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SUMMARY

I.

Companies motivated to work with SDGs but 		
struggling to embed them into core business
		

The Nordic Global Compact companies generally know which SDGs they want to focus
on, their top management is mostly aligned with the agenda, and the business value of
the goals seems clear. However, the companies are finding it difficult to embed the goals
into core business, and the government support the companies receive is deemed
as very low.

II. SDGs offer significant inspiration for strategy
and business development – especially for SMEs
Many Nordic companies have taken the SDGs to heart when it comes to using them
as a tool for communicating sustainability issues, but the goals have also assumed a role
as an important framework for strategy and business development.

Nordic co-operation
Nordic co-operation is one of the world’s most extensive forms of regional collaboration,
involving Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Sweden, the Faroe Islands, Greenland
and Åland.
Nordic co-operation has firm traditions in politics, the economy, and culture. It plays
an important role in European and international collaboration, and aims at creating a
strong Nordic community in a strong Europe.

III. Sustainability is becoming more integrated
in all parts of the company
Four out of five of the Nordic Global Compact companies have embedded sustainability
into their core visions and strategies. Almost two-thirds integrate reporting or include
sustainability metrics in their annual financial report.

Nordic co-operation seeks to safeguard Nordic and regional interests and principles in
the global community. Shared Nordic values help the region solidify its position as one
of the world’s most innovative and competitive.
Nordic Council of Ministers
Nordens Hus
Ved Stranden 18
DK-1061 Copenhagen K
www.norden.org
Download and order Nordic publications from www.norden.org/nordpub

Please note:
• For the purpose of this report the terms ‘sustainability’ and ‘corporate responsibility’ are used
interchangeably. This reflects the wording used in the original UNGC survey on which the survey in the Nordic countries is based.
• The full survey report is to be published in May 2019, and will include further information on the
various areas covered in this summary report, as well as the UNGC’s Ten Principles.

3

Main reported challenges and barriers for working with the SDGs

SECTION I
THE SDGs: STATUS & CHALLENGES

Companies motivated to work with
SDGs but struggling to embed them
into core business
The Nordic Global Compact companies generally know which SDGs they want
to focus on, their top management is mostly aligned with the agenda, and the
business value of the goals seems clear. However, the companies are finding it
difficult to embed the goals into core business, and the government support
the companies receive is deemed as very low.

Embedding the SDGs into core business is
the biggest challenge
Companies responding to the survey seem to have
passed a number of important thresholds in working with the SDGs. Ninety percent report that they
have top management buy-in for the SDGs, and
only 14 percent report financial considerations as a
barrier for working with the SDGs. Other obvious issues, such as risk of greenwashing accusations and
identifying which of the SDGs to focus on, are only
seen as main barriers by a small minority of companies.
Taking the steps to embed the SDGs into core business seems to be the biggest challenge for the companies. Close to half (47 percent) of the companies
report that setting KPIs and progress targets for
the SDGs is a main barrier, and 43 percent report
that they are struggling to make the SDGs relevant
in a business context.
However, this is a significant improvement compared to a comparable survey* created in the immediate aftermath of the launch of the SDGs in
2015. At that time, just 29 percent of comparable

businesses reported that they set goals aligned with
the SDGs, fewer looked for indicators to measure
progress, and only 13 percent believed that they had
the tools needed to work with the SDGs.

Setting relevant KPIs and progress targets

47%

Translating the SDGs to be relevant for the business context

43%

Lack of resources to support integration of the SDGs

33%

Integrating the SDGs with existing reporting and compliance processes

32%

Creating tangible contributions to the SDGs

28%

Managing trade-offs btw. SDG contribution and �inancial considerations

14%

Dealing with concerns regarding potential greenwashing risks

12%

Lacking top management buy-in for SDGs

10%

Agreeing which SDGs to focus on

7%

Finding partners to work with together on the SDGs

7%

None/Unsure/Other

17%

Q: What are the main challenges and barriers for your organization in working with the SDGs? Select all that apply
| proportion of respondents

How companies perceived support from
national governments on SDG implementation
Not
relevant
4%

National support perceived as
insufficient across the board
Over a third of the respondents (37 percent) also
find the government support on SDG implementation to be non-exciting or insufficient. Across the
surveyed countries and across a number of topics,
just 13 percent of companies in the survey reported
that they had been provided with sufficient support
from their respective governments.

No support
provided
11%

Not enough
support
provided
27%

Unsure
46%

Only 19 percent state that governments have provided sufficient support on clarifying the role of
companies in achieving specific SDGs.
More significantly, more than four out of ten companies (42 percent) report that they do not know
of plans from their national government for implementing the SDGs. Eleven percent of the companies
report that the national plan has had significant
impact on their SDG work.

Suf�icient support
provided
13%

Q: How do you see your national government’s support on
SDG implementation across the following areas?
| proportion of respondents, aggregated

Percentage of companies that know of
plans from their national government for
implementing the SDGs
58%
42%

Do Know

Don’t Know

Influence of the national plans on companies’ work with the SDGs (as reported by
companies)

Signi�icant

11%

Moderate

32%

Minimal

39%

None

18%

”Make it your business: Engaging with the Sustainable Development Goals”, PwC 2015
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SECTION II
HOW COMPANIES WORK WITH SDGs

Proportion of companies
reporting impact on each SDG
18%

SDGs offer significant inspiration for
strategy and business development
– especially for SMEs

5%

13%

43%

7%

2%
19%

10%

Many Nordic companies have taken the SDGs to heart when it comes to using
them as a tool for communicating sustainability issues, but the goals have
also assumed a role as an important framework for strategy and business
development.

35%

47%

14%
50%

SDGs used for both communication
and business development
In the majority of the Nordic Global Compact
companies, the SDGs are primarily used to promote
sustainability internally and externally (59 and 65
percent respectively).
An even more significant result is that more than a
third (36 percent) of the companies report that they
use the SDGs to guide their strategic development,
while 29 percent use them to identify new business
opportunities.
These trends are especially strong in SMEs and the
biggest companies: 85 percent of companies with
0-249 employees report that the SDGs guide their
strategic development, whereas only 25 percent of
companies with 250-4,999 employees report this. Of
the larger companies (5,000-50,000 employees),
43 percent use the SDGs to guide strategy, while 62
percent say the SDGs are useful in helping to identify new business opportunities.

Businesses could explore their impact
in greater depth
Four SDGs received significantly more attention
than the other goals when companies were asked
to indicate the five SDGs on which they have the
greatest impact.
6

22%

Between 43 and 50 percent of companies in the
survey include SDG 3 – Good Health and Wellbeing,
8 – Decent Work and Economic Growth, 12 – Responsible Consumption and Production, and 13 – Climate
Action among the five SDGs upon which they have
the greatest impact.
The selection of these SDGs is perhaps not unexpected. SDG 8 and SDG 12 relate directly to general
business and economic activities. Like SDG 3, the
result could reflect that the survey was conducted
in the Nordic countries, where high living standards
and relatively strong worker’s rights and conditions
are the norm.
The way the question was formulated, with companies asked to choose only 5 SDGs, meant they had
to prioritise in their responses. This may have led to
an over-concentration on relatively few of the SDGs.
However, when compared with the low number of
responses indicating other environmental goals
(such as SDG 14 and 15) and social goals (such as
SDG 1 and 2), the results raise the concern that many
businesses gravitate towards the “usual suspects”
when defining their most material goals, and do not
consider the goals or their own impact in depth.

31%

14%
30%

44%

Q: Which SDGs does your company currently impact? | up to 5 selected, proportion of respondents

How companies describe their SDG work
"The SDGs can help us promote sustainability issues externally"

65%

"The SDGs can help us promote sustainability issues internally"

59%

"The SDGs guide our strategic development"

36%

"The SDGs are a useful compliance/reporting tool"

32%

"The SDGs are useful to identify new business opportunities"

29%

"The SDGs help us identify potential risks to our business model"

23%

"The SDGs are useful but not directly relevant to our business"

19%

Other

4%

Q: Which of the following statements best describe your organization’s perspective on working with the SDGs? Select
all that apply | proportion of respondents
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SECTION III
SUSTAINABILITY INTEGRATION IN STRATEGY

Sustainability is becoming more
integrated in all parts of the company
Four out of five of the Nordic Global Compact companies have embedded
sustainability into their core visions and strategies. Almost two-thirds
integrate reporting or include sustainability metrics in their annual
financial report.

Sustainability is becoming mainstream
in strategy
Almost four out of five (79 percent) of the Nordic
companies report that they have established and/
or adjusted policies and incorporated visions and
goals to embed corporate responsibility throughout
their strategies.
A smaller, but still significant, proportion (42 percent) of the respondents have started to reinforce
their strategies by creating a sustainability governance structure with decision-making power and
budget.

becoming a more integrated part of the business.
Sixty-two percent of the companies report that
they integrate reporting or at least integrate some
sustainability metrics into their annual financial
reports.
However, the survey also shows areas where there
is considerable scope for improvement.
Only 12 percent of the companies currently link
executive remuneration packages to corporate
responsibility performance, and even fewer (8 percent) provide corporate responsibility training for
board members.

42%

YES
8%

of the Nordic Global
Compact companies create
sustainability governance
structures with decisionmaking power and budget.

NO
92%

Answers to the question: Does
your company provide corporate
responsibility training for board
members?

79%

of the Nordic Global
Compact companies
establish and/or adjust
policies to incorporate
sustainability visions and
goals throughout their
strategies.

12%

of the Nordic Global
Compact companies in
the survey link executive
remuneration packages to
corporate sustainability
performance.

This indicates that sustainability is moving out of
specialised CSR departments of the companies and
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Summary Report of the Nordic Global Compact Survey
The report presents the results of a survey prepared by the Global
Compact Network Denmark and carried out among all Nordic Global
Compact member companies in Denmark, Finland, Greenland, Iceland,
Norway, and Sweden in Q4 2018 and Q1 2019.
The aim of the survey was to analyse how Nordic Global Compact
member companies work with sustainability and the SDGs, identify
challenges & barriers they face in their work, and use the findings to
strengthen the work of the UN Global Compact. The results are not
representative for businesses in general in the surveyed countries and
some bias towards greater focus on sustainability can be expected from
the Global Compact member companies surveyed.
The report was commissioned by the Nordic Global Compact Networks,
and published in partnership with the Nordic Council of Ministers. The
project was managed by Global Compact Network Denmark and carried
out by the consulting firm Nordic Sustainability.

