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Abstract 
Covering various sustainable development challenges, such as education, health, climate change and 
inequality, the Sustainable Development Goals or SDGs can help to strengthen current business 
sustainability strategies with global aspirations. A review of sustainability literature and existing SDG 
frameworks provides the background to develop an integrative framework of SDG implementation 
in business strategies and operations as a pathway for sustainable transformation. 
This article offers a preliminary review of the efforts being made by businesses to address the SDGs. 
The resulting integrative framework highlights four SDG orientation levels that span seven steps of 
the SDG integration process, leading to sustainable transformation. 
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1. Introduction 
 

In 2000, with the adoption of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), 
companies became an important partner in creating social development. Meanwhile, it 
became clear that business cannot operate isolated from the problems that impact society 
as a whole (UNDP, 2015). There is an evolving interest in sustainable development by 
the private sector, evidenced by for example companies that have signed the UN Global 
Compact (UNGC, 2010). However, embedding sustainability agenda’s and principles - 
such as the MDGs or Global Compact - into business’ strategies presents some serious 
challenges (Langer & Schön, 2003).  
With the adoption of Agenda 2030 in 2015, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
define universal aspirations for 2030. Although fundamentally governments will need to 
tackle SDG implementation at a national level, business has a key role to play regarding 
innovation, finance, economic growth and employment (WBCSD, 2016). Furthermore, 
companies will need to pursue sustainability as a transformational agenda, i.e., firms will 
need to use their influence to support positive changes that ensure the achievement of 
sustainability targets for a sustainable society (Visser, 2017). 
Although the corporate perspectives towards the SDGs have been approached in several 
discussion papers and practical reports (Agarwal et al., 2017; PwC, 2018), there is a need 
to better understand how companies integrate the Global Goals to pursue sustainable 
transformation. Many companies are still struggling how to integrate sustainability 
practices, as well as align their operations with the big sustainable development 
challenges reflected by the SDGs. 
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At the same time, practitioners and academics call for a framework to implement the 
SDGs. In a Special Issue on the contribution of multinational enterprises to the 
Sustainable Development Goals, Witte & Dilyard (2017) call for research on how 
companies are dealing with the SDGs in their organization, as there is no clear consensus 
in literature yet. Rosati & Faria (2019) even specifically call for qualitative research to 
uncover drivers for companies to integrate SDGs in their communication and their 
reporting. Therefore, it is relevant that this article combines both practical and academic 
knowledge to develop an integrative framework for implementing the SDGs as a 
pathway for sustainable transformation and tackle the question: How effective are the SDGs 
in advancing sustainable transformation? 
This article is organized as follows: First, we review sustainability literature, in particular 
existing SDG frameworks. Second, we outline the methodology. Next, we present the  
findings, including an integrative framework of SDG implementation as a pathway to 
sustainable transformation. Finally, we discuss the study’s contributions, along with 
possible avenues for further research. 
 
2. Literature review 

 
In literature, different approaches to define, theorize, and measure corporate 

sustainability (CS) and corporate social responsibility (CSR) have been used (Wartick & 
Cochran, 1985). Caroll (1999) started to trace the evolution of the CSR construct in the 
1950s where it was referred to more as social responsibility (SR). Bowen (1953) quoted at 
that time that businessmen were responsible for the consequences of their actions. In the 
1980s, alternative concepts such as corporate social performance (CSP), stakeholder 
theory and business ethics theory began to mature (Caroll, 1999), with ambitions to 
embrace the corporate sustainability objectives expressed in the Brundtland Report 
(Brundtland Commission, 1987). Dyllick & Hockerts (2002) mirror their approach with 
the Brundtland definition and define CS as ‘…meeting the needs of a firm’s direct and indirect 
stakeholders, such as shareholders, employees, clients, pressure groups, communities without compromising 
its ability to meet the needs of future stakeholders as well’. 
 
As two streams of responsibility and sustainability got moving (Visser, 2015), John 
Elkington (1994) coined the term ‘triple bottom line’ as an attempt to create a new 
model with three value grounds: social, environmental and economic aspects of value 
creation. Elkington (2004) argues that business will drive the processes of cultural 
revolution. Yet, this revolution is triggered by external challenges such as scarcity of food 
and water, material waste, as well as energy and transportation, where it is important for 
companies to be flexible and open to change (Senge, Smith, Kurschwitz, Laur, Schley, 
2008). In line with these academic insights, Lozano (2012) defines CS as follows: 
‘Corporate activities that proactively seek to contribute to sustainability equilibria, including the 
economic, environmental, and social dimensions of today, as well as their inter-relations within and 
throughout the time dimension while addressing the company’s system and its stakeholders’. This 
approach underscores a systems approach, which presents the same three themes as the 
Brundtland report, but confers different sizes and weightings to them (Giddings, 2002). 
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The two definitions present the comparison between ‘weak sustainability’ (Brundtland 
definition) and ‘strong sustainability’ (the definition of Lozano). The first definition by 
the Brundtland Commission (1987) assigns the same weight to the triple bottom line; 
economy, environment, and society. This reductionist perspective places an emphasis on 
the constituent parts of a system (Morandín-Ahuerma, Contreras-Hernández, Ariel 
Ayala-Ortiz, & Pérez-Maqueo, 2019). While reductionism breaks an entity down, holism 
tries to understand something in reference to the whole system and looks at the 
feasibility of incorporating different parts in one entire framework (Gasparatos, El-
Haram, Horner, 2008). The definition of Lozano (2012) has an eco-centric perspective 
and is based on the idea that companies must be addressed holistically and systemically. 
In recent years, this holistic perspective has gained further ground and there is increasing 
recognition that companies’ value creation include transformational value (Lozano, 
2012). 
 
Authors such as Epstein, Buhovac, and Yuthas (2015) showed that the tensions between 
CSR and Corporate Financial Performance (CFP) are a source of creative ideas for 
companies (Epstein, Buhovac, and Yuthas, 2015). Others argue that CSR spurs learning 
and innovation cycles (Vilanova, Lozano & Arenas, 2009). And other academics claim 
that business models undergo constant change, in which sustainability plays a central role 
(Rautera, Jonker & Baumgartner, 2017). All these new conceptions build on previous 
CSR and CS concepts, but call for greater integration which might lead to value creation 
(Visser, 2015). 
Visser wants to go a step further beyond CSR by working out the ‘how to’ of integration 
(Visser, 2015). With the concept of Integrated Value Creation (IVC), Visser takes 
inspiration from many ideas already in circulation and analysed some important social, 
ethical and environmental guidelines and standards (Visser, 2015). IVC aims to be a tool 
for sustainable transformation with a 7-step process, in which stakeholder and risk 
assessment are crucial (Visser, 2015). 
Pursuing ‘strong sustainability’ which leads to sustainable transformation could be 
considered as a new way of organizing the strategy and operations of a business 
(Dawson, 2003), in which the aim is to align a company to integrate its response to 
stakeholder expectations while considering global sustainability challenges. If business 
wants to tackle global sustainability challenges, CS strategies should evolve and result in 
structural transformations (Van De Ven & Pool, 1995; Visser, 2015). Finally, in order to 
achieve this, we need to equip businesses with the right knowledge to address 
sustainability issues (Lozano, 2011).  
The SDGs are recognized as an important framework for sustainable transformation by 
embedding sustainability into business operations and for improving stakeholder 
engagement (Mori, Fien & Horne, 2019). In the past few years, the CS discourse is 
increasingly dominated by the SDGs as a new reference framework to sustainable 
development (Schönherr, Findler & Martinuzzi, 2017). Schönherr, Findler & Martinuzzi 
propose a research agenda to develop new management instruments to capture 
corporate impacts on sustainable development, as they recognize the private sector as 
both a leader and recipient in achieving the SDGs. 
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Research shows several ways how the SDGs might be used in business strategies. 
However, the range of tools that help implementing and measuring progress on the 
SDGs is very broad and sometimes unclear for business (Van Tulder, 2018). In the UN 
resolution on the 2030 Agenda (UN, 2015), the SDGs were specifically positioned as a 
universal, indivisible and interlinked set of goals. In this context, we observe a lot of 
attention on the new term ‘SDG rainbow washing’, similar to the term ‘green washing’ 
(Laufer, 2003) meaning that companies only address the SDGs without actual integrating 
and contributing to all goals, because it is good for their reputation to be associated with 
the UN and the colourful SDG framework. 
Overall, it seems that there is no clear consensus on how companies should implement 
the SDGs into their strategy and operations to pursue sustainable transformation (Van 
Tulder, 2018). Therefore, we compared well-known frameworks on SDG 
implementation: the SDG Compass, IR Value Creation Process, and the SDG Sector 
Roadmap, in order to integrate different perspectives into a single framework. 
Afterwards, we test and refine the preliminary model by analyzing the performance of 
sustainability business leaders and investigating the effectiveness of their SDG 
implementation process in advancing sustainable transformation. 
 
3. Methodology 
 

Because research on the topic of SDG implementation approaches is still in its 
infancy (Witte & Dilyard, 2017), this study took an exploratory method (Saunders, Lewis, 
Bristow & Thornhill, 2019). For this article, we refer to the systemic methodology of 
grounded theory (Martin & Turner, 1986; Strauss & Corbin, 1998) that adopts inductive 
reasoning by using existing theory on CS research (Freeman, 1984; Hart, 1997; 
Elkington, 2004; Porter & Kramer, 2011; Visser, 2015) combined with practical SDG 
approaches from the field (Agarwal et al., 2017; GRI, UNGC & WBCSD, 2015; Adams, 
2017; WBCSD, 2018; Van Tulder, 2018) to develop an integrative framework for 
implementing the SDGs in practice. 
In order to test and refine the preliminary model, we examine sustainability leaders’ 
practices from the GlobeScan-SustainAbility Survey 2019. As part of the 2019 
GlobeScan-SustainAbility Leaders Survey, over 800 experts representing business, 
government, NGOs and academia across 78 countries were asked to evaluate the 
progress that institutions have made since the 1992 Earth Summit (GlobeScan-
SustainAbility, 2019). By asking the question ‘What specific companies do you think are leaders 
in integrating sustainability into their business strategy?’, the 2019 Leaders Survey shows that 
Unilever, Patagonia and IKEA hold the top three positions in the top ten. Interface, 
Natura, Danone, Nestlé, Marks & Spencer, Tesla and BASF follow with a great 
experience in CS (GlobeScan-SustainAbility, 2019).  
The framework highlights four levels of SDG orientation that span seven steps of the 
SDG implementation process leading to sustainable transformation. 
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4. Findings 
 

In the first ‘inform’ stage, it is important for a company to get familiarized with 
the SDGs. Business leaders need to understand the opportunities this Agenda 2030 
represent to their company (GRI, UNGC & WBCSD, 2015). Firms need to understand 
the business case for CS and the SDGs by considering industry dynamics and the 
organization’s external environment (Adams, 2017). Companies such as Unilever 
continue to be seen as the global leaders on sustainability who successfully understand 
the business case of the SDGs (GlobeScan & SustainAbility, 2019). The former CEO of 
Unilever, Paul Polman, was appointed as Global SDG Advocate. During his 10 years 
leading the company, he focused on raising SDG awareness inside and outside the 
company and building an environmentally and socially responsible business 
(Unilever, 2017). 
In the following ‘activate’ stage, stakeholder management is key. Listening and 
interacting with key stakeholders help to identify important sustainability issues and 
concerns (Freeman, 1984; GRI, UNGC & WBCSD, 2015). Many companies execute a 
stakeholder assessment from an internally focused approach, by defining material issues 
well-known to their business. Nevertheless, this internally focused approach is not 
enough to address global needs. Therefore, it is equally important to explore – together 
with the stakeholders – global business challenges and opportunities related to the 
SDGs. For this, we suggest companies to execute a stakeholder assessment from an 
internally and externally focused approach.  
In their Creating Shared Value (CSV) approach, Nestlé believes that the company can 
only be successful in the long term by creating value both for the shareholders and for 
society. The company identified material issues and designed a materiality matrix 
indicating the impact (direct or indirect) on achieving the SDGs. This way, Nestlé 
attaches a great importance to view these issues as interconnected and takes the first 
steps by looking at what is needed from a global perspective, linking to the ‘outside-in’ 
approach (Nestlé, 2019). By looking at what is needed from a global perspective, linking 
to ‘outside-in’ approaches such as the Science Based Targets initiative or the Future-Fit 
Benchmarks, and defining material issues accordingly, businesses will be able to bridge 
the gap between current business challenges and needed global performance (GRI, 
UNGC & WBCSD, 2015). 
In the same stage, it’s important to take the values and guiding principles of Agenda 
2030 into consideration. In the UN resolution on the 2030 Agenda (UN, 2015), the 
SDGs were specifically positioned as a universal, indivisible and interlinked set of goals. 
In this context, we argue that integrating the values of Agenda 2030 can help to 
challenge the traditional sustainability integration models: (1) universality – stressing that 
the goals apply to all countries, (2) integration and indivisibility – meaning that the SDGs 
need to be considered in their entirety and that the achievement of any one goal is linked 
to the achievement of the others, (3) aspiration and partnership – meaning there is a 
need to move past business as usual and seek transformational solutions and multi-
stakeholder partnerships, (4) inclusiveness and leaving no one behind – calling for the 
participation of all segments of the society and stressing that success depends on the 
inclusion of the poorest and most vulnerable (UN, 2015). 
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In the third ‘innovate’ stage, companies must set specific and measurable sustainability 
goals. By integrating sustainability goals, firms have the potential to transform the 
company’s core business (GRI, UNGC & WBCSD, 2015). With ‘Plan A’, Marks & 
Spencer made 100 commitments to tackle five big issues - climate change, waste, 
resources, fair partnerships and health, which supports 15 of the SDGs. Through setting 
time-bound sustainability goals towards 2025, Marks & Spencer continually wants to 
reflect on what they have learnt, foster shared priorities and drive performance across 
the organization (Marks & Spencer, 2019). 
Active leadership and governance by the senior management is key to the success of any 
type of organizational change. The support and ownership of several people within the 
company is the key to embedding sustainability in culture and operations. It is therefore 
important to develop integrated thinking and understand barriers and identify impact 
accelerators across the value chain. This will eventually open doors that can lead to 
sustainable innovation (GRI, UNGC & WBCSD, 2015; Adams, 2017; WBCSD, 2018). 
As innovator, Tesla pushes the boundaries of their own business by continuously trying 
to optimize and open their imaginations to radically new possibilities. To reach true 
sustainable innovation, companies should ask themselves: How is the customer’s culture 
evolving and how can demands be met by different and sustainable kinds of products and services 
(McDonough & Braungart, 2002; Visser, 2014)? 
The fourth ‘transformation’ stage emphasizes on the importance of reporting and 
communicating, by engaging with key stakeholders across the value chain. Most of the 
world’s biggest companies now integrate financial and non-financial data in their annual 
financial reports, suggesting they believe sustainability information is relevant for 
investors (KPMG, 2017). Some companies want to understand and evidence their social 
and environmental impact activity and start experimenting with value measurement, such 
as PwC with Total Impact Measurement and Management, BASF with Value to Society, 
Impact Institute with True Price, Deloitte with Fair Value, EY with Long Term Value, 
and KPMG with True Value. A new initiative, which is called the Value Balancing 
Alliance, has the ambition to change the way how company performance is measured 
and valued. The objective is to create a global impact measurement standard for 
disclosing positive and negative value of corporate activity (Value Balancing Alliance, 
2019).  
With new initiatives to measure value, companies show leadership from a systemic, 
disruptive, inclusive, sustainable and ethical approach to provide meaningful answers to 
the challenges of society. By creating credible and compelling scenarios of the future, 
businesses have an important role to cause a positive movement. And by persevering 
meaningful innovations, companies are able to re-shape playing fields and review 
government policies that incentivize sustainable transformation (Visser, 2017).  
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Figure 1: Proposed integrative framework for designing and implementing the SDGs leading to sustainable 
transformation 
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5. Discussion 
 

Our study addresses two main questions: First, we compare existing SDG 
frameworks as a means to capture the dynamics associated with adopting an SDG 
orientation. Second, on the basis of existing theory on CS and CSR research, the 7 steps 
of the IVM model (Visser, 2015) and the integrative CSR framework by Moan, Swaen 
and Lindgreen (2008), we identify four SDG orientation levels in the process of SDG 
implementation leading to sustainable transformation.  
The findings give some insights into how effective the SDGs are in advancing 
sustainable transformation. First, the integrative framework in Figure 1 provides an initial 
roadmap for companies seeking to implement the SDGs leading to sustainable 
transformation. Next, the framework can be used to provide companies with a lens 
through which to translate global needs and ambitions into business strategies. When 
organizations embrace the SDGs, they are able to strengthen the engagement of 
customers and employees (GRI, UNGC & WBCSD, 2015; WBCSD, 2018). 
However, achieving the SDGs is beyond the reach of any single firm. We will only reach 
the transformative ambitions of the SDGs through collaboration, with companies 
plotting together a new course of the future (WBCSD, 2018). Only through purposeful 
leadership, persevering meaningful innovations, looking for new ways to measure value, 
and creating credible scenarios of the future, businesses can cause a positive movement 
which will re-shape playing fields and review government policies that incentivize 
sustainable transformation (Visser, 2017). The SDGs can help companies in this journey. 
The terms ‘sustainable innovation’ and ‘sustainable transformation’ can be interpreted in 
various ways. When discussing these concepts, we tried to be more specific about what 
we mean by sustainable innovation and transformation. Nevertheless, a more structured 
approach to understanding sustainable innovation and transformation is needed. In 
building this understanding, further theoretical and extensive empirical research can draw 
on the understanding of contextual issues and critical success factors that surround 
organizations who implement the SDGs in their strategy and operations.  
In this sense, our study has some limitations. To improve methodological accuracy, 
future research should obtain more data and conduct in-depth interviews to assist in the 
development of precise insights. Likewise, instead of relying on the information of a few 
‘sustainable leaders’, further studies might help to identify detailed SDG programs and 
existing tensions to SDG implementation and sustainable transformation. 
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