Having a plan for sustaining the new system over 
time is crucial. Looking around at our clients, 
we see many systems currently in place that 
have existed for over a decade. Hundreds and 
sometimes thousands of users rely on these 
systems. Companies have become dependent on 
them, too. Anticipating sustainment and ongoing 
improvements is imperative. Remember that 
putting an EMIS into place means looking ahead 
five, 10 or even 15 years. With careful planning, 
you can make sure that the right people, systems, 
and budgets are going to be there to maintain the 
system and keep it updated well into the future. 

This report is based on a presentation given 
at the Environmental Leader Conference 
2016 by Dorney Douglass, a senior director 
at Sphera. He works with customers to 
build internal alignment around strategy, 
cultural transformation, business case, 
system deployment, and long-term care. Mr. 
Douglass has spent the last two decades in 
the management of information management 
platforms for environmental performance, 
compliance assurance, operational risk, and 
product stewardship. He holds a B.S in geology 
from Bloomsburg University of Pennsylvania. 
Look for additional insights from Sphera at 
the Environmental Leader Conference 2017.
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ADGAS
• Eliminated 100+ complex spreadsheets

• Reduced air emission report preparation 
time from three days to 3-4 hours

Duke Energy
• Replaced 60+ legacy systems

• Established interoperability with supply chain 
systems: EAM, People-Soft, Maximo, etc.

CENOVUS
• One integrated emission system across  

more than 1,000 facilities

Repsol
• Enabled 99% automation for compliance 

related tasks

• Performed more than 1 million 
calculations daily

Eagle Rock
• Manages hundreds of permits for 97  

sites and 12,000 pieces of equipment

• Earned positive return on investment 
(ROI) within two years

Santee Cooper
• 13,000 compliance tasks in one 

centralized system

• Freed up 33% of EHS staff time by 
leveraging hundreds of ops personnel  
for data entry




