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    THE SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS AND BUSINESS 

            Peter Jones, David Hillier and Daphne Comfort 

Abstract 

 The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) agreed at a United Nations General 

Assembly in 2015 embrace an ambitious and wide ranging set of global environmental, 

social and economic issues designed to effect a transition to a  more sustainable future. The 

United Nations called on all governments to pursue these ambitious goals but also 

acknowledged the important role of the business community iŶ addƌessiŶg the SDG͛s. This 
paper offers a preliminary review of the efforts being made to encourage businesses, and 

more specifically the consumer goods industry, to address the SDGs and offers some wider 

reflections on the challenges business face in engaging with the SDGs.  

 

Introduction  

 The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), agreed at a United Nations General 

Assembly in September 2015, were described as ͚a plaŶ of aĐtioŶ foƌ people, plaŶet aŶd 
pƌospeƌitǇ͛ (United Nations 2015a). These goals are ambitious and embrace a wide range of 

environmental, social and economic issues including climate change, energy, water 

stewardship, marine conservation, biodiversity, poverty, food security, sustainable 

production and consumption, gender equality and economic growth. The United Nations 

called on all governments to develop national strategies to pursue the SDGs but also 

acknowledged ͚the ƌole of the diǀeƌse private sector ranging from micro-enterprises to 

cooperatives to ŵultiŶatioŶals͛ in addressing these goals. In reviewing future business 

engagement with the SDGs PricewaterhousecCoopers (2015) argued that when 

governments sign up to the SDGs ͚theǇ ǁill look to soĐietǇ aŶd ďusiŶess iŶ paƌtiĐulaƌ for help 

to achieve them͛ , that the SDGs ͚ǁill heƌald a ŵajoƌ ĐhaŶge foƌ ďusiŶess͛ and that ͚ďusiŶess 
ǁill Ŷeed to assess its iŵpaĐt oŶ the SDGs aŶd ƌeǀieǁ its stƌategǇ aĐĐoƌdiŶglǇ.͛ That said the 

Institute for Human Rights and Business (2015) suggested that ͚the SDGs seeŵ to haǀe 
quietly re-imagined a new model of business, relapsed as an agent of development, 

harnessed and channelled by governments and set to work on alleviating poverty and 

fosteƌiŶg sustaiŶaďle eĐoŶoŵiĐ gƌoǁth foƌ all.͛ Further the Institute for Human Rights and 

Business (2015) argued that ͚ďusiŶess is Ŷot aŶ adjuŶĐt of aid͛ and that ͚economic activity 

cannot easily be directed to where the need is greatest͛ but rather ͚it pƌospeƌs ǁheŶ 
pƌoǀided ǁith the ƌight ĐoŶditioŶs aŶd the ƌight oppoƌtuŶities.͛ With this in mind this paper 

offers a preliminary review of international efforts being made to encourage businesses, 

and more specifically the consumer goods industry, to address the SDGs and offers some 

wider reflections on business engagement with the SDGs. 

Sustainable Development Goals  

 The SDGs have been described as demonstrating ͚the sĐale aŶd aŵďitioŶ͛ of the 

United Nations ͚Ϯ0ϯ0 AgeŶda foƌ SustaiŶaďle DeǀelopŵeŶt͛ which is designed to ͚shift the 
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world on to a sustaiŶaďle aŶd ƌesilieŶt path͛ (United Nations 2015a). There are 17 SDGs, and 

169 associated targets, in ͚a geŶuiŶelǇ ĐoŵpƌeheŶsiǀe ǀisioŶ of the futuƌe͛ in which ͚little is 

left uŶaddƌessed͛  fƌoŵ ͚the wellbeing of every individual to the health of the planet, from 

infrastructure to institutions, from governance to green energy, peaceful societies to 

pƌoduĐtiǀe eŵploǇŵeŶt͛ (Institute of Human Rights and Business 2015). The ratification of 

the SDGs is the latest in the line of global sustainable development initiatives which can be 

traced back to the declaration designed ͚to iŶspiƌe aŶd guide the peoples of the world in the 

pƌeseƌǀatioŶ aŶd eŶhaŶĐeŵeŶt of the huŵaŶ eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͛ (United Nations Environment 

Programme 1972) following the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment 

held in Stockholm in 1971. More recently the SDGs are seeŶ to ďuild oŶ the UŶited NatioŶ͛s 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) established in 2001. The MDGs were described as 

having ͚pƌoduĐed the ŵost suĐĐessful aŶti-poǀeƌtǇ ŵoǀeŵeŶt iŶ histoƌǇ͛ (United Nations 

2015b) but other assessments of the achievements of the MDGs have been more balanced. 

. While Fehling et. al. (2013), for example, acknowledged that ͚ƌeŵaƌkaďle pƌogƌess has 
ďeeŶ ŵade͛ they argued that ͚pƌogƌess aĐƌoss all MDGs has ďeeŶ liŵited aŶd uŶeǀeŶ aĐƌoss 
ĐouŶtƌies.͛ At the same time the involvement of the business community in the MDGs was 

limited with PricewaterhouseCoopers (2015) commenting ͚ďusiŶess, foƌ the ŵost paƌt, 
didŶ͛t foĐus oŶ the MDGs ďeĐause theǇ ǁeƌe aiŵed at deǀelopiŶg ĐouŶtƌies.͛ 

 Theƌe aƌe soŵe ϭϳ SDG͛s ;See Taďle ϭͿ ǁith eaĐh oŶe having a number of associated 

targets. The targets for 2030 for Goal 1, namely to end poverty in all its forms everywhere 

include eradicating extreme poverty, measured as people living on $1.25 per day, ensuring 

that all men and women and particularly the poor and vulnerable have equal rights to 

economic resources, access to basic services and ownership and control over land and 

property; and building the resilience of the poor and vulnerable to reduce their exposure to 

climate change related extreme events. For Goal 6, namely to ensure availability and 

sustainable management of water and sanitation for all the 2030 targets include achieving 

universal and equitable access to safe and affordable drinking water for all: protecting and 

restoring water related ecosystems; and improving water quality by reducing pollution, 

eliminating dumping and minimising the release of hazardous chemicals. Targets for Goal 

12, namely to ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns include achieving 

the sustainable management and efficient use of natural resources by 2030; halving per 

capital global food waste at the retail and consumer levels and reducing food losses along 

production and supply chains by 20130; and designing and implementing tools to monitor 

sustainable development impacts for sustainable tourism that creates jobs and promotes 

local culture and products.   

Promoting the SDGs within the Business Community  

 THE SDGs are clearly wide ranging and ambitious and their successful promotion 

within the global business community seems likely to be a long and challenging journey. 

That said the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), widely recognised as the leading global 

framework for sustainability reporting, along with the United Nations Global Compact 

(UNGC) and the World Business Council for Sustainable Development (wbcsd) have the ͚SGD 
Coŵpass͛ which offers a ͚guide foƌ ďusiŶess aĐtioŶ oŶ the SDGs͛ that is designed to ͚assist 
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ĐoŵpaŶies iŶ ŵaǆiŵiziŶg theiƌ ĐoŶtƌiďutioŶ to the SDGs͛ (GRI/UNGC/wbcsd 2015). This 

guide iŶĐludes ͚five steps͛ (GRI/UNGC/wbcsd 2015) namely 

 Understanding the business case 

 Defining priorities 

 Setting goals 

 Integrating and  

 Reporting and communicating 

While the guide has been developed principally for large multinational corporations it is also 

seen to provide a valuable resource for small and medium sized enterprises and to be 

applicable to all business sectors. 

In making the case for business engagement with the SDGs PricewaterhouseCoopers 

(2015) argued that ͚iŶĐƌeasiŶglǇ ĐoŵpaŶies fƌoŵ all sectors are having to confront and 

adapt to a range of disruptive forces including globalisation, increased urbanisation, intense 

competition for raw materials and natural resources and a revolution in technology that is 

challenging the business models of many sectors while forcing all companies to be more 

aĐĐouŶtaďle to, aŶd tƌaŶspaƌeŶt ǁith, all theiƌ stakeholdeƌs.͛ In introducing their ͚guide foƌ 
ďusiŶess aĐtioŶ oŶ the SDGs͛ the Global Reporting Initiative/United Nations Global 

Compact/World Business Council for Sustainable Development (2015) argued ͚as the SDGs 
form the global agenda for the development of our societies, they will allow leading 

companies to demonstrate how their business helps to advance sustainable development, 

both by minimizing negative impacts and maximizing positive impacts on people and the 

plaŶet.͛ Further PricewaterhouseCoopers (2015) emphasised its belief that ͚ǁheŶ gloďal 
companies align with the SDGs they will have a clearer view on how their business helps or 

hinders a government to achieve its goals, and the opportunity to evidence and maintain 

theiƌ liĐeŶĐe to opeƌate͛ and that such companies will ͚haǀe a Đoŵpetitiǀe adǀaŶtage oǀeƌ 
those ĐoŵpaŶies ǁho doŶ͛t uŶdeƌstaŶd theiƌ ĐoŶtƌiďutioŶ oƌ use theiƌ kŶoǁledge to ƌeǀise 
their stƌategies aĐĐoƌdiŶglǇ.͛ 

  More specifically (GRI/UNGC/wbcsd 2015) suggested that companies that look to 

employ the SDGs as a framework to shape and report their strategies will be able to realise 

a number of benefits namely 

 Identifying future business opportunities 

 Enhancing the value of corporate sustainability 

 Strengthening stakeholder relations and keeping pace with policy 

developments 

 Stabilising societies and markets and  

 Using a common language and shared purpose  
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In identifying business opportunities, for example, the arguments are that sustainable 

development challenges are presenting market opportunities for companies to develop 

innovative energy efficient technologies, to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and waste and 

to meet the needs of largely untapped markets for health care, education, finance and 

communication products and services in less developed economies. By enhancing the value 

of corporate sustainability, and more specifically by integrating sustainability across the 

value chain, it is argued that companies can protect and create value for themselves by 

increasing sales, developing new markets, strengthening its brands, improving operational 

efficiency and enhancing employee loyalty and reducing staff turnover. It is also argued that 

companies that work to advance the SDGs will improve trust amongst their stakeholders, 

reduce regulatory and legal risks and build resilience to future cost increases and regulatory 

and legislative requirements.  

 The focus on defining priorities encourages companies to adopt a strategic approach 

in assessing their current and possible future impacts on the SDGs with the focus being on 

looking to enhance positive impacts and to reduce negative impacts. In making such an 

assessment companies are advised to map the SDGs against their value chain and to engage 

with both internal and external stakeholders and particularly to give due attention to future 

impacts on the environment and to disadvantaged and marginalized groups. The guide 

argued that mapping the high impact areas will help a company to determine its priorities, 

to select appropriate business indicators to measure these impacts and to put the necessary 

data collection processes in place. The third step in the guide involves ͚settiŶg speĐifiĐ 
measurable and time-ďouŶd sustaiŶaďilitǇ goals͛ (GRI/UNGC/wbcsd 2015) and here the 

accent is seen to be on the selection of key performance indicators to drive, monitor and 

ĐoŵŵuŶiĐate a ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s pƌogƌess agaiŶst its stƌategiĐ goals. The guide also ƌeĐoŵŵeŶds 
that companies adopt high levels of ambition that will, in turn, ͚spuƌ iŶŶoǀatioŶ aŶd 
ĐƌeatiǀitǇ͛ (GRI/UNGC/wbcsd 2015). Companies are also advised to announce their 

commitment to the SDGs on the United Nations business website.  

 The fourth step emphasises the need for companies to integrate sustainability into 

their core business across the whole of the supply chain. This is seen to involve ownership 

of, and commitment to sustainability goals throughout the company and clear 

communication of how these sustainability goals are contributing to wider business goals. 

The guide stresses the importance of embedding sustainability across all functions, though it 

recognises that some functions will be more important than others, and it applauds those 

companies which have established cross-functional sustainability boards or task forces and 

the establishment of sustainability committees at board level. Finally the guide highlights 

the importance of transparent reporting and communication mechanisms and of corporate 

sustainability disclosure. The development of systems designed to integrate the 

management of sustainability into strategic decision making is seen to be essential as is the 

need to adopt internationally recognised sustainability reporting standards. Here the SDGs 

are seen to provide a common language for sustainability reporting both within and across 

companies.  
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The SDGs and the Food, Drinks and Consumer Goods Sector. 

 While the SDGs have potentially major implications for all sectors of the global 

economy in many ways the food, drinks and consumer goods sector is at the heart of the 

drive towards a more sustainable future and is undoubtedly in a position to drive 

sustainability goals. The Sustainability Consortium (2016), for example, recognised that 

while ͚ĐoŶsumer goods bring countless benefits to society, dramatically improving lifestyles 

aƌouŶd the ǁoƌld͛ it also reported that consumer goods account for 60% of greenhouse gas 

emissions, 80% of water withdrawals, 20% of industrial water pollution and 75% of forced 

and child labour. At the same time ͚retailers have come to assume a pivotal role in 

responding to the sustainability requirements faced by consumer goods in general and more 

specifically by food and drinks products.͛ Here retailers, as the active intermediaries 

between producers and consumers, can be seen to be in a powerful position to drive more 

sustainable production and consumption through their partnerships with suppliers and 

through their regular, often daily, contact with consumers.  

 The Consumer Goods Forum, a global network of over 400 retailers, manufacturers 

and service providers which provides a platform on a number of strategic issues including 

sustainability, has argued that its work is directly related to ten of the SDGs (namely Goals 1, 

2, 3, 5, 6, 8, 12, 13, 15 and 17 as in Table 1). In addressing Goal 2, for example, the 

Consumer Goods Forum stressed its ͚ĐoŵŵitŵeŶt to ŵakiŶg puďliĐ ĐoŵpaŶǇ poliĐies oŶ 
nutrition and product formulation and industry-wide implementation of consistent product 

labelling and consumer information to help consumers to make informed choices and 

usages͛ (The Consumer Goods Forum 2105). In reviewing taking urgent action to combat 

climate change and its impacts the Consumer Goods Forum drew attention to its 

͚eŶǀiƌonmental sustainability ǁoƌk͛ and to ͚approved resolutions to begin phasing out HFCs 

from 2015, to achieve zero-net deforestation by 2010 and halve food waste by 2025, thus 

tackling three of the most material climate impacts facing the consumer goods industry 

gloďallǇ.͛ The Consumer Goods Forum also reported that its commitment to protect the 

planet focused on the sustainable sourcing of soya, palm oil, beef, paper and pulp.  

 More specifically the UNGC and KPMG have published the ͚SGD Matrix͛ for the food, 

beverage and consumer goods industry which ͚pƌofiles soŵe of the ŵost sigŶifiĐaŶt 
opportunities, principles-based initiatives and collaborations for the Food, Beverage and 

CoŶsuŵeƌ Goods IŶdustƌǇ͛ (UNGC and KPMG). The matrix looks to group what it describes as 

͚the ďiggest oppoƌtuŶities foƌ shaƌed ǀalue-i.e. where we see the coming together of market 

potential, societal deŵaŶds aŶd poliĐǇ aĐtioŶ͛ as being grouped around four specific themes. 

Namely enterprise development; sustainable supply; healthy and sustainable living; and 

product innovation. In addressing enterprise development, for example, the aim is to 

promote inclusive development by increasing the participation of small and medium size 

business in developing economies which is seen to include providing training and best 

practice guides, connecting small businesses and entrepreneurs to capital and creating 

markets for local products through innovation and mobile technology. The theme of 

sustainable supply is focused on reducing climate change impacts through a range of 

initiatives including reductions in natural resource usage, increasing the use of renewable 
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sources of energy, monitoring and reducing food waste and enhancing climate resilience 

across supply chains. 

 The Matrix addresses each of the 17 SDG goals. In examining Goal 2 namely ending 

hunger, achieving food security and improved nutrition and promoting sustainable 

agriculture, for example, a number of initiatives are outlined. Here the importance of 

companies collaborating with farmers, food processors and traders to increase productivity, 

storage, logistics and market efficiency is emphasised which it is claimed will ͚eŵpoǁe them 

to eŶteƌ/ƌeŵaiŶ iŶ the ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s ǀalue ĐhaiŶ ďǇ pƌoduĐiŶg high ƋualitǇ, safe aŶd Ŷutƌitious 
foods at competitive pƌiĐes͛ (UNGC and KPMG 2016). Companies are also encouraged to 

͚leǀeƌage the poǁeƌ of ŵoďile Ŷetǁoƌks to pƌoǀide faƌŵeƌs ǁith ƌeal tiŵe aĐĐess to ŵaƌkets 
aŶd ŵoďile paǇŵeŶts, paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ iŶ aƌeas that laĐk a foƌŵal ďaŶkiŶg stƌuĐtuƌe͛ (UNGC and 

KPMG 2016). Illustrative examples for a number of companies, including Diageo, Nestle, 

Heineken, Unilever and Starbucks, which are said to be ͚leadiŶg ďǇ eǆaŵple͛ (UNGC and 

KPMG ϮϬϭϲͿ. Heƌe, foƌ eǆaŵple, Nestlé͛s ϮϬϭϰ ĐoŵŵitŵeŶt oŶ laŶd aŶd laŶd ƌights iŶ 
agricultural supplǇ ĐhaiŶs aŶd its adoptioŶ of the Food aŶd AgƌiĐultuƌe OƌgaŶizatioŶ͛s 
voluntary guidelines on the responsible governance of tenure of land, fisheries and forests is 

seen to be crucial in helping the landless gain access to land.  

 In looking to ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns (Goal 12) the 

matrix identifies a number of opportunities for shared value. These opportunities include 

striving to phase out hydrofluorocarbons and derivative chemical refrigerants and replacing 

them with natural refrigerants; increasing energy efficiency across the value chain; reducing 

packaging and increasing the recycling of end products and by-products of the production 

process; and raising consumer awareness of the importance of sustainable consumption and 

practical steps that can promote sustainably. Here again a number of illustrative examples 

are cited in an attempt to demonstrate how companies are promoting sustainable 

consumption and production. It is reported, for example, that Heineken has set a number of 

targets to reduce carbon dioxide emissions across the value chain namely a 40% reduction 

in emissions in production, a 50% reduction in emissions from fridges and a 29% reduction 

in emissions in distribution in Europe and the Americas. The Lego Group is reported to be 

exploring new ways of increasing the recycling of its packaging materials by targeting each 

stage in the supply chain. 

Discussion 

 The SDG͛s aƌe uŶdouďtedlǇ aŶ aŵďitious aŶd a wide ranging agenda and their vision 

of a truly sustainable future faces a number of major challenges. In providing a briefing for 

UK Members of Parliament, for example, Lunn et. al. (2015) expressed concerns that the 

SDGs are not legally binding and thus ͚successful implementation therefore depends entirely 

oŶ politiĐal ĐoŵŵitŵeŶt͛, that implementation may fall well short of a truly 

transformational agenda and that the cost of the SDGs will considerably exceed the current 

global development and aid budget. At the same time Lunn et. al. (2015) also questioned 

the robustness of the monitoring, accountability and follow up mechanism, if there would 

be genuine ownership of the SDGs and arguably more critically if the chosen goals and 
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targets are the correct ones. While the business community is being encouraged to 

contribute to the realisation of the SDGs a number of issues merit reflection and discussion. 

 While the headline call for greater business engagement with the SDGs can be seen 

as a rallying cry it masks underlying complexities and tensions. The Institute for Human 

Rights and Business (2015), for example, argued that the inclusion of businesses in global 

sustainable development is complex in that ͚it assuŵes ĐoŵpaŶies of all diffeƌeŶt sizes aŶd 
all different sectors will increasingly operate according to environmental, social and human 

rights standards…... it assumes business models will be reconfigured as necessary to ensure 

sustaiŶaďilitǇ of pƌoduĐts aŶd seƌǀiĐes, soŵetiŵes at the eǆpeŶse of higheƌ pƌofits͛ and ͚it 
assumes that the business community , in partnership with states and civil society, will 

channel a greater share of resources towards meeting SDG targets, through investment as 

ǁell as philaŶthƌopǇ.͛  

Such massive hurdles aside where businesses look to develop a genuine sense of 

engagement with the SDGs they face major challenges in determining which of the 17 SDGs 

(and which of the 169 associated targets) they select and prioritise and how they integrate 

SDGs into their existing corporate sustainability strategies. The vast majority of large 

companies employ a range of stakeholder engagement processes to determine the material 

issues, namely the explicit identification and prioritization of the environmental, social and 

eĐoŶoŵiĐ issues ǁhiĐh uŶdeƌpiŶ a ĐoŵpaŶǇ͛s sustaiŶaďilitǇ stƌategǇ. Within this selection 

and prioritisation process there is a generic issue concerning the nature of the relationship 

between company interests and stakeholder interests. Where a company, and more 

specifically its executive management team, is principally, and sometimes exclusively, 

responsible for identifying and determining material issues, such issues seem more likely to 

ƌefleĐt stƌategiĐ Đoƌpoƌate goals ƌatheƌ thaŶ the SDG͛s. Bannerjee (2008) argued that 

͚despite theiƌ eŵaŶĐipatoƌǇ ƌhetoƌiĐ, disĐouƌses of Đoƌpoƌate citizenship, social responsibility 

and sustainability are defined by narrow business interests and serve to curtail the interests 

of external stakeholders.  As such the successful progressive adoption of the SDG͛s ŵaǇ 
require a fundamental change in corporate culture but as Fernando (2003) argued 

͚Đapitalisŵ has shoǁŶ ƌeŵaƌkaďle creativity and power by appropriating the languages and 

pƌaĐtiĐes of sustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt.͛ 

PricewaterhouseCoopers (2015), for example, suggested that self-interest may drive 

SGD selection and businesses may be ͚set to ĐheƌƌǇ piĐk the SDGs.͛ In addressing the former 

PricewaterhouseCoopers (2015) argued that in the SDG selection process businesses will 

͚see theiƌ gƌeatest iŵpaĐt aŶd oppoƌtuŶitǇ iŶ aƌeas that ǁill help dƌiǀe theiƌ own business 

gƌoǁth.͛ Further PricewaterhouseCoopers (2015) argued that ͚ǁheŶ ďusiŶess pƌofits fƌoŵ 
solving social problems, when it makes profit while benefitting society and business 

peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe siŵultaŶeouslǇ, it Đƌeates solutioŶs that aƌe sĐalaďle͛ and asks ͚should ǁe 
question the motives of business if their activity and ingenuity works in the benefit of 

soĐietǇ.͛ In addressing cherry picking the SDGs PricewaterhouseCoopers (2015) argued that 

͚It͛s Đleaƌ that ďusiŶess doesŶ͛t iŶteŶd to assess its iŵpaĐt across all the SDGs, its plan is to 

look at those ƌeleǀaŶt to theiƌ ďusiŶess oƌ a suď set of these. It͛s less aďout piĐkiŶg the 
easiest, most obvious or positive ones and more about picking the ones that are material to 
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the ďusiŶess.͛ These suggestions certainly strike a chord with the concept of creating shared 

value developed by Porter and Kramer (2011) defined as ͚poliĐies aŶd pƌaĐtiĐes that 
enhance the competitiveness of a company while simultaneously addressing the economic 

and social conditions in the ĐoŵŵuŶities iŶ ǁhiĐh it opeƌates͛ but here again such an 

approach might be seen by some commentators to fall well short of the underlying ethos of 

the SDGs. 

Where individual companies identify and pursue a sustainability strategy that is 

integrated into the SDGs they will then also need to measure their achievements and to 

integrate their achievements into their sustainability reporting process. van Wensen et. al. 

(2011) defined sustainability reporting as ͚the pƌoǀisioŶ of eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal, soĐial aŶd 
goveƌŶaŶĐe iŶfoƌŵatioŶ ǁithiŶ doĐuŵeŶts suĐh as aŶŶual ƌepoƌts aŶd sustaiŶaďilitǇ ƌepoƌts.͛ 
The SDG Compass, for example, emphasised to companies that ͚It is iŵpoƌtaŶt to ƌepoƌt aŶd 
ĐoŵŵuŶiĐate oŶ Ǉouƌ pƌogƌess agaiŶst the SDG͛s ĐoŶtiŶuouslǇ iŶ oƌdeƌ to uŶdeƌstand and 

ŵeet the Ŷeeds of Ǉouƌ stakeholdeƌs͛ (GRI/UNGC/wbcsd 2015). In some ways sustainability 

ƌepoƌtiŶg has ďeĐoŵe aŶ ͚iŶdustƌǇ͛ iŶ itself aŶd a Ŷuŵďeƌ of pƌiǀate ĐoŵpaŶies aŶd 
voluntary organisations offer sustainability reporting services and frameworks. The United 

Nations Environment Programme (2013), for example, identified a number of ͚ƌepoƌtiŶg 
fƌaŵeǁoƌks aŶd pƌotoĐols, ƌepoƌtiŶg sǇsteŵs, staŶdaƌds aŶd guideliŶes͛ but reported that 

the Global Reporting Initiative ͚has ďeĐoŵe the leadiŶg gloďal fƌaŵework for sustainability 

ƌepoƌtiŶg͛ and cited its comprehensive scope, its commitment to continuous improvement 

and its consensus approach as being important in contributing to its pre-eminence in the 

field.  Originally founded in 1997 the Global Reporting Initiative reporting framework has 

progressively evolved from the original G1 Guidelines launched in 2000 to the current G4 

Guidelines introduced in 2013. The external assurance of sustainability reports is seen to be 

of central importance within the new guidelines. 

 

 While many large companies currently claim that their sustainability reports follow 

GRI G4 guidelines their approach to independent external assurance is often limited and/or 

confined solely to carbon emissions data. While this is currently not a problem per se as 

sustainability reports are themselves voluntary and accompanying assurance statements are 

not subject to statutory regulation, the lack of comprehensive independent assurance can 

be seen to undermine the credibility and integrity of the sustainability reporting process. 

However for large companies capturing and aggregating data on a wide range of 

environmental, social and economic issues, across a wide range of business activities 

throughout the supply chain and in a variety of geographical locations and then providing 

access to allow external assurance is a challenging and potentially very costly venture. It is 

also one which many companies currently choose not to pursue. In looking to the future if 

companies are to publicly demonstrate and measure their commitment and contribution to 

the SDGs then the independent assurance of all the data included in sustainability reports 

would seem to be essential. That said in providing guidance on ͚effeĐtiǀe ƌepoƌtiŶg aŶd 
ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶ͛ the ͚SDG Coŵpass͛ simply notes ͚ĐoŵpaŶies ĐaŶ ŵake use of ĐoŵpeteŶt 
and independent external assurance as a way to enhance the credibility and quality of their 

ƌepoƌts͛ (GRI/UNGC/wbcsd 2015). 

 

There are fundamental concerns about the underlying tensions between 

sustainability and economic growth and more pointedly about whether continuing 
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economic growth is compatible with sustainable development. Some critics would suggest 

that continuing economic growth and consumption, dependent as it is, on the seemingly 

ever incƌeasiŶg depletioŶ of the eaƌth͛s Ŷatuƌal ƌesouƌĐes is fuŶdaŵeŶtallǇ iŶĐoŵpatiďle 
with sustainability. Higgins (2013, webpage), for example argued ͚the eĐoŶoŵiĐ gƌoǁth ǁe 
kŶoǁ todaǇ is diaŵetƌiĐallǇ opposed to the sustaiŶaďilitǇ of ouƌ plaŶet.͛ However In 

outlining its agenda for the SDGs the United Nations (2015a) argued ͚sustaiŶed, iŶĐlusiǀe 
aŶd sustaiŶaďle eĐoŶoŵiĐ gƌoǁth is esseŶtial foƌ pƌospeƌitǇ͛ but failed to define the term 

sustainable economic growth or to explicitly recognise the environmental impacts and 

consequences of continuing economic growth. In an arguably more measured approach the 

͚SDG Coŵpass͛ argued that ͚ĐoŵpaŶies ǁill disĐoǀeƌ Ŷeǁ gƌoǁth oppoƌtuŶities͛ whilst 

ensuring that ͚the gloďal eĐoŶoŵǇ opeƌates safelǇ ǁithiŶ the ĐapaĐitǇ of the planet to supply 

essential resources such as water, fertile soil, metals and minerals thereby sustaining the 

natural resources that companies depend on for production͛ (GRI/UNGC/wbcsd 2015) but 

there is no treatment of if, and how, this complex equation might be resolved.  

 

Innovation, particularly technological innovation, is widely seen to offer an 

important means of increasing production efficiency. The ͚SDG Coŵpass͛, for example, 

stressed the importance of harnessing ͚iŶŶoǀatiǀe teĐhŶologies to iŶĐƌease energy efficiency, 

renewable energy, storage storage, gƌeeŶ ďuildiŶgs, aŶd sustaiŶaďle tƌaŶspoƌtatioŶ͛ and of 

substituting ͚tƌaditioŶallǇ ŵaŶufaĐtuƌed aŶd pƌoĐessed pƌoduĐts ďǇ ICT aŶd otheƌ 
teĐhŶologiĐal solutioŶs that ƌeduĐe eŵissioŶs aŶd ǁaste͛(GRI/UNGC/wbcsd 2015). However 

Huesemann (2003) argued that ͚iŵpƌoǀeŵeŶts iŶ teĐhŶologiĐal eĐo-efficiency alone will be 

insufficient to ďƌiŶg aďout the tƌaŶsitioŶ to sustaiŶaďilitǇ.͛ More generally Schor (2005) 

argued that ͚the popularity of technological solutions is also attributable to the fact that 

they are apolitical aŶd do Ŷot ĐhalleŶge the ŵaĐƌostƌuĐtuƌes of pƌoduĐtioŶ aŶd ĐoŶsuŵptioŶ͛ 
and that ͚theǇ fail to addƌess iŶĐƌeases iŶ the sĐale of pƌoduĐtioŶ aŶd ĐoŶsuŵptioŶ, 
sometimes even arguing that such increases are unsustainable if enough natural-capital-

saǀiŶg teĐhŶiĐal ĐhaŶge oĐĐuƌs.͛ 
 

The concept of sustainable consumption, which Cohen (2005) has described as ͚the 
most obdurate challenge for the sustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt ageŶda͛ can be seen to provide a 

particularly daunting challenge for companies, and perhaps particularly for retailers, which 

want to engage with the SDGs. In addressing goal 12 namely to ͚eŶsuƌe sustaiŶaďle 
ĐoŶsuŵptioŶ aŶd pƌoduĐtioŶ patteƌŶs͛ the United Nations Development Programme (2016) 

stressed the need to ͚uƌgeŶtlǇ ƌeduĐe ouƌ eĐologiĐal footpƌiŶt ďǇ ĐhaŶgiŶg the ǁaǇ ǁe 
pƌoduĐe goods aŶd seƌǀiĐes.͛ That said within many developed economies there is little 

ĐoŶsuŵeƌ appetite foƌ sustaiŶaďle ĐoŶsuŵptioŶ aŶd heƌe the EuƌopeaŶ CoŵŵissioŶ͛s 
(2012, p.9) recognition that ͚sustaiŶaďle ĐoŶsuŵptioŶ is seeŶ ďǇ soŵe as a ƌeǀeƌsal of 
pƌogƌess toǁaƌds gƌeateƌ ƋualitǇ of life͛ in that ͚it ǁould iŶǀolǀe a saĐƌifiĐe of ouƌ ĐuƌƌeŶt, 
taŶgiďle Ŷeeds aŶd desiƌes iŶ the Ŷaŵe of aŶ uŶĐeƌtaiŶ futuƌe͛ resonates. This view is 

supported by Reisch et. al. (2008) who argued that although moving towards sustainable 

consumption is a major policy agenda, ͚gƌoǁth of iŶĐoŵe aŶd ŵateƌial throughput by means 

of industrialization and mass consumerism remains the basic aim of westeƌŶ deŵoĐƌaĐǇ.͛ 
The ͚SDG Compass͛ couched its guidance to companies on sustainable consumption and 

production in terms of shared value and stressed the overall importance of energy efficiency 

and waste reduction strategies, for example, rather than a more explicit and measurable 

focus on reducing corporate or individual ecological foot prints.  
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Conclusion 

 

 The SDGs offer an ambitious and wide ranging global vision for a sustainable future. 

While the transition to such a future demands commitments from governments and all 

sections of society as well as universal changes in mind-sets and behaviours, the United 

NatioŶs has Đalled oŶ ďusiŶesses to plaǇ a ĐeŶtƌal ƌole iŶ aĐhieǀiŶg the SDG͛s. Heƌe the 
underlying aim is to connect business strategies to global priorities for people and the 

planet. If the business community is to play its part in the transition to a sustainable global 

future then it faces a wide range of fundamental challenges. How businesses address and 

respond to those challenges will ultimately surely determine the success or failure of the  

SDGs.  
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T A B L E  1  T H E  S U S T A I N A B L E  D E V E L O P M E N T  G O A L S   

 

1. End poverty in all its forms everywhere 

2. End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and promote 

sustainable agriculture 

3. Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages 

4. Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong 

learning opportunities for all 

5. Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls  

6. Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for 

all 

7. Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all  

8. Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and 

productive employment and decent work for all  

9. Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable 

industrialization and foster innovation 

10. Reduce inequality within and among countries 

11. Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable  

12. Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns 

13. Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts  

14. Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for 

sustainable development 

15. Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, 

sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land 

degradation and halt biodiversity loss 

16. Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, 

provide access to justice for all and build effective, accountable and inc lusive 

institutions at all levels 

17. Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the global partnership 

for sustainable development 
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