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Private sector investment, innovation, and implementation capabilities will be essential to 
achieve the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). It will not be possible to reach the scale 
of corporate and investor engagement needed without establishing common standards, 
ÇÏÁÌÓȟ ÁÎÄ ÍÅÔÒÉÃÓ ÆÏÒ ÌÅÖÅÒÁÇÉÎÇ ÒÅÓÏÕÒÃÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÉÎÇ ÅÁÃÈ ÍÁÒËÅÔ ÁÃÔÏÒȭÓ 
contributions to sustainable development. Over the past two decades, a vanguard of 
pioneering companies and alliances has demonstrated the value of these joint actions. The 
challenge now is to make them a mainstream element of business and investment 
activities. 
 
 

ɂ Nelson, Jane.  Ȱ#ÏÌÌÅÃÔÉÖÅ !ÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÎ "ÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ 3ÔÁÎÄÁÒÄÓȟ 'ÏÁÌÓȟ ÁÎÄ -ÅÔÒÉÃÓ ÔÏ 
!ÃÈÉÅÖÅ 3ÃÁÌÅ ÁÎÄ )ÍÐÁÃÔ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ 3$'ÓȱȢ )Î +ÈÁÒÁÓȟ (ÏÍÉ ÅÔ ÁÌȟ From Summits to 
Solutions, Brookings, 2018 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

Achieving the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by 2030 requires 

transformational change. The study examines the role of the business sector in the delivery 

of the SDGs through the lens of corporate sustainability. Corporate sustainability is an 

evolving management paradigm that aligns the pursuit of business profits with environment 

protection, social justice, economic development, and ethical governance. Compared to 

corporate social responsibility, which is driven more by external reasons and the aim of 

giving back to the society, corporate sustainability is driven internally by companies with the 

aim of creating shared value for both shareholders and other stakeholders. Corporate 

sustainability is about transforming the business model.  

 

The study aims to understand the nature and extent of business sector engagement with 

SDGs. Through research and analysis, the study presents a Ȭtheory of changeȭ that, when put 

in practice, can lead to higher contribution by the business sector toward achieving the SDGs.  

 

Theory of Change 

As business drivers and expected rewards to engage with the SDGs and take on corporate 

ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÁÒÅ ÁÌÉÇÎÅÄȟ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÓ ÓÔÒÅÎÇÔÈÅÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 3$'Óȭ 

achievement by integrating sustainability into the business.  

 

5ÓÉÎÇ ÔÈÉÓ ȬÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÃÈÁÎÇÅȭȟ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÒÅÖÉÅ×Ó ÈÏ× ÃÏÒÐÏÒÁÔÅ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÒÅÓÔÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ 

various business models and industries and identifies its emerging practices. The key 

questions examined under the study are: 

 

ü What is the nature and extent of engagement with the SDGs by companies?  

ü What are the motivations for corporate sustainability and engagement with the SDGs?  

ü What practices emerge as essential to the integration of sustainability in the business 

model?  

 

Extent of Corporate Engagement with the SDGs  

There is a high level of alignment with the SDGs among the companies in the sample, but the 

depth of the engagement varies. While most companies refer to the SDGs in their 

publications, less than half map their corporate and sustainability goals or activities to 

specific SDGs.  

 

Companies tend to prioritize goals that are most relevant to their business. SDG 8, 12, and 

17 receive the highest level of attention while SDG 1, 2, 14 receive the lowest level of 
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attention from companies. The lack of awareness of the SDGs by internal and external 

stakeholders and the challenge of measuring sustainability impacts are the most frequently 

mentioned obstacles to deeper engagement with the SDGs by companies.  

 

Motivations for Corporate Sustainability and SDG engagement  

Sustainability is about taking the long-term perspective on how a business creates value. 

Understanding and articulating the drivers for sustainability enable companies to clearly 

make a case for their transition toward a more sustainable business model. While the drivers 

are highly contextual, they all can be categorized as business-case or value-based drivers. Most 

of the companies interviewed and researched identify strongly with the business 

imperatives of sustainability. However, a handful of leading companies have begun to 

articulate corporate sustainability through their own value systems in which the business of 

business is sustainability. Companies engage with the SDGs because alignment to the Global 

Goals fits their existing corporate and sustainability strategy. The goals provide companies 

with  a useful framework to examine their sustainability issues and an opportunity to 

demonstrate corporate citizenship.  

 

Emerging Practices of Corporate Sustainability Integration  

While leading companies are still progressing on their transition towards a sustainable 

model, several effective practices of strategic, operational, and organizational integration of 

sustainability have emerged. There is a growing convergence of business and sustainability 

strategy that leads to the creation of shared value. However, operationalizing sustainability 

remains a challenge, particularly through issues arising out of obstacles in measuring social 

and governance impact. Leading companies deeply involve their stakeholders in the 

sustainability process, especially with setting sustainability goals, and regularly 

communicating with them via continuous and integrated reporting. While corporate 

philanthropy is still prevalent  and valued, many companies engage in win-win corporate 

sustainability partnerships and alliances. For corporate sustainability to become more 

pervasive, companies echo the need for top leadership to champion sustainability. Successful 

integration also requires a clear governance structure and all employees on board. The latter 

aspect is still fraught with obstacles, particularly in the involvement of middle managers.  

 

Key Takeaways 

Most companies see their contribution to the SDGs directly through existing sustainability 

ÇÏÁÌÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓȢ 4ÈÕÓȟ ÔÏ ÌÅÖÅÒÁÇÅ ÔÈÅ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ ÓÅÃÔÏÒȭÓ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÇÌÏÂÁÌ 

development agenda, it is imperative to focus on having more companies integrating and 

improving corporate sustainability practices.  
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Key Findings on SDGs Engagement and  

Corporate Sustainability of Sample Companies 

 

ü Most companies reviewed in this study see their contribution to the SDGs directly 

through existing corporate sustainability goals and practices. While most refer to 

the SDGs in their publications in general, less than half track their corporate and 

sustainability goals or activities against specific SDGs. 

 

ü Companies tend to prioritize SDGs that align with their core business, rather than 

taking an all-encompassing approach. SDG 8, 12, and 17 receive the highest level of 

attention while SDG 1, 2, 14 receive the lowest level of attention from companies. 

 
ü The drivers for a company to take on sustainability can be categorized as business-

case drivers or value-based drivers, and there are overlapping features between 

these two categories.  

 

ü Over 80% of companies identify most strongly with business-case drivers. Some 

companies are driven both by business imperatives and value systems. Only a 

handful of companies identify purely with value-based drivers.  

 

ü The average number of environmental, social, and governance (ESG) impact areas 

identified by the companies in the sample is four. It  means that a company is taking 

sustainability actions in at least four key areas at a given time. 

 

ü Measuring ESG impact remains a big challenge for companies. All 14 companies 

interviewed echo the struggle with impact measurement metrics. While companies 

report ESG indicators, environmental indicators are the most well established in 

their reports  and the categories related to governance are least represented. 

 

ü Overall, around 75% of the companies are moving along the integrated approach 

to building a sustainability governance structure. These companies usually have at 

least one or two of the following sustainability leadership practices: an executive 

providing oversight on sustainability, a board-level committee dedicated to 

sustainability, or cross-functional management of sustainability.  

 

ü Companies express that the day-to-day work of integrating sustainability is often 

fraught with obstacles and delays, particularly in instilling a sense of ownership on 

sustainability issues among employees.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

The catalyst for this research project is the growing evidence of business commitment to 

sustainability and engagement with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) ɀ some 7,500 

companies issuing annual sustainability or corporate responsibility reports in accordance 

with the Global Reporting Initiative and the Dow Jones Sustainability Index assessing the 

commitment to sustainability of 3,400 companies -- and an interest in understanding why 

and how. 

 

During the past decade, the business sector has increasingly played a more integrated role 

in the discussion and programming of the global development agenda. In 2015, the United 

Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), a collection of 17 goals and 169 targets, set 

forth a broad scope of development objectives for all countries and called for action by actors 

beyond government. For the first time, the business sector fully participated in the creation 

of SDGs and was recognized as an essential partner in the achievement of the goals. In 

contrast to the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), adopted in 2000 and targeted at 

increasing donor assistance for developing countries, the SDGs are a broader set of goals that 

are universal in applying to all nations and targeted at all financing and players, particularly 

the private sector. 

 

The importance of the engagement of the private sector is underscored by Goal 17, which 

emphasizes the need for enhanced public-private partnerships to mobilize and share 

knowledge, technology, and financial resources for the Global Goals.  There are many ways 

in which the business sector can be a key engine for sustainable development. These include 

filling the financing gap, driving innovation, expanding access, creating job opportunities, 

building inclusive businesses, and producing goods and services that address development 

challenges.  

 

While definitely leading the trend, the manner in which the financial sector in the 

Netherlands is engaging the SDGs represents what the global business community is and can 

do.  In a 2016 repÏÒÔ Ȱ"ÕÉÌÄÉÎÇ (ÉÇÈ×ÁÙÓ ÔÏ 3$' )ÎÖÅÓÔÉÎÇȱ ÅÉÇÈÔÅÅÎ $ÕÔÃÈ ÆÉÎÁÎÃÉÁÌ 

institutions th at manage assets worth 2900 billion euro present how to collaborate in 

financing the global goals.1   The two largest Dutch pension funds, ABP and PFZW have set a 

target of investing 58 billion euros in SDG investments by 2020. 2 

                                                           
1 6ÅÒÍÏÇÅÎÓÂÅÈÅÅÒȟ 6ÅÒÁÎÔ×ÏÏÒÄ "ÅÌÅÇÇÅÎȟ Ȱ$ÕÔÃÈ &ÉÎÁÎÃÉÁÌ 3ÅÃÔÏÒ "ÁÃËÓ ÔÈÅ 3$'Óȱȟ ÂÌÏÇȟ 
December 7, 2016 
2 Ȱ)ÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌ )ÎÖÅÓÔÍÅÎÔ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ 'ÏÁÌÓȱȟ ÐÒÅÓÓ ÒÅÌÅÁÓÅ  
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Looking globally, In May 2018 twenty-six banks from nineteen countries announced a 

global initiative for banks to align their business practices with the SDGs and the Paris 
Climate Agreement.3 

,ÁÒÒÙ &ÉÎËȟ ÃÈÁÉÒÍÁÎ ÁÎÄ #%/ ÏÆ "ÌÁÃË 2ÏÃËȟ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ ÌÁÒÇÅÓÔ ÅÑÕÉÔÙ ÆÕÎÄȟ ÃÁÕÓÅÄ a stir 

with his 2018 letter to CEOȭÓ ÉÎ ÓÔÁÔÉÎÇȡ ȱÓÔÁËÅÈÏÌÄÅÒÓ ÁÒÅ ÄÅÍÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ companies 

exercise leadership ÏÎ Á ÂÒÏÁÄÅÒ ÒÁÎÇÅ ÏÆ ÉÓÓÕÅÓ ȣȢability to manage environmental, social, 

ÁÎÄ ÇÏÖÅÒÎÁÎÃÅ ÍÁÔÔÅÒÓ ȣ×ÈÉÃÈ ×Å ÁÒÅ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÉÎÇÌÙ ÉÎÔÅÇÒÁÔÉÎÇ ÉÎÔÏ ÏÕÒ investment 

ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓȱȢ "ÕÓÉÎÅÓÓÅÓ ÁÒÅ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÏÆÆÅÒÅÄ ÇÕÉÄÅÓ ÔÏ ÉÎÃÏÒÐÏÒÁÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 3$'Ó ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÅÓȟ 

including by the World Business Council for Sustainable4, Accenture Strategy and 
econsense5, EMPEA6, and the Silicon Valley Community Foundation7. 

 

As to whether the SDGs make business sense, the 2017 Commission on Sustainable 

Business, chaired by Mark Mallock-Brown, identified a 12 trillion market in four of the 

SDGs by 2030.  A 2015 Harvard Business School study of 180 U.S. companies found that 

over more than a decade, companies that scored well on ESG factors also achieved 

significantly returns8. 4ÈÅ 3#2σππ Ȱ3$' #ÏÍÍÉÔÍÅÎÔ 2ÅÐÏÒÔȱ ÒÅÐÏÒÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÆ τππ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 

×ÏÒÌÄȭÓ ÌÁÒÇÅÓÔ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÓ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÍÁÒËÅÔ ÃÁÐ ÏÆ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁn25 trillion dollars, 300 disclose 

commitment to the SDGs and that for 2017 the UNGSII SCR300 Global Sustainability Fund 

outperformed market benchmarks, such as Dow Jones and Standard & Poorȭs9.  

 

This study looks at the role of the business sector in the delivery of the SDGs through the lens 

of corporate sustainability. The underlying theory of change is that when companies fully 

integrate sustainability into their business strategy and operations, they will transition to 

sustainable business models that contribute to the SDGs through innovations, greater 

efficiencies, and shared value. As companies navigate their journey toward sustainability, 

the SDGs can serve as a guiding framework for a cohesive vision of environmental, social, 

and governance (ESG) sustainability that catalyzes opportunities for business growth and 

longevity. 

                                                           
3 UNEP Finance Initiative, 26 UNEP FI BANKING MEMBERS WORKING TOGETHER TO REDEFINE 
HOW THE BANKING INDUSTRY DELIVERS A SUST!).!",% &5452%ȱȟ -!9 29, 2018 
4 Development ɉ7ÏÒÌÄ "ÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ #ÏÕÎÃÉÌ ÆÏÒ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȟ Ȱ#%/ 'ÕÉÄÅ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 
3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ 'ÏÁÌÓȱȟ -ÁÒÃÈ ςπρχ 
5 !ÃÃÅÎÔÕÒÅ 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ Ǫ ÅÃÏÎÓÅÎÓÅȟ Ȱ(Ï× #ÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÓ ÃÁÎ )ÍÐÒÏÖÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ )ÍÐÁÃÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ 
Development Goals (SDGs) and Harness the Power of $ÉÇÉÔÁÌÉÚÁÔÉÏÎȱ 
6ɉ%-0%!ȟ Ȱ0ÒÉÖÁÔÅ %ÑÕÉÔÙȭÓ 2ÏÌÅ )Î $ÅÌÉÖÅÒÉÎÇ 4ÈÅ 3$'Óȟ ςπρψ 
7 3ÉÌÉÃÏÎ 6ÁÌÌÅÙ #ÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ &ÏÕÎÄÁÔÉÏÎȟ Ȱ4ÈÅ 5ÎÉÔÅÄ .ÁÔÉÏÎÓ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ 'ÏÁÌÓȡ ! 
7ÈÙȟ 7ÈÅÎȟ ÁÎÄ (Ï× 'ÕÉÄÅ ÆÏÒ "ÕÓÉÎÅÓÓȱ 
8 Daniella Ballou-!ÁÒÅÓȟ Ȱ)ÎÖÅÓÔÉÎÇ ΑςπÔÎ ÔÏ ÃÈÁÎÇÅ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄȱȟ 4ÈÅ 'ÕÁÒÄÉÁÎȟ &ÅÂÒÕÁÒÙ ςπȟ ςπρψ 
9 ɉ3#2σππȟ Ȱ3$' #ÏÍÍÉÔÍÅÎÔ 2ÅÐÏÒÔȱ ÅÍÐÏ×ÅÒÉÎÇ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÏÒÓ ÏÎ ÂÏÔÈȡ  0ÒÏÆÉÔ ÁÎÄ )ÍÐÁÃÔȱɊ 
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The SDGs align development goals (inclusive growth, social equity, environmental 

protection) with key business imperatives (revenue growth, resource productivity, risk 

management) and create a ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ ÃÁÓÅ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ ÓÅÃÔÏÒȭÓ ÉÎÖÏÌÖÅÍÅÎÔ ÉÎ ÇÌÏÂÁÌ 

development. This focus has come at the right time as companies are moving from 

uncoordinated corporate responsibility programs toward a more systematic integration of 

social, environmental, and governance concerns into their core business strategy. While 

these efforts vary widely by country, industry, company size, and individual company, 

companies increasingly recognize the importance of sustainability to the future of their 

businesses. This is because they must confront and adapt to intense business competition, 

uncertainty over access to energy and materials, climate change threats, and greater scrutiny 

from the public and their own employees about corporate practices. 

 

Considering this dual integration of the business sector into the global development agenda 

and of corporate sustainability into the business strategy, this exploratory study aims to 

provide insights into the emerging practices of corporate sustainability activities in relation 

to the SDGs. Through this exploration, the study hopes to shed light on the synergy between 

the SDGs and corporate sustainability activities and a probable framework for the business 

transition towards a sustainable future.  

 

Key Concept: Corporate Sustainability  

Corporate sustainability is an evolving management paradigm that aligns the pursuit 

of business profits with environment protection, social justice, economic 

development, and ethical governance.  Corporate sustainability practices have evolved 

over the past decade, from being philanthropic in nature to becoming more intertwined with 

business imperatives and core expertise of companies. 

 
Figure 1. Evolution of Corporate Sustainability 
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As a company evolves from corporate philanthropy to corporate sustainability, the 

motivation changes from mere awareness of giving back to the community in which it 

operates to integrating sustainability in the business model. The higher degree of 

intentioÎÁÌÉÔÙ ÌÅÁÄÓ ÔÏ Á ÄÅÅÐÅÒ ÉÍÐÁÃÔ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȭÓ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ÁÎÄ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎÓȢ 

Sustainability activities are no longer one-off occasions led by marketing, communications, 

or human resources function. Instead, sustainability is built into corporate vision and plan, 

with specific goals, measures, and activities implemented by a clear sustainability 

management system involving top leadership and functions throughout the business. As a 

result, the accrued benefits are long-term, and the creation of financial gains are intertwined 

with positive environmental, social, and governance impact.  

 

Overall, this transition at the individual company level can be presented through three 

phases: Awareness, Action, and Integration.  

 

Awareness: This is the phase when a business is aware of corporate responsibility but does 

not take any action that is not driven purely by external factors. These factors can include 

specific government mandated corporate social responsibility contributions, negative 

publicity, or pressure from consumers. For example, in 2015, India mandated compulsory 

Corporate Social Responsibility contribution to the tune of 2% of net profit for three 

consecutive years. Although this increased the corporate participation, such contributions 

were limited in their intentions and impact. This phase is prevalent when a company is at 

the beginning of the spectrum i.e. engaging in purely philanthropic activities.  

 

Action: The differentiating factor between the awareness and the action phase is the 

intentionality of the business. An action-oriented company is more aware of its role in the 

society and begins to initiate specific corporate responsibility activities. Many activities start 

out being philanthropic in nature, such as employee contribution to humanitarian crises, 

community activities, or participation in  charities in the place where the company operates 

in order to improve community relations. Over time, the activities can become more 

ÉÎÔÅÎÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÕÔÉÌÉÚÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȭÓ ÃÏÒÅ ÃÏÍÐÅÔÅÎÃÉÅÓȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÐÈÁÓÅ  involves a 

company moving along the spectrum from philanthropy to corporate social responsibility.  

 

Integration:  After undergoing the initial transformation, corporate sustainability is 

integrated into business activities. Organizations can now recognize the benefits of being a 

sustainable business through market penetration, cost efficiency, production innovation, 

risk mitigation, among many things. Under this phase, companies perceive business 

opportunities in operationalizing sustainability into other functions and aligning their 

corporate responsibility activities with their core competencies. This phase is present when 

a company is fully embracing corporate sustainability. 
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Objective & Scope  

The study aims to understand how the business sector engages with the SDGs. It identifi es 

how companies leverage corporate sustainability activities to articulate their contribution 

to the SDGs. The study examines emerging practices that define corporate sustainability.  

 

The scope of the study covers companies that are recognized as sustainability leaders under 

various sustainability-related rankings and indices. Using publicly available information on 

ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÕÄÙȭÓ ÓÁÍÐÌÅ and information gathered through interviews, the study 

explores three key questions: 

 

ü What is the extent and nature of engagement with the SDGs by companies? 

ü What are the motivations to incorporate corporate sustainability and engage with  

the SDGs? 

ü What practices emerge as essential to the integration of corporate sustainability in 

the business? 

 

The exploration of these questions generates insights into the emerging practices of 

corporate sustainability activities in relation to the SDGs.  The insights serve as basis to:  

1. Provide the business community with emerging approaches to integrate 

environmental, social, and governance sustainability concerns in core business 

operations; 

2. Provide stakeholders, potential partners, and other parties interested in 

understanding the role of the business sector in global development and in 

advancing the SDGs with  knowledge of the strategies and challenges that 

companies have in creating sustainable development impact through their 

business models.  

 

Methodology   

Data Collection  

The data collected is based on a desk review and interviews with company executives. The 

desk review combines existing literature on the topic with an analysis of corporate 

sustainability activities and SDGs engagement by a sample of 40 companies, out of which 14 

were interviewed. The resources that were closely examined include company websites, 

sustainability reports, and annual reports between 2012 and 2017.  
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Company Selection 

The 40 companies explored in the study are chosen from a list of four recognized rankings 

that profile the most sustainable companies in the world ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÁÕÔÈÏÒÓȭ ÎÅÔ×ÏÒË ɉ3ÅÅ 

Appendix 1 for the complete list). Data from the latest available rankings, 2017 and 2018, is 

used to generate this list. The rankings include:  

¶ &ÏÒÔÕÎÅȭÓ #ÈÁÎÇÅ ÔÈÅ 7ÏÒÌÄ 

¶ &ÏÒÂÅÓȭ 7ÏÒÌÄȬÓ -ÏÓÔ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ #ÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÓ 

¶ "ÁÒÒÏÎȭÓ ρππ -ÏÓÔ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ #ÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÓ 

¶ Dow Jones Sustainability World Index Industry Wide Leader  

 

All companies in the study are multinational businesses. Most have annual revenues of at 

least $1 billion or more, are publicly traded, and have headquarters in the U.S. or Europe. 

Only three companies are privately held or a cooperative, and only eight companies are non-

U.S. and European. Small and medium-enterprises and national companies are precluded 

from the study due to the lack of publicly available data and limited outreach capacity of the 

authors. 

 

16 companies in the list of 40 are included because of the ease of outreach within the authorsȭ 

network  for interview purpose. It is worth noting that all these companies have 

sustainability operations which inform  findings in the study, especially from private 

companies which are not included in most sustainability rankings. 12 out of these 16 

companies are present in at least one of the four rankings.  

 

For the remaining 24 companies, the top 25 companies from each of the above four lists are 

chosen to form an aggregated list of 100 companies. These companies are then categorized 

by industry, and 24 companies are randomly selected (4 companies for each industry). 

 

The 40 companies included in the study represent the following industries:  

1. Food, Beverage and Consumer Goods (10 companies)  

2. Healthcare and Life Sciences (6 companies)  

3. Energy, Natural Resources, and Chemicals (5 companies)  

4. Industrials, Manufacturing, and Constructions (6 companies)  

5. Financial Services (6 companies)  

6. Information Technology Services and Communication (7 companies)  

 

Analysis Framework  

The analysis framework is built around the following three key questions:  
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¶ What is the nature and extent of engagement with the SDGs by companies?  

¶ What are the motivations for corporate sustainability and engagement with the SDGs?  

¶ What practices emerge as essential to the integration of sustainability within the 

business model?  

 

Under each question, specific indicators are used ÔÏ ÁÓÓÅÓÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȭÓ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓȢ Insights 

from interviews are incorporated to enrich the analysis. A Full explanation of the analysis 

framework, assessment methodology, and interview questionnaire is included in Appendix 

3 and 4. 

 

 
Figure 2. Key Analysis Questions 

 

SDGs Engagement: The study assesses how companies perceive the SDGs and make 

commitments to them. The framework analyzes the extent to which companies align with 

the SDGs, from merely making a single reference to the goals to making public commitments. 

Insights from interviews are incorporated to highlight the benefits and challenges that 

companies perceive in their engagement with the SDGs.  

 

Motivation : The study examines what drives companies to take on corporate sustainability 

and engage with the SDGs. It looks at how sustainability and the SDGs are articulated in the 

ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȭÓ ÐÕÂÌÉÃÁÔÉÏÎÓȟ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ ÍÉÓÓÉÏÎȟ ÃÏÒÐÏÒÁÔÅ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÖÉÓÉÏÎȟ ÁÎÄ #%/ȭÓ 

statements. The drivers and approaches that motivate companies are assessed and 

categorized based on the methodology outlined in Annex 3.  

SDGs 
Engagement 

ÅDoes company make reference to the SDGs? 

ÅDoes company explicity support specific SDGs?

ÅDoes company align its corporate sustainability and business 
activities to the SDGs? 

Motivation
ÅWhat are the reasons to align with the SDGs?

ÅWhat are the resons to undertake corporate sustainability?

Emerging 
CS Practices

ÅHow are its business and sustainabily strategy articulated? 

ÅHow does it define sustainability goals, measure, and report ESG 
impact? 

ÅHow does it engage stakeholders on sustainability issues? 

ÅHow does it approach corporate sustainabiltity partnerships?

ÅHow does it structure its organization to manage sustainability?
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Emerging Practices:  The study examines the practices that companies take to integrate 

sustainability from three lenses:  

¶ Strategic Integration:  how business and sustainability strategy are intertwined.  

¶ Operational Integration: how a company incorporates sustainability goals, 

measurement and reporting, stakeholder management, and partnership approach in 

relation to its strategy.  

¶ Organizational Integration: how sustainability management and governance are 

structured and implemented.  
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ANALYSIS & KEY INSIGHTS  
 

4ÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÓÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÐÒÏÖÉÄÅÓ ÆÉÎÄÉÎÇÓ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÓÔÕÄÙȭÓ ÅØÁÍÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ τπ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÓ ÕÎÄÅÒ 

three main areas:  

 

I. The %ØÔÅÎÔ ÏÆ #ÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÓȭ %ÎÇÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ 3$'Ó  

This part assesses the level at which sample companies  recognize and make a commitment 

to specific SDGs and the challenges they face in aligning their business and sustainability 

activities to the Global Goals.  

 

II.   Motivations for Companies to Integrate Corporate Sustainability and the SDGs  

This part examines the nature of motives for companies to adopt corporate sustainability 

and how these business drivers are aligned with reasons to support the SDGs.  

 

III.  Emerging Practices that Define Corporate Sustainability Integration  

This part identifies emerging practices that companies demonstrate to integrate 

sustainability into the business model across three aspects: strategic, operational, and 

organizational integration.  

 

In addition to findings from the desk review and interviews of sample companies, insights 

gathered from the literature review are also incorporated.  
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I. Extent of Engagement with the SDGs  

Understanding the current level of engagement with the SDGs by companies considered to 

be leaders in sustainability can illuminate the extent to which the SDGs are supported by the 

business sector and what the challenges are.  

 

The study identifies the following key trends on SDG engagement based on an analysis of 40 

sample companies: 

 

ü Most companies see their contribution to the SDGs in terms of corporate sustainability 

goals and practices. 

 

ü While most companies refer to the SDGs in their publications in general, less than half 

track  corporate and sustainability goals or activities against specific SDGs. 

 

ü While there are varying levels of engagement with the SDGs by individual companies 

within an industry, companies in the Food, Beverage and Consumer Goods industry 

overall have the strongest level of engagement.  

 

ü Companies tend to prioritize SDGs that align with their core business, rather than 

taking an all-encompassing approach. SDG 8, 12, and 17 receive the highest level of 

attention while SDG 1, 2, 14 receive the lowest level of attention from companies. 

 

ü The lack of awareness of the SDGs among the internal and external stakeholders and 

the challenge of measuring ESG impact are the most frequently mentioned obstacles 

to a ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȭÓ ÄÅÅÐÅÒ ÅÎÇÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ 3$'ÓȢ 

 

1)  Extent of Recognition and Commitment to t he SDGs  

There is a high level of alignment with the SDGs among the companies in the sample, but the 

level of commitment can be deepened.10 $ÁÔÁ ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÓȭ ×ÅÂÓÉÔÅÓȟ ÁÎÎÕÁÌ 

corporate sustainability reports, and interviews reveal that most companies see their 

contribution to the SDGs directly through existing corporate sustainability goals and 

practices. While 80% of companies recognize the importance of the SDGs in their 

communication materials, only 63% explicitly disclose support for specific SDGs. 

                                                           
10 The authors are aware of the self-selection bias with regards to SDGs engagement. Since companies 
examined in the study are considered as sustainability leaders, they are more likely engage with the 
SDGs than the average company.  



18 
 

Furthermore, less than half map their existing corporate sustainability goals and activities 

against specific SDGs. 

 

 
Figure 3. Level of SDG Recognition by Sample Companies 

Highlighting the limited depth of engagement, only two companies go beyond the exercise of 

aligning their activities to the Global Goals and make specific commitments to individual  

SDGs (See example in Figure 4 below). On the other hand, a small group of companies have 

not engaged with the SDGs at all, despite having corporate sustainability activities. These 

companies may be missing the opportunity to enhance their corporate citizenship image and 

global presence by not communicating on their commitment to the Goals.  

 

 
Figure 4. WƻƘƴǎƻƴ ϧ WƻƘƴǎƻƴΩǎ {ǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ /ƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ {5Dǎ 
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2)  Industry & Regional Perspective  

Companies in the Food, Beverage and Consumer Goods industry have the highest level of 

overall engagement with the SDGs. In comparison to others, this industry provides goods 

and services that are highly consumer-facing and dependent on ever-evolving consumer 

trends. Companies in the Food, Beverage and Consumer Goods industry also deal with a 

complex supply chain, along which there are many sustainability hotspots, particularly 

concerning material sourcing, production process, consumer use, and waste disposal. 

Because of these, more pressure is exerted on consumer product companies to adopt 

corporate sustainability and by extension the SDGs. The Healthcare and Life Sciences 

industry is also highly engaged with the SDGs as the missions of companies in this space are 

closely aligned with SDG 3 on Good Health and Well-Being. The Financial Services industry 

has the lowest level of commitment, particularly in mapping activities against the SDGs.  

 

 
Figure 5. Levels of SDG Recognition by Industry 

Non-U.S. companies demonstrate a deeper level of commitment to the SDGs than U.S. 

companies. As the sample only features eight non-US or European companies that are 
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considered sustainability leaders, the high level of engagement with the SDGs by these 

companies is not necessarily reflective of the trends from their countries and regions. 

Further  study that specifically examines multinational or national companies outside of the 

U.S and Europe is necessary to provide more evidence on regional trends.  

 

 
Figure 6. Levels of SDG Recognition by Region 

 

As articulate by Jane Nelson in the quote at the forefront of this report and detailed in 

Ȱ#ÏÌÌÅctive Action on Business Standards, Goals, and Metrics to Achieve Scale and Impact for 

the SDGsȱ11, alliances, both solely among corporates and jointly with public and civil society, 

are a key mechanism for raising the bar on corporate ESG and engagements with the global 

goals.  Her research reveals some 300 business-led coalitions.  

 

The sample companies for this research participate in one-to-fourteen alliances, with the 

average being just over three.  More than half of the companies take an active part in leading 

global platforms and alliances that work to connect the business sector with the SDGs. 60% 

of companies in the sample are part of the UN Global Compact, an initiative that encourages 

businesses worldwide to adopt sustainable and socially responsible policies, and to report 

on their implementation. 30% are part of the World Business Council on Sustainable 

Development (WBCSD), a premier CEO-led organization of over 200 leading businesses 

working to accelerate the transition to a sustainable world.  

 

/ÔÈÅÒ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÁÌÓÏ ÒÅÆÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒ ÔÒÅÎÄÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ ÓÅÃÔÏÒȭÓ ÅÎÇÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 

SDGs. The United Nations Global Sustainability Index Institute (UNGSII) surveying the top 

100 global companies by revenues finds that companies disclose their SDGs commitment at 

                                                           
11 ȱ ɉÉÎ (ÏÍÉ +ÈÁÒÁÓ ÅÌ ÁÌȟ &ÒÏÍ 3ÕÍÍÉÔÓ ÔÏ 3ÏÌÕÔÉÏÎÓȟ "ÒÏÏËÉÎÇÓȟ ςπρψ 
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varying levels. While over 80% of companies refer to the SDGs, only 25% of companies 

explicitly reference specific Goals.12 The companies that explicitly mention specific SDGs 

represent some of the most effective communicators on ESG issues, highlighting their 

interests to investors. UNGSII also shows that European companies performed better than 

North American companies in demonstrating their commitment to the SDGs. A PwC study in 

2016 finds a high level of SDG awareness among the business community at 92%, however, 

only 52% identify SDGs that are relevant to their business and 34% identify specific projects 

that will contribute to the SDGs.13  

 

$ÁÔÁ ÃÏÌÌÅÃÔÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×Ó ÁÎÄ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓ ÓÈÏ×Ó ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ ÓÅÃÔÏÒȭÓ 

engagement with the SDGs is likely to increase in the future, particularly by developing 

products or services that provide solutions in line with the goals. Contribution to the SDGs 

through increasing philanthropic contributions or providing financing for solutions are the 

least preferred way of supporting the achievement of the SDGs.14 

 

  

                                                           
12 Schatz, Roland. SDG Commitment Report 100: Tracking companies' efforts to contribute to the 
Sustainable Development Goals. UNGSII, 19 April 2017. 
13 PricewaterhouseCoopers. Make it your Business: Engaging with the Sustainable Development 
Goals, 2015. 
14 Brackley, Aiste, and Bron York.  Sustainability Trends for 2017 ɀ Radar. SustainAbility, 2017.  
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3)  Level of Importance of specific SDGs to Companies 

Among sample companies that explicitly disclose their support for 

the Goals, most tend to pick specific SDGs that are most relevant to 

their business and corporate sustainability activities. A pattern 

emerges as to which SDGs companies perceive to be the most 

important (See Figure 7). The top three Goals that companies have 

demonstrated a commitment to are: SDG 8 (Decent Work and 

Economic Growth), SDG 12 (Responsible Production and 

Consumption), and SDG 17 (Partnerships for the Goals).  SDG 1 (No 

Poverty), SDG 2 (Zero Hunger) and SDG 14 (Life Below Water) have 

the least attention of companies in the sample.  

 

Other studies surveying business and sustainability leaders also 

reflect the patterns described in the ranking above. According to 

these studies, SDG 8 and SDG 12 consistently appear among the top 

five while SDG 14, SDG 1 and SDG 2 consistently appear in the 

bottom half, regardless of the industry. Other SDGs that usually 

appear to be most important for businesses are SDG 3 (Good Health 

and Well-Being) and SDG 9 (Industrial Innovation and 

Infrastructure), while SDG 10 (Reduced Inequality) and SDG 16 

(Peace Justice and Strong Institutions) are among the least 

prioritized. 15 

 

Given the significant role of the business sector in employment 

creation, driving economic growth, and providing goods and 

services, SDG 8 and SDG 12 are a natural fit . Data collected from 

interviews and communication materials reflect that companies 

highly value partnerships (SDG 17) as part of implementing their 

corporate sustainability activities and contributing to the SDGs. 

Meanwhile, companies often view the bottom-ranked goals, 

particularly SDG 1, SDG 2, SDG 10, and SDG 16, as areas where 

governments have more responsibility and where there is least 

potential for companies to create impact or find business 

opportunity.  

                                                           
15 #ÏÍÂÉÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 3$'Ó ÒÁÎËÉÎÇÓ ÏÕÔÌÉÎÅÄ ÉÎ ͼ%ÎÇÁÇÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ $ÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ 'ÏÁÌÓȱ 
and "Sustainability Trends for 2017 - 2ÁÄÁÒȱ ÁÎÄ ͼ%ÖÁÌÕÁÔÉÎÇ 0ÒÏÇÒÅÓÓ 4Ï×ÁÒÄÓ ÔÈÅ 3ÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ 
Development Goals." 

SDG 

# of firms that 

support (out 

of 25)

Adoption by 

%

21 84%

18 72%

18 72%

17 68%

17 68%

15 60%

14 56%

14 56%

12 48%

12 48%

11 44%

10 40%

10 40%

8 32%

7 28%

7 28%

5 20%
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Prioritizing which SDGs to support helps companies create a 

more strategic link between their corporate sustainability activities and contribution to 

global development. Interviews with companies illuminate that almost all companies pick 

specific SDGs that fit with their existing sustainability framework. While focusing on the 

SDGs that are most relevant to their business provides an effective engagement strategy to 

start with, companies must be Á×ÁÒÅ ÏÆ ÎÏÔ ȰÃÈÅÒÒÙ-ÐÉÃËÉÎÇȱ ÁÒÅÁÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 3$'Ó ÉÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ 

comfort zones, but also addressing areas that are indirectly linked to their corporate 

activities. Further studies would provide deeper insights as to why some SDGs consistently 

rank top or bottom for companies so that organizations looking to work with the business 

sector on specific SDGs can better navigate their engagement. 

 

4)  Challenges for Companies to Engage with th e SDGs 

The main challenge in engagement with the SDGs is the lack of awareness of the goals among 

stakeholders. Many companies consult external stakeholders during the process of 

developing and validating their corporate sustainability strategy, and direct references to 

the SDGs are not articulated by many stakeholders, even if they bring up issues related to the 

SDGs. Thus, limited stakeholder demand hinders broader executive engagement on the 

SDGs. According to a 2017 GlobeScan study on European companiesȭ ÅÎÇÁÇÅÍÅÎÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ 

SDGs, business leaders see the government as the key actor that can help address the goals.16 

If governments were to demand more reporting or action around the SDGs or to help provide 

a framework for business to prioritize and operationalize the SDGs, this would drive more 

executives to become more engaged.  

 

Awareness of the SDGs is also limited among 

internal stakeholders. Based on the interviews. 

most respondents are not aware of employee 

engagement activity related to corporate 

sustainability that places the SDGs at the front 

and center of sustainability efforts. Only one 

respondent extensively describes ÈÅÒ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȭÓ 

corporate sustainability activities designed to 

engage employees on actions around different 

themes of the SDGs. Other studies also find 

limited SDG knowledge among internal 

                                                           
16 GlobeScan. The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): The Value for Europe. GlobeScan, 16 May 
2017 
 

I am to some degree 

surprised that the SDGs 

have not been as front and 

center in our discussion 

with various customers 

and donors as I expected 

them. 

(Representative from a Food, Beverages, 

and Consumer Goods Company) 

Figure 7. SDGs Ranking by 
Sample Companies 
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stakeholders. According to the 2017 GlobeScan study, while top management and CSR or 

sustainability-related functions are aware of the SDGs, only 11% of business leaders believe 

that the SDGs are well known among middle management.17 

 

! ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÓ ÅÃÈÏ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÖÉÅ×Ó ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÄÉÆÆÉÃÕÌÔÙ ÏÆ ÍÅÁÓÕÒÉÎÇ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÓȭ 

impact on the SDGs. The challenge of determining impact applies in general for corporate 

sustainability activities, and not just specifically to the SDGs. While some companies map 

their existing corporate sustainability activities against the SDGs, they do not necessarily 

track how these activities progress year-to-year. Interview respondents express a lack of 

consistent tools and methodologies to assess impact, particularly for more subjective areas 

under social and governance sustainability. Companies might measure outcomes at the 

program level but face difficulty aggregating them and determine their total impact. As the 

SDGs are broad in nature and have a contribution from a range of actors, some respondents 

express that it is difficult and not necessary for companies to determine their impact at the 

individual company level.  

 

Another study finds that large 

enterprises seem to have a 

heightened awareness of the SDGs 

compared to SMEs.18 For 

companies to help drive fulfillment 

of the Global Goals and fully 

leverage the business benefits, it 

will be important for companies to 

more deeply engage middle 

management and employees to 

raise awareness and interest in the 

SDGs. It is also critical to engage 

further with SMEs on the global 

goals, especially in emerging 

economies where SMEs are 

important drivers of employment 

and economic growth. 

 

 

                                                           
17 Ibid 
18 GlobeScan/SustainAbility. Evaluating Progress Towards the Sustainable Development Goals, 2017.  

 
 

In terms of quantification of impact 

with regards to the SDGs, I think that it 

is a question not a lot of companies, 

including us, are looking at now. It is a 

highly complex and quite subjective 

area of work.  More work must be done 

both within the business and externally. 

What is needed are more consistent 

and standardized guidelines 

supporting the business in the process 

of quantifying impact. 

(Representative from a Food, Beverages, and Consumer 

Goods Company)  
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Finally, a general challenge that encompasses corporate sustainability and SDGs activities is 

the lack of clarity on how these activities relate to their core business. While leading 

companies on corporate sustainability find aligning with SDGs to be a natural extension of 

their existing framework, companies at the beginning stage of corporate sustainability have 

more trouble articulating the relevance of the Global Goals. As companies further develop 

their corporate sustainability strategy, they should encounter and create more tools to direct 

their engagement with the SDGs.19 

 

 

 

 
 

  

                                                           
19 PricewaterhouseCoopers. Make it your Business: Engaging with the Sustainable Development 
Goals, 2015.  
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II.  Motivations for Corporate Sustainability and SDGs 
Alignment  

The study analyzes the motivations for companies to integrate corporate sustainability and 

align corporate activities with the SDGs, first in isolation and then together. Categorizing 

these motivations reveals that there are several interlinkages between what drives these 

companies to undertake the two activities in terms of growth opportunities and risk 

mitigation. Similarly, there is an alignment between expected rewards through value 

enhancement for both business and society. This insight provides the following theory of 

change, which asserts that undertaking corporate sustainability will drive the 

transformational change needed for the business sector to enhance contribution to the SDGs.  

 

Theory of Change 

As business drivers and expected rewards to engage with the SDGs and take on corporate 

ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÁÒÅ ÁÌÉÇÎÅÄȟ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÓ ÓÔÒÅÎÇÔÈÅÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 3$'Óȭ 

achievement by integrating sustainability into the business. 

 

This section first examines the sustainability drivers using existing literature and then 

introduces insights from the analysis of corporate sustainability activities and SDGs 

alignment of the sample companies. Overall, most companies have made a clear case for why 

they incorporate sustainability based on business imperatives and/or their values. 

Companies see their contribution to the SDGs through the light of their corporate 

sustainability goals and activities.  

 

The main findings are:  

ü The drivers for companies to undertake sustainability are contextual and 

dependent on the nature of their business, the interests of their stakeholders, and 

the business environment.  

 

ü There is a strong alignment between the drivers to take on corporate sustainability 

and engage with the SDGs.  

 

ü All drivers can be categorized as business-case drivers or value-based drivers, 

although there are some overlapping features.  

 

ü Over 80% of companies identify most strongly with business-case drivers. Some 

companies are driven both by business imperatives and value systems. Only a 

handful of companies identify purely with value-based drivers.  
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ü Companies engage with the SDGs because alignment with the goals fits with their 

corporate sustainability strategies.  

 

ü The SDGs provide companies with  a useful framework to examine corporate 

sustainability issues and an opportunity to demonstrate corporate citizenship.  

 

1)  What is driving Corporate Sustainability?  

The literature on corporate sustainability drivers is diverse with different sources citing 

varying reasons for companies to incorporate sustainability. McKinsey identifies three broad 

categories of drivers for companies to integrate corporate sustainability based on business 

growth, risk management, and returns to capital.20 Other sources approach identifying 

drivers based on internal and external factors.21 Examples of internal factors include 

proactive leadership or demands from employees on corporate sustainability efforts. 

External factors include customer expectations, regulations and legislation, and negative 

publicity. These external and internal factors interact with each other, providing the 

underlying push for companies to address sustainability issues.  

 

Drivers are the factors or motivations that push companies to take certain actions 

 

Building upon this literature, the study identifies the main sustainability drivers using the 

categories outlined above and an analysis of the statements expressed in the executive 

interviews and corporate sustainability reports. The key words emerging from this analysis 

are:  

 

 
Figure 8. Key Words Found Indicating Sustainability Drivers 

                                                           
20 McKinsey & Company. The Business of Sustainability: Putting it into Practice. McKinsey Survey, 
2011. 
21 Lozano, Rodrigo. A Holistic Perspective on Corporate Sustainability Drivers, 3 April 2013. 
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Based on evidence from the literature and the analysis above, it is clear that the motivations 

for companies to undertake corporate sustainability vary significantly. These drivers may 

depend upon several factors such as the type of industry, the external business environment, 

and the customer base and markets. Further, while it is hard to capture all the corporate 

sustainability drivers, they can be categorized as either internally or externally motivated. 

External drivers tend to result in reactive measures, being less likely to help move towards 

integrated sustainability, whereas internal drivers generate a more proactive approach.22  

 

The study identifies two different categories of drivers for companies to undertake corporate 

sustainability. 

 

Two categories of drivers  for corporate sustainability  

Business-case drivers:  When sustainability action is motivated internally to expand the 

growth opportunities for the business or to mitigate the risk and externally through 

managing stakeholders and regulatory environment. 

 

Value-based drivers:  When the sustainability action is ÄÒÉÖÅÎ ÂÙ Á ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȭÓ ÖÁÌÕÅÓȟ 

mission and vision. Such drivers are always internally motivated. 

 

 

 
Figure 9. Main Drivers for Companies to Undertake Sustainability 

                                                           
22 DeSimone, Livio D. and Frank Popoff. Eco-Efficiency. The MIT Press, February 2000.  
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Insights from sample companies  

The sample of 40 companies, consistent with the available literature, supports the business 

case that drives companies to incorporate sustainability. The study finds that 84% of the 

companies identify strongly with the business drivers, demonstrating that the business case 

is well-supported by companies considered to be sustainability leaders. This finding is 

consistent with other studies surveying the most common drivers of business sustainability. 

&ÏÒ ÅØÁÍÐÌÅȟ &ÒÏÓÔ Ǫ 3ÕÌÌÉÖÁÎȭÓ ÁÎÎÕÁÌ ÓÕÒÖÅÙ ÏÆ #%/Ó ÁÒÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÌÄ ÆÏÕÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎ ςππχȟ 

69% of business leaders saw investment in sustainability as an area of competitive 

advantage while 67% saw it as a growth opportunity for the company. By 2016 the same 

annual survey showed that these numbers had both increased beyond 75%.23 

 

Many companies, on the other hand, are not purely motivated either by the business case or 

the values, but rather by a combination of both. For example, Novartis identifies growth 

opportunities with the aim of giving back as the essential driver in its corporate 

sustainability report. Having recognized its drivers as both business and value-based, the 

company has successfully created a comprehensive sustainability plan, generating increased 

value through better healthcare outcomes.  

 

 
Figure 10. Types of Corporate Sustainability Drivers of Sample Companies 

 

The study uncovers that a small number of companies credit their sustainability transition 

to a set of values and beliefs, rather than a business case. These companies, including Johnson 

& Johnson, Tata Group, IBM, and Henkel AG, articulate the same set of values for both their 

corporate mission and sustainability vision. For a company purely driven by its values, the 

benefits accrued through sustainability activities are part of the core business.  

                                                           
23 GlobeScan. The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): The Value for Europe. GlobeScan, 16 May 
2017. 
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SPOTLIGHT 

When Nestlé encountered complex supply chain issues, it initiated a plan to source cocoa 

sustainably. The company invested in research and development and ended up sourcing 

12 million stronger and more productive plants starting in 2009 and continuing to date. 

These efforts, still underway, help local cocoa farmers get trained in efficient and 

sustainable methods, allowing Nestle to purchase beans from farms that deploy best 

practices. Also, these efforts helped Nestlé tackle major global issues such as child labor, 

lack of access to affordable and good quality healthcare, and lack of quality education. 

 

Nestlé actions were first triggered by external factors, starting its sustainability journey. 

Through the awareness of some of its missteps, Nestlé was able to undertake actions as a 

means of damage control. Over time these actions became more intentional, and today 

Nestlé stands out as an exemplary case of an integrated sustainability strategy. 

 

2)  What is driving SDG engagement?  

As observed in saÍÐÌÅ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÓȟ Á ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȭÓ ÃÏÒÐÏÒÁÔÅ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ 

starting point for companies to engage with the Global Goals. None of the companies see it 

the other way around; in other words, the SDGs are not the reasons for companies to pursue 

their sustainability goals. Most companies view their SDGs commitment as a befitting 

enhancement to existing corporate sustainability strategies.  

 

 
 

Aligned Motivations for Actions on the SDGs and Corporate Sustainability  

Many organizations, alliances, and platforms have made a business case for companies to 

increase meaningful engagement with the SDGs. The business drivers that compel 

companies to take on the SDGs can be broadly organized into two categories:  
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Growth Opportunities: Driving growth, by 

providing opportunities for innovation,  market 

development, cost efficiency, and brand building.  

 

Growth Limiters: Using SDGs to outline potential 

risks and managing, mitigating or eliminating 

those risks that negatively impact business 

growth. 

 

Similarly, these two categories also represent the motivation for companies to take on 

corporate sustainability. Thus, there is a clear synergy between integrating the SDGs and 

integrating corporate sustainability because through these integrations, companies are 

given a dual framework to examine opportunities that drive growth and eliminate risks to 

the business. 

 

The general positivity with which the companies perceive the SDGs is also a driving factor 

ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÁÌÉÇÎÍÅÎÔȢ !ÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÓȭ ÓÔÁÔÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ 3$'Ó ÒÅÖÅÁÌÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÍÏÓÔ 

companies recognize the inclusiveness of the goals and welcome their emphasis on cross-

sector collaboration. There is also a general recognition of the importance of the goals in 

creating a globally agreed framework on sustainability. Several companies mention the value 

of the SDGs as one input to help them think about their sustainability approach and identify 

the key issues to which they can contribute. The Global Goals offer a framework for 

companies to assess risks that might affect their business and opportunities where they can 

make an impact. Companies also express their SDG engagement through the lens of further 

communicating and demonstrating their corporate citizenship. This is particularly 

important for companies with global operations and reputation.  

 

Finally, there is a small set of companies that have not directly engaged with the SDGs even 

if they have developed a corporate sustainability strategy. Based on the interviews, the lack 

of explicit support for the SDGs stems from the perception that SDGs are designed for 

developing countries or government actors to take on, and thus less relevant to their 

business. One company expressed that since their revenue stream derives mostly from the 

domestic market, the SDGs are not on the radar of interest for their core stakeholders. 

Another company described the SDGs as being developed by those who do not understand 

business, and therefore, are not as relevant to the company. 

 

Aligned Rewards for SDGs and Corporate Sustainability Integration  

The eventual goal or vision for both the SDGs and corporate sustainability is a sustainable 

future for society and business. In this vision, societal interests and business interests are 

aligned; thus, when a business creates financial values, ESG values are deeply embedded.  

Minimizing 
Risks

Maximizing 
Growth 

Opportunities
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Enhancing Business Capabilities through Corporate Sustainability  

The business sector is well-positioned to bring new solutions for the attainment of the Global 

Goals because of its capabilities in filling the resource gap, increasing efficiency, driving 

innovation, and expanding access through its on-ground networks. The SDGs present 

opportunities for the business sector to open new market opportunities and attract new 

ÐÒÉÖÁÔÅ ÉÎÖÅÓÔÍÅÎÔÓ ÉÎ ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÌÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÂÙ ÌÅÖÅÒÁÇÉÎÇ ÃÏÍÐÁÎÉÅÓȭ ÃÏÒÅ 

competencies, expertise, and resources. At the same time, government and social sector 

organizations are increasingly operating in a resource-crunched environment, while being 

expected to deliver on the SDGs. Against this backdrop, public-private partnerships can be 

key in scaling the impact on the SDGs.  

SPOTLIGHT 
%ØÁÍÐÌÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ ÓÅÃÔÏÒȭÓ ÃÁÐÁÂÉÌÉÔÉÅÓ ÌÅÖÅÒÁÇÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔȡ 3ÅÌÆ-cleaning 

toilets (SDG 6); disabled people playing soccer enabled by low-cost prosthetics (SDG 3); 

and nanobots used in cancer surgeries at one-tenth the cost (SDG 9).  

 

Coca-Cola, which operates in all but two countries in the world, presents an excellent 

example of a well-built on-ground network that can be leveraged for last-mile access. The 

company has used its distribution network to improve public health services through the 

Project Last Mile. 

 

The role of business in enabling the achievement of the global development agenda is crucial. 

However, to fulfill this role, companies will have to more deeply embrace sustainability 

concerns in their vision and business operations so that the financial values are not at the 

expense of societal, environmental and governance interests. Moving towards a sustainable 

business model requires companies to think ahead about reducing inefficiencies created by 

resource wastage, innovating their products and markets, unlocking the new power of 

private capital through impact investing, and embracing shared value creation as part of 

shareholder value creation. In other words, their own business capabilities can be enhanced 

when sustainability is used as the driving force. 

The SDGs are a great way of organizing thoughts 

around the risks and opportunities for business. 

(Representative from an ICT company) 
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Leveraging Corporate Sustainability Will  Lead to SDGs Achievement  

A growing number of companies are closing the gap between corporate sustainability goals 

and business goals. Therefore, it is recommended that governments, policy-makers, 

intergovernmental organizations, and business corporations use the concept of corporate 

ÓÕÓÔÁÉÎÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÍÁØÉÍÕÍ ÁÄÖÁÎÔÁÇÅ ÔÏ ÁÃÃÅÌÅÒÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ ÓÅÃÔÏÒȭÓ ÃÏÎÔÒÉÂÕÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ 

the SDGs and the overall achievement of the global development agenda.  

 

As companies set up a sustainability mandate and engage with the SDGs, it is necessary to 

discuss the motivation behind the growing number of activities in this space. Since 

sustainability is about taking the long-term perspective on how a business creates value, it 

is imperative to understand and articulate the drivers that enable the companies to clearly 

make a case for their transition toward a more sustainable business model and for efficient 

allocation of resources in this endeavor.  

 

  

When SDGs came along, we sat inside and said here is an 

opportunity to continue the momentum that we have and 

letôs think about the commitment that we can make to the 

new set of goals. 

(Representative from a Healthcare and Life Sciences company) 

Identifying the key drivers for the corporate sustainability strategy and SDGs 

engagement is the important first step in the integration process. An approach that 

categorizes the drivers as business -case or value -based inextricably links the 

sustainability  strategy to the core business mission and vision, making it easier for 

the companies to  devise the next steps in creating their sustainability strategy.  
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III.  Emerging Practices of Corporate Sustainability 
Integration  

Corporate sustainability is an evolving corporate management paradigm that aligns the 

pursuit of business profits with environment protection, social justice, economic 

development, and ethical governance. This section uncovers the following emerging 

practices underlying the sustainability integration of leading companies in this space:  

 

Strategic Integration  

ü A growing number of companies envision their business and sustainability through 

the same lens in which both are grounded in the same set of corporate values. 

 

ü The average number of ESG impact areas identified by the companies in the sample 

is 4. This means that a company is taking sustainability actions in at least 4 key 

areas at a given time. 

 

 

Operational Integration  

ü Measuring ESG impact remains a big challenge for companies. All 14 companies 

interviewed echo the struggle with impact measurement metrics. 

 

ü While companies report on ESG indicators, environmental indicators are the most 

well established in their reports, while the categories related to governance are 

least represented. 

 

ü Leading companies undertake a continuous and integrated reporting approach to 

communicate on sustainability issues and progress with internal and external 

stakeholders.  

 

ü 68% of companies have undergone rigorous materiality analysis which involves 

stakeholders in identifying and reporting sustainability issues most material to the 

business.  

 

ü Most companies engage in win-win corporate sustainability partnerships that go 

beyond philanthropy. Disagreements over common goals, changes in leadership, 

and lack of alignment in terms of resources and commitment are the greatest 

obstacles in building effective partnerships.  
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Organizational Integration  

ü Top leadership needs to champion sustainability in order for it to take off, but 

successful integration requires all hands-on board.   

 

ü Overall, around 75% of the companies studied are moving along the integrated 

approach to building a sustainability governance structure. These companies 

usually have at least one or two of the following sustainability leadership practices: 

an executive providing oversight on sustainability, a board-level committee 

dedicated to sustainability, and cross-functional management of sustainability.  

 

ü Companies echo that the day-to-day work of integrating sustainability is often 

fraught with obstacles and delays. One of the common challenges involves changing 

the culture of the company to get everyone onboard with the sustainability agenda.  

 

 

Corporate Sustainability Integration  

To fully integrate corporate sustainability in the business, companies have to fully consider 

three functional aspects:24  

 

 
Figure 11. Three Aspects of Corporate Sustainability Integration 

 

¶ Strategic Integration:  how business and sustainability strategy are aligned 

                                                           
24 Adapted and expanded from United Nations Global Compact. Three Lenses to Integration ɀ 
Roadmap for Integrated Sustainability. 



36 
 

¶ Operational Integration: how sustainability goals, measurement and reporting are 

set; how a company manages stakeholders and approaches partnership in relation to 

corporate sustainability.  

¶ Organizational Integration: how sustainability governance is structured and 

implemented. 

 

1)  Strategic Integration  

From Creating Shareholder Value to Creating Shared Value 

)Î ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ ÔÅÒÍÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÍÁÉÎ ÐÕÒÐÏÓÅ ÏÆ Á ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȭÓ ÅØÉÓÔÅÎÃÅ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÃÏÎÄÅÎÓÅÄ ÔÏ 

ȬÍÁØÉÍÉÚÉÎÇ ÓÈÁÒÅÈÏÌÄÅÒ ÖÁÌÕÅȭȢ 3ÈÁÒÅÈÏÌÄÅÒ ÖÁÌÕÅ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÂÅÎÅÆÉÔ ÄÅÌÉÖÅÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 

shareholders of the company through a healthy return on invested capital. A continuous 

ÈÅÁÌÔÈÙ ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÁÎÃÅ ÏÎ ÖÁÒÉÁÂÌÅÓ ÓÕÃÈ ÁÓ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÒÅÖÅÎÕÅ ÇÒÏ×ÔÈ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÓ 

in strengthened share prices and positively impacts a ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȭÓ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÅ Á ÈÉÇÈÅr 

value for its investors. 

 

While maximizing shareholder value continues to be a prime goal for a company, the factors 

that impact it are far more intricate. Over time, external factors existing in operational 

ecosystem of a business become an essential consideration for the longevity of the business. 

Mostly such external factors relate to environmental, societal, economic, and governance 

dimension. Better performance on these factors can generate a higher shareholder value, 

because of better risk management and growth opportunities.  

 

Successful management of these factors rests on a comprehensive business or corporate 

strategy. According to Michael D. Watkins, a strategy is a set of guiding principles that 

provides a clear roadmap as to how resources are allocated, and decisions are made within 

a company to accomplish key objectives. In other words, strategy is a roadmap to generate 

an intended reward or objective ɀ increasing the wealth of shareholders. An all-inclusive 

strategy, one that considers the essential internal business capabilities as well as the external 

variables related to environment, social, and governance, is a critical determinant of long-

ÔÅÒÍ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓ ÏÆ Á ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȭȢ 

 

Internal factors:  Internal factors directly impact the profitability of the business and relate 

ÔÏ ÈÏ× ÔÈÅ ÏÐÅÒÁÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÒÅ ÃÏÎÄÕÃÔÅÄ ÂÙ Á ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȢ 4ÈÅÓÅ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ ÍÁÎÁÇÅÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȟ 

innovation, improved technology, higher sales, and better marketing. 

 

External factors:  ExtÅÒÎÁÌ ÆÁÃÔÏÒÓȟ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÈÁÎÄȟ ÉÎÄÉÒÅÃÔÌÙ ÉÍÐÁÃÔ Á ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȭÓ 

profitability. These are centered in the environment in which the company operates and the 

ecosystem it impacts. These could include environmental, societal, economic, and 
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governance factors aÎÄ ÃÁÎ ÅÉÔÈÅÒ ÎÅÇÁÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÏÒ ÐÏÓÉÔÉÖÅÌÙ ÉÍÐÁÃÔ Á ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȭÓ ÌÉÃÅÎÓÅ ÔÏ 

operate as well as its brand and reputation, which indirectly affect Á ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȭÓ ÐÒÏÆÉÔÁÂÉÌÉÔÙȢ  

 

Internal factors External factors 

Management Government Policy and Regulations 

Sales and Revenue Environmental Impact 

Technology  Societal Impact  

Research & Development Ethics  

Organizational Culture  

 

The interaction between the external and the internal factors affectÓ Á ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȭÓ 

ÐÒÏÆÉÔÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ ÕÌÔÉÍÁÔÅÌÙ ÓÈÁÒÅÈÏÌÄÅÒÓȭ ÖÁÌÕÅȢ 'ÉÖÅÎ ÔÈÅ ÐÁÒÁÍÏÕÎÔ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ 

maximizing shareholder value to the business, the corporate strategy and the corporate 

sustainability strategy should converge with time, i.e. both should represent the same idea, 

mission, vision, approach and end goal. In other words, companies that have fully integrated 

corporate sustainability into their business should have the same business and sustainability 

strategy.  

 

The end goal of having this duality in a company strategy is to guide the company in the 

creation of shared value. Shared value is a management strategy in which companies find 

business opportunities in social problems.25 While philanthropy and CSR efforts focus on 

giving back or minimizing the harm business has on society, shared value focuses company 

leaders on maximizing the competitive value of solving social problems through new 

customers and markets, cost savings, talent retention, and more. In other words, shared 

value is driven by the business case. 

 

As discussed earlier, approximately 83% of the companies studied are driven by the business 

case to undertake sustainability. This means the concept of shared value will become 

increasingly critical for companies rethinking their strategies with the aim of incorporating 

sustainability. Building on this framework, the section underscores the emerging iterations 

to the corporate strategy with the aim of seeking this duality in the company strategy.  

 

Criteria  

For total integration of the corporate sustainability, the strategy of the company should 

reflect both these elements ɀ to increase the profitability and to generate positive 

environmental, social and governance (ESG) impact.  

 

                                                           
25 Shared Value Initiative. https://www.sharedvalue.org/  
 

https://www.sharedvalue.org/
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Insights from Sample Companies  

Out of the 40 companies in the sample, 31 companies have a clearly defined strategy that 

takes into consideration both the profitability and ESG impact goals in the company vision, 

mission or strategy. Only 18% or 7 companies were lacking in these elements. For the 

remaining two companies, their strategies were unclear. 

 

 
Figure 12. Prevalence of Twin Goals

 

Further, this trend illustrates that a growing number of companies envision their business 

and sustainability through the same lens, grounded in the same corporate values. 

 

*ÏÈÎÓÏÎ ÁÎÄ *ÏÈÎÓÏÎȭÓ ÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ ÓÔÒÁÔÅÇÙ ÔÏ ȰÅÍÂÒÁÃÅ ÉÎÎÏÖÁÔÉÏÎɂbringing ideas, 

products and services to life to advance the health and well-being of people around the 

×ÏÒÌÄȱ ÉÓ inextricably linked to its corporate sustainability strategy to promote the health 

of its employees, the communities in which it operates and the planet. Both are grounded 

ÉÎ ÉÔÓ ÃÏÒÐÏÒÁÔÅ ÖÁÌÕÅÓȟ ÆÁÍÏÕÓÌÙ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ Ȱ/ÕÒ #ÒÅÄÏȱȢ 

 

Secondly, although US companies are over-represented at 15 companies out of 40, it is worth 

noting that out of the seven companies where the duality in the strategy is lacking, five are 

U.S. based companies. Additionally, out of the 2 companies with unclear strategy, one is a U.S. 

based company. 

 

Another important trend is that a high number of companies integrate corporate 

78%

18%

5%

78% of the companies had twin goals displayed 

in their strategy

Prevalence of Twin Goals No Prevalence of Twin goals Not clearly stated
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sustainability reporting into their annual report. The annual reports for these companies not 

only include the multiple sustainability initiatives carried by the company, but also their ESG 

impact in numbers. This serves as a leading indicator in changing practices in how a company 

views corporate sustainability as a core part of its business and reporting progress on 

sustainability to its shareholders. 

 

The convergence of profitability and sustainability into a coherent strategy is a positive 

direction toward the creation of shared value by companies. Having this strategy will help 

companies over time to:  

 

¶ Reconceive products and markets ɀ new products for new markets including the 

bottom of the pyramid 

¶ Redefine productivity in the value chain ɀ driving productivity through better 

resource utilization  

¶ Enable local Cluster Development ɀ enhancing skills levels, and supporting 

institutions  that boost productivity, innovation, and growth.26 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
26 Ibid  

ñThe idea was to come up with an integrated and coordinated strategy that 

would go beyond check book philanthropy and apply to the issue of 

corporate citizenship the same kind of core element that was behind the idea 

of business strategy. This is to say that the development of new product and 

service that provide sustainable resource.ò 

(Representative from an ICT company) 
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2)  Operational Integration  

Impact Goals, Measurement, and Reporting  

According to the latest McKinsey Global Survey on the topic of sustainability tracked since 

2012, in 2017 a larger share of respondents than ever before say the top reason for a 

successful implementation of a sustainability agenda is better alignment between an 

ÏÒÇÁÎÉÚÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÐÒÁÃÔÉÃÅÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÔÓ ÇÏÁÌÓȟ ÍÉÓÓÉÏÎÓȟ ÏÒ ÖÁÌÕÅÓȢ27 Setting sustainability goals, 

measuring impact, and reporting are part of such practices. The importance of setting impact 

goals and measuring them is in the ability to better support internal and external decision-

making on sustainability-related risks and opportunities. This, in turn, can influence capital 

allocations by investors ɀ making more sustainable businesses more successful.28 

Additionally, reporting on the impact of corporate sustainability activities is useful as 

communication and engagement tool with stakeholders on the most relevant social, 

environmental, governance, and economic issues affecting their business success. 

 

Criteria  

Impact Measurement is defined as an evaluation of the impact that businesses have 

through corporate sustainability practices, with a primary focus on three categories ɀ 

environment, social, and governance. These impact categories serve as the key 

performance indicators (KPIs) of companies for sustainability activities. For a fully 

integrated corporate sustainability practice, the following elements are necessary: 

 

¶ Identified areas of importance or impact 

¶ Clear KPIs under each of these categories 

¶ Continuous reporting on key performance indicators (five years or more) 

¶ Integrated reporting i.e. reporting of sustainability-related KPIs in the annual 

report  

 

The study also includes the reporting on standardized guidelines such as GRI guidelines 

or IIRC29 as an important element of tracking impact but does not deem this as a necessary 

condition to identify the impact.  

 

                                                           
27 Keys, Tracey, Thomas Malnight, and Kees van de Graaf. Making the most of corporate social 
responsibility. McKinsey Quarterly, December 2009. 
28 Ibid 
29 GRI (Global Reporting Initiative) and IIRC (International Integrated Reporting Council) are two 
main reporting standards that companies adopt to report their sustainability progress. These 
standards promote value creation as the next step in the evolution of corporate reporting.  
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Insights from Sample Companies  

A. Impact Areas and Goals  

A total of 38 unique areas of impact are identified among the goals of the sample companies. 

These are then organized into environmental, social, and governance categories (See Figure 

13). The sample of companies collectively has the highest number of different areas under 

the category of social impact at 22, then environment at 12, and governance at three. It is to 

be noted that the social category of impact includes topics as health, nutrition, and inclusive 

development and is far broad than the other two. 

 

 
Figure 13. Identified ESG Impact Areas 

 

The average number of impact areas identified by the companies in the sample is 4.6. This 

means that a company is taking sustainability actions in at least 4 key areas at a given time. 

According to McKinsey Global Survey, companies with a unified strategy and no more than 

five strategic priorities are almost three times as likely to be among the strongest 

performers, both financially and on measures of sustainability.30 The idea is for companies 

to be able to focus on the issues that are most critical to their business and where they could 

                                                           
30 Ibid 
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have the largest contribution. This is important to avoid resource wastage, so efforts are not 

too fragmented, and create deep value either for the business or for the society. 

 

Other studies have found that 94% of the top 200 in the Fortune Global 500 companies 

generally identify at least one category of impact. Most companies in the sample cover the 

basics on environmental footprint ɀ climate, energy, water, and waste. However, there is 

growth of activities in the other two categories, especially in the social areas. In both social 

and governance categories, the growth has been from a fraction of companies to about half. 

However, it is worth noting that the change is in categories where numeric targets are hard 

to measure.31 

 

Organizations lack specific and measurable goals to drive results. For tracking and 

ÍÅÁÓÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓ ÏÆ Á ÃÏÍÐÁÎÙȭs corporate sustainability, it is important to set goals 

that are specific, measurable, and against established baseline.32 Only 50% of the companies 

in the sample set goals that include these characteristics.  

 

B. Measurement 

 

Measuring ESG impact remains a big 

challenge for companies. All 14 

companies interviewed echo the 

struggle with impact measurement 

metrics. The wide variety of impact 

areas along with the lack of 

standardized metrics aggravate the 

problem. 

 

Companies in general report 

environmental, social, and governance 

indicators.  

Environmental indicators are the most comprehensive in the reports, while governance 

indicators are least represented. Almost all companies map their activities against the 

environment indicators.  

 

Impact measurement is limited by resource constraints, with corporations having to incur a 

                                                           
31 Winston, Andrew. The Rise of Corporate Sustainability Goals: Some Hard Data. Sustainable Brands, 
1 December 2017.  
32 Bonini, Sheila and Steven Swartz. Bringing Discipline to your Sustainability Initiatives.  McKinsey & 
Company, August 2014.  

ñInvestors and the companies are to 

develop a set of metrics to calculate the 

long term and full societal values for the 

companies, not just financial metrics such 

as shareholdersô values, but other metrics 

that the companies should be tracking 

and reporting to demonstrate the full 

societal impact.ò (Representative of a Healthcare and 

Life Sciences company)   




































































