
Why the Sustainable 
Development Goals 
matter to us all 

hat are the 
Sustainable 
Development 

Goals?  
In 2000 the United Nations (UN) 
launched the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs), a set of eight 
aspirational targets focused primarily 
on the key challenges facing 
developing economies, such as 
poverty, hunger and disease. These 
ran for 15 years and, whilst not an 
unequivocal success, the UN was able 
to report broad overall improvements 
across the target areas. The next stage 
in the global vision for sustainable 
development recognised that many of 
the key challenges facing society today 
impact on the developed world as well 
as on emerging economies and 
broadened the scope accordingly. 

Cue the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), which were adopted as 
UN General Assembly resolution 70/1 
“Transforming our world: the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development” 
and launched in 2015 as the 
successors to the MDGs, covering 
another 15-year period up to 2030. The 
SDGs are considerably more 
comprehensive than their 
predecessors, and are collected under 
17 broad headings covering societal, 
environmental and economic 
challenges. Sitting beneath these 17 
headings are 169 specific targets and 
232 unique indicators, resulting in, at 
first sight, a highly complex system. 

One feature of the complexity is a 
degree of both overlap and apparent 
contradiction within the headline Goals.  
Goal 8, for instance, is titled “Decent 

W 
work and economic growth”, whereas 
Goal 12 calls for “Responsible 
Consumption and Production”.  
More confusing still, is the fact that 
the targets sitting beneath these 
headlines do not necessarily reflect 
what might be expected from the 
headline wording and very often are 
phrased in a way that makes it look as 
though only governments, NGOs and 
multinational corporations are in a 
position to engage with them. Initial 
uptake was slow, perhaps because of 
the complexity, and it wasn’t until this 
year that real momentum seems to 
have built up behind them. 
 

Governments and 
citizens 

Although the complexity of the 
SDGs can seem off-putting at first 
sight it is, at least in part, a 
consequence of them being relevant 
across all sectors and geographies. 
Research conducted by PwC when 
the Goals were launched in 2015 
found that awareness of the SDGs 
across business in general was high 
(92%) compared to the general 
population (33% of citizens). 
Government was seen as having 
prime responsibility to achieve the 
SDGs by business and citizens alike; 
49% of business responders and 44% 
of citizens ranked government first. 

Earlier this year an open letter to 
the UK Prime Minister, signed by 85 
organisations ranging in scale from 
the small to the global, called on the 
British government to commit to the 
SDGs and work with business to 
deliver their aims.  
Signatories included multinational 

organisations with significant operations 
within the UK such as HSBC, IKEA, 
Nestle, Tesco and Unilever.  

The reply from the Prime Minister 
committed that the UK Government would 
“be at the forefront of delivering them in 
the UK and around the world” and that 
each Government department “will work 
closely with relevant stakeholders to 
ensure that this happens”. 

At the launch of the SDGs in 2015, only 
33% of citizens were aware of them but 
when made aware, 90% believed it was 
important that business signs up to the 
SDGs.  

In 2017, 59% of citizens globally 
thought it ‘very important’ that businesses 
engaged with the SDGs, with high figures 
in Europe and the global south. 78% said 
they were more likely to buy the goods 
and services of companies that had 
signed up to the SDGs, with significant 
responses in less-industrialised 
economies: Brazil 95%, India 87%, 
Argentina 86%, China 85% and South 
Africa 85%. Whilst this research applied 
specifically to the private sector, it can 
confidently be extrapolated to citizen 
expectations of other sectors. Research 
conducted by the author has consistently 
found that the public sector is expected to 
lead on addressing social and 
environmental issues, but business is 
often a close second. 
 

The business response 

Despite PwC finding that only 10% of 
business responders ranked business 
with prime responsibility, in 2015 71% of 
businesses said they were already 
planning how they would respond to the 
SDGs.  
22% of business responders said they 
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were doing nothing at the time, but 
that dropped to 4% when thinking 
about what they would be doing in 
five years. A significant strand of 
that response was around 
identifying which of the SDGs were 
relevant to their circumstances. 
Recent surveys by organisations 
such as Ethical Corporation, 
Globescan and UNGSII have 
shown some differences within the 
responses of businesses as to 
which are the most relevant SDGs. 
That said, there is significant 
commonality; Climate Action (SDG 
13) and Sustainable Consumption 
& Production (SDG 12) generally 
rank highly, whilst the 
environmental measures - Life On 
Land (SDG 13) and Life Below 
Water (SDG 15) - typically rank as 
the least relevant. 

Many of us will see small 
examples in our day-to-day lives of 
how private-sector organisations 
engage with these SDGs, although 
not often explicitly. One illustration 
is in the way that hotels ask guests 
to consider re-using towels in order 
to save water and energy. The 
Intercontinental Hotel Group (IHG) 

states that “IHG embraces its 
responsibility and opportunity 
to focus on ensuring that the 
growth of our business 
contributes towards the 
objectives of the SDGs.”  
They cite a number of the 

Goals as having 

specific relevance to their operations, 
including SDG 6 (Clean Water and 
Sanitation) and SDG 13 (Climate 
Action) which include the reduced 
laundry activities arising from re-used 
towels. 

More ambitious engagement in the 
sector is Sealed Air’s ‘Soap for Hope’ 
campaign which recovers unused bar 
soap from hotels and teaches at-risk 
communities to salvage the hotels' soap 
slivers and turn them into new soap 
bars. With a typical 400-room hotel 
generating 3.5 tons of solid soap waste 
in a year, considerable social and 
environmental benefit is delivered in line 
with at least ten of the SDGs. The 
campaign was recognised with a Highly 
Commended award in the Most 
Effective International Community 
Investment category in last year’s 
Ethical Corporation responsible 

business awards for 
which I was privileged to 
be a member of the 

judging panel. 
 
 
 

How this impacts on 
procurement 
professionals 

 
Readers of my article in the previous 
issue may recall that I mentioned that 
there is almost no mention of 
procurement within the detail of the 
SDGs, despite the fact that the topics 
covered by them are clearly impacted 
by procurement policies. 
Notwithstanding the detail below the 
headlines, even a casual glance at the 
SDGs shows that there are many 
features that are considerations in the 
procurement policies of organisations 
in a range of sectors. Many 
organisations choose to engage with 
the SDGs at headline level rather than 
with the specifics, such as the hotel 
sector example mentioned above, and 
in most cases it is easy to see which of 
the SDG topics are most relevant to 
any given enterprise. 

More and more organisations are 
starting to use the SDGs as a risk and 
opportunity filter. They are a concise 
statement of the most important social, 
environmental and economic concerns 
facing the global community and can 
be used to inform materiality 
exercises. Many of the interested 
parties referenced in the Goals, either 
explicitly or implicitly, will also be 
neighbours, customers or suppliers to 
an organisation or parts of its supply 
chain. Online tools such as PwC’s 
interactive SDG selector help to 

identify priority areas for 
organisations to consider. We 
are all familiar with some of 
the highly-publicised issues 

in the globalised 
economy, such as 
trafficking and 
deforestation, and 
the expectations of 
external actors 
around how 
organisations 
address the 
associated risk. 



Keeping the SDGs in mind when 
developing, delivering or reviewing 
a procurement strategy can help 
both to protect the organisation and 
do some good for communities and 
the environment. 
 

What we can all do 
differently 

 
There are some simple steps that 
all organisations can take in order 
to take advantage of the 
opportunity offered by the compact 
way that global challenges have 
been summarised in the SDGs. 
Firstly, undertake a materiality 
assessment to comprehensively 
capture the priorities of the 
interested parties (stakeholders) 
associated with it. This should be 
conducted internally in the first 
instance, and only exposed to 
external parties when it is 
sufficiently robust. Materiality 
exercises typically cover social and 
environmental considerations that 
aren’t included in the more 
financially-focused strategy 
process, but this will differ from 
sector to sector. 

Secondly, map onto the value 
chain the risks and opportunities 
thrown up by the materiality 
exercise. Resource constraints and 
the complexity of most supply 
chains make it impractical for many 
organisations to be fully aware of all 
the detail at all parts of the chain, 
so they should be addressed in a 
risk-assessed order. Should it 
become necessary, a structured 
process will also help in 
communicating to stakeholders why 

Other countries around the world are 
moving in a similar direction. The 
72nd UN General Assembly meeting 
in New York this September featured 
the SDGs in the General Debate 
under the theme “Focusing on 
people: striving for peace and a 
decent life for all on a sustainable 
planet”.  

For organisations new to the 
concepts of materiality, risk mapping 
and the SDGs, support is available 
from specialist consultants. As the 
uptake of the SDGs continues to 
gather momentum, they look set to be 
a core tool for responsible 
organisations in all parts of the globe. 

the organisation has taken the 
actions it has. 
Finally, align the risks and 
opportunities against the SDGs to 
help define the priority areas in a 
way that is easily communicated to 
interested parties inside and 
outside the organisation, and 
monitor how reporting around them 
develops. The UK Office for 
National Statistics (ONS) has run a 
consultation through the summer 
on how reporting should be 
approached and I have been 
involved in contributing to that as 
part of the response of Sedex, an 
international ethical data platform. 


