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Executive summary
of multilateralism. The number of public private 
partnerships (PPPs) and global events taking place 
in the city make it a central hub for discourse 
around the SDGs. However, it is clear that not all 
the organisations and companies based in Geneva 
are embracing the opportunities emerging from 
that discourse. 

Our study has found a relatively low uptake 
of the SDGs and the sustainability discourse 
among companies based in Geneva. Even more 
surprisingly, not all international non-profits 
are using the SDGs as a framework from which 
to develop their communications strategies. 
This is particularly striking, given that other 
cities are staking claims to become new centres 
of multilateral influence. One recent example 
has seen Paris assuming a role as a hub for 
international peace discussions. 

Our analysis shows that corporate engagement 
in both the sustainability and SDG discussion is 

Since our first study in 2016, we have observed a 
definite increase in the visibility of sustainability 
and the SDGs in communications. The discourse 
is also becoming more evidence-based with a 
growing number of companies substantiating 
their claims through data and reporting. However, 
there is still a limited level of holistic strategic 
integration of the SDGs through multi-sectoral 
cooperation. Companies and organisations also 
seem to be using the framework relatively freely, 
which can lead to the impression of a lack of 
coordinated effort and action. 

Five years after the introduction of the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) we are 
a third of the way along the targeted timeline 
for their achievement in 2030. A lot of time has 
been spent on defining what the SDGs mean for 
organisations and industries. 

There has been some criticism that actions 
to date have focused on discussing and 
deconstructing the SDGs, rather than on working 
towards their achievement. Several studies have 
looked at corporate uptake of the SDGs in various 
industries and sectors and the majority paint 
a relatively sober picture, with a considerable 
amount of talk having taken place and a limited 
amount of “real action”. 

Geneva plays a very particular role in the 
multilateral system. The city hosts the United 
Nations’ second largest office, as well as multiple 
intergovernmental organisations and NGOs. It is 
no exaggeration to call Geneva the global capital 

heavily driven by sector, and by the particular 
issues each sector faces. As a result, we are 
seeing a relatively low degree of competitive 
differentiation between companies in the same 
industry. Yet there is also fairly low alignment on 
SDG focus areas within the same industry. 

It comes as a big surprise that several of the 
international NGOs do not use the SDG framework 
in their communications at all. Moreover, there is 
a lack of cross organisational cooperation around 
the SDGs and sustainability matters. While the 
framework was created to foster multi-sectoral 
and multi-stakeholder cooperation, this has not 
necessarily materialised. 

Finally, the popularity of respective SDGs mainly 
depends on their relevance to the operational 
work of the companies and organisations 
analysed. This suggests that only a few companies 
and organisations manage the SDGs in an 
integrated and holistic manner. 
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Introduction
multilateral engagement emerges. The design of 
the SDG framework supports this cross-sectoral 
cooperation. The goals need to be viewed 
holistically with their underpinning targets, which 
provide actionable outcomes that organisations 
can aim for. 

The current discourse around SDGs could be 
called “mitigated optimism”. Media articles and 
statements from key stakeholders acknowledge 
the progress that has been achieved through the 
SDGs. However, there is a sense of frustration that 
this has not led to enough concrete action. And 
while some companies are accused of applying 
“greenwashing” or “SDG-washing” tactics to the 
SDG dialogue, there is growing recognition of the 
importance of action. 

In our analysis, we looked at a selection of 
international companies and organisations 
headquartered in the Geneva region, to 
assess how they communicate and integrate 
sustainability and the SDGs. We compared 
companies across sectors and business types and 
looked at organisations as a whole. We developed 
an SDG ranking to examine goals of focus for 
companies and organisations. Our research was 
carried out using publicly available information.

Expectations from stakeholders, civil society 
and the general public are constantly growing. 
Companies and organisations cannot limit 
themselves to “business as usual”. They are 
expected to act as a driving force behind social 
action and discourse touching on multiple 
subjects and issues. Both trust and perception 
studies show that businesses are viewed as 
having a licence to take a stake in important 
societal issues. However, with this licence come 
responsibility and expectations. A failure to meet 
these expectations can lead to businesses losing 
their licence to operate. This holds especially true 
for international organisations and NGOs whose 
core “business” is to manage issues and take a 
clear stance on world affairs. 

The SDGs play a pivotal role in shaping global 
discourse and action beyond sustainability. They 
are a single, universally accepted reference point 
on global issues management. Their introduction 
in 2015 was preceded by an extensive consultation 
period involving multiple stakeholders from civil 
society, government and business. They have 
created the hope that some of the world’s most 
pressing challenges such as biodiversity loss, 
climate change, migration and inequality may  
one day be solved. 

No one organisation or company is able to 
tackle these challenges alone, so the need for 
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With respect to the SDGs, very few companies 
(9%) have a separate SDG-focused hub or website. 
20% have a dedicated SDG Report. It is slightly 
concerning that most companies are not yet 
accepting accountability for tracking year-on-year 
progress against the framework, with only 34% 
measuring their progress against the SDGs.

Sustainability in the B2B sector seems to be 
closely aligned to communications, perhaps due 
to its importance in B2B purchasing and supply 
chain management functions. The SDG framework 
doesn’t seem to be fully embedded within 
marketing and communications, in the B2C sector. 
This leaves an opportunity for B2C companies to 
adopt a more integrated omni-channel approach.

How companies address sustainability and the SDGs

SDG adoption at Group level

Interestingly, some brands still communicate  
on the SDGs at a Group rather than brand level. 
This suggests that the SDG framework is not  
being tailored to some companies’ diverse  
range of products and could potentially result  
in a lack of meaningful action and impact  
achieved on the SDGs. 

Overall, companies are communicating on 
sustainability a lot more, but there is still a long 
way ahead. The majority of companies (61%) 
are a member of the UN Global Compact and 
most (75%) have a sustainability section on 
their corporate websites, with 59% publishing a 
dedicated Sustainability Report. 

SDG Measurement

SDG Report

SDG Website (hub/page)

SDG Statement

SDG Mention on corporate website/blog

SDG Mention via Google search/news

SDG Partnerships

General partnerships

Member of UN Global Compact

Sustainability/CSR measurement

Sustainability/CSR section in annual report

Sustainability/CSR section on corporate website

Sustainability report
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Companies: A long way  
ahead but moving towards  
an integrated approach

generally considered to be a universal reference 
point for the sustainability discourse. 

Corporate sustainability  
is sector and issue-driven

Trends seem to be sector and issue-driven. Those 
companies working in more traditionally closed 
sectors like private banking, commodity trading 
and luxury goods seem to be still talking about 
sustainability in general terms, with very little 
mention of the SDGs. One notable exception 
is private bank Lombard Odier, which became 
a certified B Corporation in March 2019, taking 
the lead on integrating sustainability within its 
business strategy and communicating extensively 
on the SDGs. 

Companies in the food sector tend to be more 
focused on the SDGs, perhaps in response to 
direct consumer pressure and increased public 
scrutiny around sustainability issues in the industry 
like packaging and health. This also seems to be the 
case for tobacco companies which are relatively 
proactive in their SDG reporting. As a result of the 
sector’s reputational issues, tobacco companies 
have had to implement reputation management 
strategies and redefine their product portfolios. 

There is no contesting that there has been 
a shift in the perception of the role of the 
private sector in the international discourse. 
People are looking to the private sector 
for ideas and action, partly due to of a lack 
of resources in the public sector, but also 
because business is seen as being part 
of the solution. There is also a significant 
expectation from consumers and other 
stakeholders for business to align itself with 
societal values. 

Our study analyses 44 large multinational 
companies based in the Geneva region. These 
companies operate in a range of business-
to-business (B2B) and business-to-consumer 
(B2C) sectors, including banking, commodity 
trading, logistics, luxury, food production and 
packaging, and IT services.

Key observations

An overwhelming number of companies —  
almost half of those examined — are not 
communicating on the SDGs at all. However, all 
companies were found to be communicating 
on sustainability in general terms. This contrast 
comes as something of a surprise as the SDGs are 
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Very few corporations assemble their content on 
SDG-specific platforms — which are an effective 
way for stakeholders to get an idea of SDG 
progress and achievements.

With regard to the content, this is mainly  
focused on raising awareness and “making noise” 
rather than reporting on progress through data 
and reporting. 

Sustainability communications

Companies predominantly communicate about 
sustainability and the SDGs on their websites, with 
only a handful (14%) mentioning the SDGs on their 
social media channels. 

There is plenty of scope for companies to 
create more compelling and dynamic visuals 
together with video content featuring interesting 
spokespeople advocating for sustainability. 
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activists and UN Secretary General António 
Guterres calling for concrete action on  
climate change. 

The SDG that companies least communicate  
on is SDG 14 (Life Below Water), perhaps in 
part due to the fact that the oceans are not of 
immediate relevance to the operational work of 
the majority of the companies analysed. It will 
nevertheless be important for companies to take 
on a more comprehensive approach to the SDGs, 
so that no goals are overlooked.

Working towards a more  
comprehensive SDG approach

Companies that communicate on the SDGs tend to 
address a range of the 17 goals. Our analysis shows 
that the majority of companies communicate 
on SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and 
Production), a particularly important goal for 
building a sustainable business. 

Corporations pay a similarly high level of attention 
to SDG 13 (Climate Action). This overlaps with 
the United Nations’ focus on mobilising action 
on climate change. The climate crisis has come 
sharply to the forefront this year with climate 

SDGs mentioned in companies’ communicationsHow B2B and B2C companies approach sustainability and the SDGs

Sustainability 
mention

48.33%

SDG 
mention

54.26%
Sustainability 

mention
51.67%

SDG 
mention

45.74%

B2B companies B2C companies
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Organisations: On board  
with the SDGs at different 
levels of integration

From narrow, issue-driven engagement to 
broader engagement

Organisational involvement on the SDGs is 
very much driven by the organisation’s core 
“business”. The United Nations organisations 
tend to be more focused on singular causes and 
to communicate on the SDGs in a more specific 
manner, driven by organisational concerns. The 
International Organization for Migration (IOM) for 
example focuses on migration, the International 
Telecommunications Union (ITU) on artificial 
intelligence and technology, and the United Nations 
Office at Geneva (UNOG) on climate change. 

Larger organisations and foundations on the 
other hand, including the World Economic Forum 
(WEF), the World Business Council for Sustainable 
Development (WBCSD) and WWF, communicate 
very broadly on sustainability, given that they play a 
key role in encouraging action on a range of SDGs. 

Organisations seem to be leading the way on 
communicating on the SDGs. 89% of organisations 
mention the SDGs on their websites and blogs and 
74% make statements on the SDGs. The majority 
(57%) measure against the SDG framework and a 
large number also have a dedicated SDG Report 
(51%). It seems that the key building blocks are 
there; it is now a matter of fully integrating the 
framework in a holistic manner. 

It is crucial for international organisations 
and NGOs to take a coordinated approach to 
sustainability. Expectations are exceptionally 
high for organisations, given that they are 
largely deemed responsible for leading 
meaningful causes to deal with the world’s 
most challenging issues.

We analysed the SDG efforts of 47 
international organisations and non 
governmental organisations headquartered 
in the Geneva region. Organisations covered 
fields including, health, humanitarian  
affairs, migration, labour, trade and 
sustainable development.

Key observations

International organisations and NGOs are  
almost fully on board with the SDGs, with just  
a handful (8%) not talking about them. Their  
level of integration at the strategic and 
operational level tends to vary extensively  
across different organisations. 

How organisations address the SDGs

SDG Measurement

SDG Report

SDG Website (hub/page)

SDG Statement

SDG Mention on website/blog

SDG Mention via Google search/news
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A comprehensive approach to the SDGs

Organisations communicate more systematically 
than the private sector on the 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals, focusing on those that are 
most relevant to their priorities. 

The majority of organisations communicate on SDG 
3 (Good Health and Well-being), closely followed by 
SDG 5 (Gender Equality) and SDG 16 (Peace, Justice 
and Strong Institutions). 

SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production), 
which seems to be a more business-oriented goal 
was the least mentioned, together with SDG 7 on 
Affordable and Clean Energy. 

Sustainability communications

The majority of organisations are widely 
communicating on the SDGs on social media, in 
addition to their websites. 

Some organisations use engaging visuals and 
interactive videos with senior spokespeople playing 
key roles as champions for change to further 
the 2030 Agenda. A few organisations have set-
up exemplary online SDG platforms with easy-
to-use toolboxes that are both informative and 
educational for all stakeholders. 

Other organisations focus on producing engaging 
content and storytelling around the SDGs, with 
curated blogs and articles that provide in-depth 
analyses on sustainable development and key 
actions needed for change. An example is the 
World Economic Forum which aims to be a leader 
in content creation. 

An integrated cross-channel approach targeting all 
SDGs is what is needed to drive meaningful change.
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Leidar is an international advocacy, 
branding and communications consultancy. 
We help our clients set their course, 
navigate and communicate effectively. We 
call our approach Leadership Navigation.

Set your course
A clear destination and direction define the 
journey towards business success. Leidar 
is the Norse name for the North Star. And 
with a clear North Star, you can navigate 
confidently and successfully, creating 
engaging communications.

Navigate
We guide our clients towards their 
destination, avoiding trouble spots, and 
staying on course for success.

A strong brand story, bold thought 
leadership and distinctive design drive 
advocacy to create competitive advantage 
and stakeholder engagement.

Communicate
You will communicate your written and 
visual content to the audiences you 
want to reach, using the right channels, 
co-ordinating your work across those 
channels. This will create sustainable 
relationships and successful outcomes.

About Leidar

 Partnerships with broader sets of stakeholders 
— business ecosystems are increasingly 
complex. Therefore, addressing the issues 
requires working with an enhanced set of 
stakeholders. For many organisations it actually 
involves redefining what “stakeholder” means. 

 Multilateral engagement — business as a  
positive societal actor. The recent studies 
show that businesses and companies are 
increasingly perceived as part of the solution to 
pressing societal issues. They can harness this 
potential by moving from defensive to proactive 
approaches in sustainability and taking  
broader positions. 

 Deep listening across the landscape and 
amongst consumers. Businesses and 
organisations need to understand better the 
environment they operate in. For that, listening 
is key. Obtaining insight into what consumers 
care about and what stakeholders’ positions 
really signify, brings a real evidence-based 
approach to communications and advocacy.

Conclusions

The international NGOs and organisations are 
relatively aligned with the SDG framework 
(including the concrete targets) in their work. 
With very few exceptions, they have developed 
positions on the key Goals and communicate 
on their progress against them. However, we 
did observe relatively low levels of cross-
organisational alignment in terms of broader 
partnerships and cooperation beyond the regular 
set of key stakeholders and partners. 

While the organisational involvement levels in 
the sustainability discourse seem to be maturing, 
there is still progress to be made in actual cross-
organisational cooperation. This also suggests that 
there is a space for new actors (both companies 
and organisations) to take a leadership position in 
this discourse.

Opportunities for companies and  
organisations to engage

Over the next decade companies and 
organisations will be facing the challenge of 
implementing the Sustainable Development Goals. 
In order to harness the opportunities and mitigate 
the reputational risks careful thought needs to be 
given as to how to tackle the SDGs: 

 Holistic integration of sustainability,  
advocacy/public affairs and communications. 
Effective strategies require the horizontal and 
vertical integration of sustainability in every 
organisation. It means moving away from  
a channel approach towards outcome-driven 
business strategy integration. It also means 
moving away from the rather declarative 
character of the work towards more  
integrated reporting. 

Overall, we do see progress in terms of both 
sustainability integration and SDG positioning of 
the companies. This has been accompanied by a 
higher number of companies clearly spelling out 
their commitments and the measurements they 
have put in place to achieve them. 

At the same time, the political environment is 
evolving. As recently as January 2019, the past 
European Commission put forward three routes 
to achieve the SDGs. Fast forward and the new 
Commission, which had only been in place for 
several weeks, put sustainability at the centre of 
its political agenda and sustainability was present 
in all Letters of Intention as well as being strongly 
featured in public speeches from the President of 
the Commission.

The changing political agenda also means 
increased scrutiny and regulatory pressure 
towards internationally operating companies. 
Taking a proactive rather than reactive stance 
mitigates risks of unmanaged landscape 
developments. 

The results from our study also suggest that the 
concrete SDG engagements are driven strongly 
by the industry in which the particular company 
operates. Those working in the sectors with 
reputational issues and/or facing regulatory 
challenges are more likely to be more integrated 
than the others. It shows that for many companies 
sustainability is still a tool supporting a go-to-
market strategy rather than being part of the core 
business and organisational DNA. 
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