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As the world’s consumption of natural resources continues to grow at an ever 
increasing rate, the design and manufacture of environmentally responsible products 
is no longer a luxury but a necessity. From electronics to textiles to food production, 
producers are giving increased attention to the environmental impact of their 
products across the entire product life cycle. These considerations span design and 
manufacturing through actual use to end-of-life. Such efforts from producers are 
now leading towards the collection and compilation of relevant environmental data. 
This data helps identify opportunities for improvement along the supply chain, often 
taking the form of a Life Cycle Assessment (LCA). However, there are many ways to 
distribute this data.

Everyone benefits when a product’s claim of environmental sustainability is easily 
validated against objective and transparent criteria, thereby simplifying the process 
of making informed direct comparisons among similar products. An environmental 
product declaration (EPD) is a validation tool that offers manufacturers a standard 
approach for assessing the environmental impact of their products and provides 
buyers with an effective framework for making direct product comparisons. As such, 
an EPD addresses the needs of both manufacturers and buyers seeking clear, credible 
and precise information.

This UL white paper discusses the use and importance of EPDs in the validation and 
certification of life cycle-based product environmental impacts. The paper then 
reviews the steps in creating EPDs consistent with the requirements of ISO 14025 
2006, Environmental labels and declarations—Type III environmental declarations—
Principles and procedures, and discusses the important role of an EPD program 
operator in developing and running an effective EPD program. The report concludes 
with a look at potential developments regarding the use of EPDs in support of product 
environmental claims.
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What is an EPD?
An EPD is a single, comprehensive 
disclosure of a product’s life cycle-based 
environmental impact that has been 
validated by an independent third 
party. An EPD reports the results of a 
product’s life cycle assessment (LCA) 
as well as other information relevant 
to a product’s environmental profile. 
Typically, an EPD will include information 
on a product’s carbon footprint, and its 
potential impact on global warming, 
ozone depletion, acidification of land 
and water, eutrophication (an impact of 
water pollution), photochemical ozone 
creation, and the depletion of abiotic 
resources. Additionally, an EPD can 
include other pertinent environmental 
and health-related impacts that are of 
particular interest to a discloser.

EPDs are categorized as a Type III 
eco-label as defined under ISO 14025. 
Type III eco-labels are succinct, fact-based 
documents that provide specific 
information by category. Unlike Type II 
labels, which are self-declarations 
often used by manufacturers to claim 
an environmental benefit related 
to the product or its use, or Type I 
labels, which verify compliance with 
a specific environmental standard, 
Type III eco-labels requires independent 
validation of a product’s environmental 
impact. As such, EPDs promote greater 
transparency of important environmental 
impact information and ease buyers’ 
efforts to make objective comparisons 
among similar products.

It is important to note the distinction 
between an EPD and an LCA. An LCA is 
an essential component of an EPD that 

evaluates a product’s environmental 
impact throughout its various life stages, 
from material and component sourcing 
though final disposal or recycling. It 
provides a comprehensive picture 
of the amount of energy, water and 
materials consumed in the production 
and use of a product. Manufacturers use 
the insights an LCA provides to make 
changes along their current supply and 
production chains, improving a product’s 
environmental profile. 

To complete an LCA, manufacturers can 
use in-house resources or work with a 
third-party provider. Providers currently 
conducting LCAs for EPDs include PE 
INTERNATIONAL Inc., Quantis and 
ATHENA Sustainable Materials Institute.

While an LCA is useful in identifying 
improvements to a product’s 
environmental impact over time, it 
is not typically used to communicate 
externally comparative impacts among 
multiple products within a category. To 
compare life cycle-based product impacts 
from multiple products within the same 
category, LCAs must be conducted 
following the same set of guidelines, 
known as product category rules (PCRs). 
An LCA that is based on objective, 
identifiable product category rules 
provides the transparency necessary for 
comparing one product with another, but 
requires the rigorous process necessary 
for creating an EPD to provide an optimal 
platform for understanding product 
environmental impacts.

Why EPDs are Important
In today’s global economy, the challenge 
of managing an entire supply and 

production chain is a complex task facing 
producers in every industry. When it 
comes to manufacturing environmentally 
sustainable products, the plethora of 
often-misleading claims about the 
environmental profile of components and 
supplies magnifies this challenge. What 
manufacturers, architects, designers 
and purchasers require is objective and 
unbiased environmental information 
presented in a manner that eases 
comparisons between similar products.

Buyers and product specifiers are 
increasingly demanding environmental 
information about the products they 
select. For example, research conducted 
by an independent third party for  
UL Environment in October 2010 found 
that more than 90 percent of architects 
and building designers surveyed have 
researched, specified or purchased 
so-called green products during the past 
year, and are continuing to seek products 
with accompanying environmental 
impact assessments.1 Buyers and 
specifiers are driving the demand for 
environmentally preferable products, 
but they increasingly require transparent 
information that makes product 
comparison more efficient and effective.

The widespread adoption and use 
of industry standards provides 
manufacturers with uniform pathways to 
efficiently bring products to market, and 
provides buyers with confidence about 
a product’s safety and performance. 
In a similar fashion, EPDs represent an 
important, multi-purpose tool that helps 
manufacturers and buyers more easily 
understand the environmental impact 
of the products they produce and buy, 
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allowing them to make more informed purchasing decisions. As such, EPDs are an 
important element in the overall effort to reduce environmentally damaging production 
practices and preserve the availability of important natural resources.

There are several ways in which the use of EPDs helps to achieve these goals:

• As a management tool to monitor product environmental data and to use this 
data to improve product environmental performance

• As a communication tool to provide unbiased product environmental information 
to enhance overall awareness of the environmental impact of products

• As an evaluation/assessment tool for benchmarking environmental information 
and for evaluating and making product selection decisions

• As a procurement tool to achieve government, institutional or corporate 
environmental objectives

• As an action tool to broadly disseminate product environmental information 
to the public, and to identify concerns about efforts to improve product 
environmental sustainability

Are EPDs Required? 
EPDs have been used extensively for years, mostly in the European Union (EU) and 
in Japan. In France, for example, the government-backed Environment Round Table 
(Le Grenelle Environnement) has proposed that all high-volume consumer products 
imported into the country be accompanied by an EPD.2 In the United Kingdom, the 
Building Research Establishment Environmental Assessment Methodology (BREEAM) 
currently encourages the use of EPDs as a guidance tool to help licensed assessors select 
green building products.3 Outside of the EU, Masdar City, a large scale eco-city project 
in Abu Dhabi, is encouraging the use of EPDs and LCAs to use to evaluate the products 
used in its construction.4

Although regulators in the United States, both federal and state, do not currently 
require EPDs, purchasing mandates may create de facto requirements for 
manufacturers and producers. A key example is Executive Order 13514,5 issued by U.S. 
President Obama in October 2009 that requires U.S. federal agencies to “leverage 
federal purchasing power to promote environmentally-responsible products and 
technologies.”6 It is expected that the U.S. General Services Administration (GSA) 
will incorporate compliance with standards for sustainability and EPDs as a factor 
in government purchasing decisions in 2012 or 2013. With annual expenditures 
approaching nearly $6 trillion annually, such a move by the U.S. federal government 
could very well speed the acceptance and use of EPDs by private industry. 

Even in the absence of national regulations, the use of EPDs is often driven by initiatives 
within individual industries. For example, the United States Green Building Council 
(USGBC) has contributed to the increased interest in the use of EPDs in the U.S. building 
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The following sections provide a brief 
explanation of each of the five steps for 
developing an EPD.

Select the appropriate product  
category rule (PCR)

PCRs describe the scope and methodology 
for performing an LCA, the data 
foundation for an EPD, and provide 
detailed requirements for additional 
environmental and health information 
disclosure. Therefore, the first step in 
creating a compliant EPD is to find an 
applicable PCR for a particular product. 
When an appropriate PCR does not 

exist, a new PCR must be developed and 
approved for use through a credible EPD 
program operator.

Conduct and verify the product life   
cycle assessment (LCA)

A range of factors is used to assess a 
product’s environmental performance. 
Such factors include energy and resource 
consumption, waste generation, 
pollutant emissions, impacts during 
use, and end-of-life considerations. An 
LCA provides a structure for identifying 
and assessing these and other factors. 
Once an LCA is conducted on a particular 

product, it must be verified by an 
independent party to determine that  
it meets the requirements defined in  
the product category rules.

Compile the EPD

Once the applicable PCR has been 
identified or developed and an LCA 
completed and verified, an EPD can  
then be prepared. The EPD presents  
the results of an LCA as well as  
additional information about the 
product’s performance and other 
sustainability information.

industry through a pilot credit proposed 
in June 2011 under its Leadership in Energy 
and Environmental Design (LEED) program 
for projects utilizing products that are 
accompanied by an LCA or EPD. The 
second draft of the LEED rating system, 
slated for release in 2012, is expected 
to adopt the credit for “non-structural 
materials transparency,” and will likely 
result in the global adoption of the credit 

through the more than 50 national green 
building councils that make up the World 
Green Building Council. 

In the short term, it is likely that buyer 
requirements and industry norms, 
rather than regulations, will continue to 
drive the expanded use of EPDs in the 
United States. While this may provide 
manufacturers and producers with some 
flexibility regarding the adoption of EPDs, 

shifts in market demand are likely to 
occur much more quickly and with less 
advanced notice than formal regulations. 
Companies that demonstrate leadership 
by adopting EPDs will drive all industry 
participants to embrace the process to 
remain competitive.

The Process for Developing an EPD 
There are five separate steps involved in the creation of an ISO 14025-compliant EPD, as illustrated in Figure 1.

Search for available 
PCRs OR create 

new PCRs

Conduct and 
verify LCA

Compile EPD RegistrationVerification



Figure 2: The PCR Development Process
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Of the steps involved in the PCR 
development process, the most crucial 
is the open consultation procedure that 
takes place around the draft PCR. Similar 
to the consultation process already 
used in the development of industry 
standards, the important aspects of 
the open consultation procedure in the 
development of PCRs are found in the 
following sections.

Identifying the open   
consultation participants

Any interested party that has specific 
questions about a PCR or wishes to 

comment on the document is allowed 
to participate in the open consultation 
procedure. The parties may include 
material suppliers, manufacturers, 
trade associations, purchasers, 
users, consumers, nongovernmental 
organizations, public agencies, LCA 
practitioners and certification bodies.

Inviting parties to take part in   
the open consultation 

The program operator preparing a draft 
PCR is responsible for posting the draft 
document on a publicly accessible web 
site, and alerting interested parties 

regarding its availability for discussion 
and comment. A mechanism should be 
provided so that participants can submit 
comments for consideration. 

Addressing the comments received and 
modifying the draft PCR as necessary

Following changes or amendments to a 
draft PCR, a program operator submits 
a final version of the PCR to a review 
panel for approval. The program operator 
should also prepare a short summary of 
the comments received through the open 
consultation procedure and the resulting 
changes to the draft document. 

Verify the EPD

When an EPD has been completed, it 
must be submitted to an independent 
third-party for a thorough review and 
verification of the results presented and 
any additional information supplied. This 
step is normally conducted through an 
EPD program operator. 

Register the EPD

The last step in the process of creating 
an ISO 14025-compliant EPD is the 
submission of the final document to an 
EPD program operator for registration 
and inclusion in the operator’s published 
list of registered EPDs.

What If a New PCR is Required?
The PCR is a key element of the EPD 
development process. It specifically 
defines the information that is to be 
reported to ensure that an EPD accurately 
reflects a product’s environmental 
impact. The PCR provides a model for 
the rest of the actions related to the 
development of an EPD.

Under the requirements of ISO 14025, 
an existing PCR is to be used whenever 
a suitable one is available. The intent 
of these requirements is to facilitate 
the global harmonization of PCRs and 
eliminate duplication of effort. For these 

reasons, program operators and other 
parties involved in the creation of PCRs 
are required to maintain publicly available 
lists of the PCRs they create, so that other 
parties can easily determine whether 
an existing PCR is suitable for use in the 
development of an EPD.

However, because there are currently 
relatively few publicly available PCRs, the 
development of an EPD will often require 
the creation of a new PCR. In such cases, 
the creation of a new PCR follows the 
sequence illustrated in Figure 2.

Approval and 
PublicationPCR Proposal Drafting of 

PCR
Open 

Consultation Panel Review
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The Role of the EPD   
Program Operator
All Type III EPD programs are guided 
by the requirements set out in ISO 
14025. According to the standard, a 
program operator is responsible for the 
administration of the entire EPD program, 
therefore playing a significant role in the 
program’s effectiveness and acceptance.

As defined in ISO 14025, section 8.0, 
a program operator’s responsibilties 
include, but are not limited to, the 
following tasks:

• Preparing, maintaining and 
communicating general  
program instructions

• Publishing the names of entities 
involved as interested parties in 
program development

• Ensuring that all environmental 
declaration requirements   
are followed 

• Establishing procedures to ensure 
the consistency of all collected data

• Publishing PCR documents and 
Type III environmental declarations 
developed under the program and 
maintaining publicly available lists 
of those documents

• Monitoring procedural changes in 
other environmental declaration 
programs and revising procedures 
and documentation as necessary

• Selecting competent, independent 
verifiers and PCR review panels 
(according to 8.2.3 of the   
ISO standard)

• Establishing a transparent process 
for PCR reviews, including the 
review scope and the composition 
of the PCR review panel  
(according to 8.1.2)

One of a program operator’s most 
important responsibilities is determining 
whether an existing PCR is sufficient 
for the assessment at hand or if the 
development of a new PCR is required. 
In cases when a new PCR is deemed 
necessary, a program operator 
should make every effort to facilitate 
harmonization with similar documents 
by adopting content from existing PCRs 
in the same product category. Efforts 
to achieve harmonization with existing 
PCRs, and the reasons for not adopting 
available content, should be documented 
in any new PCR.

What’s Ahead for EPDs 
As previously noted, program 
operators and other parties involved 
in development of PCRs and EPDs 
are responsible for the creation and 
maintenance of publicly-available lists, 
so that other parties can determine if 
suitable product category requirements 
have already been developed. However, 
compliance with this provision of 
ISO 14025 is not uniform. This creates 
duplicate work and results in the 
development of PCRs that are not 
harmonized with other documents 
addressing similar product categories. 

Some organizations are looking ahead to 
the development of a centralized, publicly 
available system for recording all existing 
PCRs as well as current activity in the 
development of new ones. Such a system 
facilitates the harmonization of PCRs 
within and across product categories, 
reducing the need for new PCRs in many 
cases and easing the process of creating 
harmonized PCRs when new ones are 
required. Ultimately, such a system 
furthers the overall objective of bringing 
environmentally preferable products to 
market more quickly and efficiently.
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Conclusion
EPDs are an important validation tool that allows manufacturers to objectively 
assess the environmental sustainability of their products, while providing buyers 
with clear and credible information necessary to make direct product comparisons. 
EPDs are already widely used in other industrialized countries and recent efforts by 
both government and industry in the United States point to their expanded use here. 
In addition, buyers and product specifiers in a number of industries are increasingly 
demanding transparent data that supports claims of the environmental sustainability  
of the products they select, ensuring a growing demand for EPD-backed products.

However, the role and purpose of EPDs are not widely understood today. 
Further,  the process of creating an ISO 14025-compliant EPD is complex, even for 
manufacturers already familiar with traditional conformity assessment procedures. 
As such, manufacturers should seek the counsel and assistance of an experienced  
EPD program operator early in their efforts to develop and implement a successful 
EPD strategy.

In the increasingly competitive marketplace for environmentally sustainable 
solutions, EPD-backed products better enable buyers to make objective and 
informed purchasing decisions. Manufacturers who offer EPD-backed products can 
gain important competitive advantages against producers who lack transparent 
environmental impact documentation, which can lead to broader market share. 
Finally, manufacturers who use EPDs help to create a greater public awareness 
of the environmental impact aspects of products, thereby contributing to global 
sustainability efforts.

To learn more about EPDs, the EPD program operator or the PCR creation process,  
please contact UL at environment@ul.com.


