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Abstract :
The present thesis explores the impact of SDG 12 on corporate sustainable reporting as

way to show the impact of the global governance on the private sector. It is based on the
up to date debates on the difficulty of global governance, the usual corporate motives
behind sustainable actions, as well as the issues which relate to the use of quantitative
indicators to evaluate in the SDGs. The data used in the analysis was produced through
the use of qualitative content analysis applied to twelve corporate reports from years 2016
and 2017/18 of companies that participated in the “Reporting on the SDGs Action”
platform. The thesis makes a new contribution to the field of IR by transposing state-
centered conceptual tools to the private sector and demonstrating that SDG 12 is making
classical CSR strategies change towards CS, hence showing the new shifts in current

global governance towards a stronger involvement of stakeholders.
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1. Introduction

1. 1. Context
The present thesis explores the impact of the Sustainable Development Goals

(SDGs) on the private sector through sustainable reporting. It aims at
answering the following research question : what is the impact of SDG 12 on
corporate sustainable reporting as a way to show the impact of current global
governance on the private sector ?

The rise of the private sector in International Relations

The field of International Relations (IR) has been long dominated by state-
centric perspectives , but other theoretical accounts are including other actors
in order to have a more nuanced and layered understanding of the current state
of Global politics. The present thesis therefore relates to cosmopolitanism
and constructivism. The involvement of the private sector in global
governance has been previously studied in the context of corporate social
responsibility (CSR) and involvement in public private partnerships (PPPs).
The present research project creates an opportunity to lead IR research in a
non-state centric perspective. The SDGs and their deeply transformative aim
provide a relevant opportunity to focus on the private sector.

SDGs emerging from the MDGs

The SDGs and their deeply transformative aim present a major development
for the field of International Relations (IR) leading to a re-definition of global
governance. The framework of the SGDs emerged in 2015 following the end
of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). The aim of the MDGs was
to reduce extreme poverty by 2015. As a continuity but also by contrast, the
SDGs do incorporate ending poverty as a core objective, but the 17 goals and
169 targets set out a broader agenda that includes environmental, social, and
economic sustainability which are aimed at everyone (Fukuda-Parr, 2016:40).
It relates to discussions on cosmopolitanism in which different groups and
individuals have obligations to each other and the society that unites them,
while respecting plurality (Martell, 2011: 618). Indeed, the shared risk
consciousness of climate change globally often comes into conflict with the
interests of high carbon-emitting actors (Martell, 2011:620) . The goal in focus
in the present thesis is SDG 12 which aims at ensuring sustainable production

and consumption patterns and relates directly to the private sector. The UN
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defines it as “ promoting resource and energy efficiency, sustainable
infrastructure, and providing access to basic services, green and decent jobs
and a better quality of life for all” (UN, 2018). It demonstrates the attempts of

global governance to reduce the emission patterns of corporate actors.

The policy of global indicators in IR as a norm setting behavior

In order to measure the impact of the targets contained in each SDG, the UN
defined quantitative indicators to be able to assess their effectiveness and
communicate on their progress. In the field of IR (Kelley and Simmons, 2015;
Davies et al. 2012), the use of quantitative indicators has been argued to be a
way to define behaviors and applying a pressure on states and officials,
leading to changes to be able to match indicators, out of fear for criticism on
a global scale, providing with a kind of regime of behavior. Its impact has
been only studied in the case of the state. In a recent special edition of Global
Policy (2019), gathered accounts have reviewed the content of different SDGs
in which the use of quantitative indicators has been largely questioned. The
study of the impact of indicators on transnational companies (TNCs) presents
a real research opportunity to explore the involvement of the private sector in

global governance.

1.2. Purpose
The purpose of the thesis is to explore the impact of the United Nations” (UN)

SDGs on the private sector. Following the recent scholarship from the special
edition of Global Policy (2019) which points out to the lack qualitative
assessment of the targets in the SDGs, the purpose of the thesis is to assess
the content of corporate reports in a qualitative manner in order to find out
what impact SDG 12 has on TNCs as a way to show the impact of global
governance on the private sector. The thesis therefore provides an opportunity
to further the 2019 debate on indicators.

It also argues that SDG 12 is both seen as norm to follow for competitive
advantage, interpreted in different ways by different corporate actors, and that
it is also a need to be addressed, going beyond the classic CSR arguments,
which expressed skeptical views regarding the impact of corporate

contributions for global governance. The main argument of the thesis is that
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if corporate actors are still following a business line of CSR through
sustainable reporting, corporate behavior are changing, impacted by different
parameters such as the growing importance of stakeholders, sometimes going

beyond the content of SDG 12 to better their practices.

1.3.Content
The present introduction is followed by the theory chapter, which contains a

literature review addressing the three most common approaches in relation to
the impact of SDG 12 on the private sector, sustainable reporting and what it
implies for global governance. The first section introduces global governance
and its current difficulties, relating to Pouliot and Thérien’s (2018) clash of
universal values. In the second section of the theory chapter is presented a
review of what kind of corporate involvement has been observed in
sustainable actions, in relation to the SDGs and what is to be expected for
some and how that engagement should be according to some other scholars.
The final section is the one that relates the most to SDG 12. It engages with
the power of indicators as studied in IR in the context of global governance
with a review of the latest accounts of the special edition of Global Policy
aforementioned, exploring the issues of having such quantitative indicators
in the case of the SDGs.

The third chapter details the qualitative content analysis, the chosen method
to provide with data for the following analytical chapter. It aims at creating a
new design, informed by previous accounts of the theory chapter, based on
the qualitative textual analysis of sustainability reports from the participants
of the platform “Reporting on the SDGs Action”, comparing year 2016 and
year 2017/18. It contains a discussion of the choice of method, the detail of
the two coding steps and a concluding summary.

The final chapter is the analysis in which the findings of the methodology
chapter are being conceptualized. The analysis itself is divided in three
sections. The first section addresses the SDGs and different understandings of
the norm created by SDG 12, both in line with existing CSR while contrasting
the varying approaches of the different companies. The second section
concerns the shifting interests and justifications in regards to CSR, in which

the role of stakeholder dialogue is discussed. The third section opens up to
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the observation of transformative changes, and how it relates to the 2019
debate on indicators and qualitative understanding of SDG 12. At last a
conclusion restates the initial puzzle, the research question and the main

analysis of the findings.

2. Theory

The most common approaches to research in relation to the impact of SDG 12
on corporate sustainable reporting are the accounts which provide with an up-
to-date understanding of global governance (Pouliot and Thérien, 2018), the
normative studies that aim at identifying the reasons for corporate social
engagement (CSR) and corporate sustainability (CS) (Caroll and Shabanna,
2010 ; Laszlo and Zhexembayeva, 2011; Kesteleyn et al., 2014; Lundsgaarde,
2017 ; Kamphopf and Melissen, 2018; Ashrafi et al, 2018; Ellis, 2010) and
finally the power of indicators for global governance and the in-depth reviews
of specific SDGs which highlight issues related to quantitative indicators,
(Davies et al., 2012 ; Kelley and Simmons, 2015; Fukuda-Parr, 2019;
Unterhalter, 2019 ; Gasper et al., 2019; Fukuda-Parr and McNeill, 2019; Elder
and Hgiberg Olsen, 2019; Sattherwaite and Dhital, 2019; Razavi, 2019). The
most common data collection methods are discourse/textual analysis, very
often combined with interviews of stakeholders, and a minority of case studies

which also comprehended documentary research.

2.1. Global governance and its difficulties
The SDGs and their contribution to the theme of global governance can be

placed within the theoretical frame of cosmopolitanism and to a certain extent
constructivism. As argued by Martell (2011: 620), a greater cosmopolitan
feeling of obligations to others can emerge when ecological problems create
a global consciousness of risk and a sense of shared fate amongst people in
the world.

The current difficulties of global governance have been studied by Pouliot and
Thérien (2018) in an analysis of two cases of UN policy-making. Those cases
were the adoption of the MDGs and the reform of the Security Council
(Pouliot and Thérien, 2018: 63). The argument which is formulated is that the
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plurality of universal values clashing with each other is the reason why global
governance is encountering difficulties. They propose that global governance
always consists in making choices and justifying them in terms of collective
ideals (Pouliot and Thérien, 2018: 59). However, as opposed to
constructivism, they choose to use the concept of values instead of norms, as
norms represent “the normal”, customs and procedures and do not bring into
light the moral aspirations of different actors (Pouliot and Thérien, 2018: 61).
While writing a mostly normative account, the two case studies provide
insights on how the concept is developed in practice. Certain values have been
grouped and then used to analyze the discourse of different member states in
a qualitative way, to highlight when the meaning of those same concepts is
instrumentalized to serve the countries” own interests.

If based on different echoes from the MDGs, and not on the SDGs, Pouliot
and Thérien (2018:64-67) however provide with great analytical tools to study
discourse and contrasting values, as exemplified with the understanding of the
term “global solidarity” or “equality” and how the different members of the
UN security council have used those same terms which are in reality defined
by them in different ways. If the right to veto in the Security Council was
very often criticized by some as being unequal, for some aspiring permanent
members, the notion of equality rather involves obtaining the same privileges
as current veto wielders (Pouliot and Thérien, 2018:67)

I argue that Pouliot and Thérien’s (2018) position on the clashing of
universal values, if applied here to member states of Security Council as a unit
during the MDGs era, can also be applied to transnational companies (TNCs)
in relation to the framework of the SDGs. Indeed, TNCs can be led to interpret
SDGs values in various ways, different than the ones intended by the UN, to
better serve their own interests. The common reasons behind corporate

involvement are the object of the next part of the literature review.

2.2. Corporate involvement in social and sustainable actions
After having reviewed accounts on global governance and its current

difficulties, it is important to get closer to the private sector and its usual
motivations for taking part into social and sustainable action which makes it

a rising actor for the field of IR, focusing on earlier discussions on CSR
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(Corporate Social Responsibility) (Caroll and Shabanna, 2010 ; Laszlo and
Zhexembayeva, 2011; Kesteleyn et al., 2014).

CSR can improve the reputation of a firm for other stakeholders or increase
its competitivity (Carroll and Shabana, 2010; Kesteleyn et al., 2014). By
integrating sustainability in CSR, it is not only the competitivity that is
increased, but it can also enable the corporate actor to maintain a leading
position of excellence in their sector (Laszlo and Zhexembayeva, 2011).
Scheyvens et al. (2016:373) therefore question whether it is possible for
profit-motivated businesses to make a meaningful contribution to

achievement of the SDGs or if they will pursue their usual business strategies.

On the other hand, Ellis (2010) argued that the concept of CSR was already
undergoing a shift and that long-term , sustainable efforts made by companies
IS one step to ensure their survival in regards to future crisis. Ashrafi et al.
(2018) more recently argued for the integration of Corporate Sustainability
(CS) into CSR. The concept of CS is used when private actors take long term
actions concerning both social, economic and environmental commitments,
as opposed to CSR which only comprehends the socio-economic dimension
(Ashrafi et al., 2018: 673). | argue that the emergence of CS is therefore
particularly relevant in the case of the SDGs, as it shows the more complex
evolution of CSR into today’s global governance and the use of it as a
theoretical concept for the analysis helps grasping the multiple layers of
sustainable corporate engagement for the SDGs. Therefore, the integration of
CS into corporate strategy requires TNCs to be socially, environmentally and
financially sustainable to be able to survive over time even if it is not explicitly
defined in their business ethics or code of conduct (Ashrafi et al.,2018:677).

Directly related to the SDGs and IR, Lundsgaarde (2017) explored the
business motives of corporations in global multi-stake holder initiatives, in
which the focus is set on a single initiative: the Energy Efficiency Accelerator
Platform of Sustainable Energy. Several methods were combined, interviews
with platform participants, the making of a list and categorization of the
participating entities, then followed by the collection of references to their
engagement to Sustainable Energy for All online, to find out if and how

companies represent their involvement to public and shareholder audiences.
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The findings show that supporting the achievement of the SDGs can help
improve market conditions for themselves and competitors as well the
networking element of the accelerator initiatives, enabling dialogue with
governmental actors to influence policy frameworks for the promotion of
energy efficient technologies, while also providing firms with exposure in
potential markets for their products and services (Lundsgaarde, 2017:469-
472).

Kamphof and Melissen (2018), while still following the scepticism of
earlier CSR research, have attempted to provide a more normative
contribution on how corporate engagement should be led. Those debates have
therefore led scholars to set their research on Public Private Partnerships
(PPPs) in relation to the SDGs, and how the two sectors currently work
together, aiming at giving input on how those would be mostly efficient
(Kamphof and Melissen, 2018). The aim was to research what governments
need to take into account when doing PPPs, with a focus on processes instead
of actors, as they argue is the case in most IR research in that field of inquiry.
(Kamphof and Melissen, 2018: 326). The methodology and the gathering of
data included feedback from practitioners, expert interaction on different
cultural approaches to PPPs (in the context of the SDGs), as well as testing
the results from an academic literature review with end-users (diplomats,
business representatives and experts from international organizations),
making it different from previous approaches as they consisted mostly in
literature reviews and extensive case studies (Kamphof and Melissen, 2018:
329). Kamphof and Melissen (2018) also argue that the intervention of the
public sector is necessary to get the most out of those partnerships, the SDGs
still being a state-led process, as individual companies would make a much
smaller contribution to the SDGs if the process was not mediated by
governments, in which less effective governance would weaken the SDG
targets (Kamphof and Melissen, 2018:333) .

If the current literature on corporate engagement has established processes
of identification of corporate practices and identified the companies
themselves involved, providing a deep understanding of corporate interest in
sustainability and the SDGs, those accounts do not relate to the SDGs

themselves and the frameworks that define them. It is therefore the object of
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the next section, which relates directly to SDGs, the power of quantitative
indicators and the issues they present in regards to the reflecting of the values

and norms in the targets.

2.3. The SDGs: conceptual and technical issues related to the

indicators
After having reviewed the themes of global governance and more normative

accounts on the usual corporate motives for participating to the SDGs, other
accounts have started to pay to attention to the SDGs themselves, regarding
the process in which the targets and indicators were formulated, enabling to
show the consequences of having quantitative indicators to measure

qualitative processes and transformative societal changes.

The targets in the SDGs are, as previously mentioned, measured through
the use of indicators. Some scholars in the field of IR have argued that
indicators can be seen as tools of global governance, as they illustrate the
power of performance information (Davies et al. 2012; Kelley and Simmons,
2015:58). Indicators are aimed at simplifying a complex reality, while
remaining objective, trying to represent numerically certain phenomena which
can also enable their comparison across units (Kelley and Simmons, 2015:
58).

Indicators are typically aimed at policy makers and are intended to be
convenient, easy to understand, and easy to use. They take flawed and
incomplete data that may have been collected for other purposes and merge
them together to produce an apparently coherent and complete picture (Davies
et al.,, 2012: 76). Indicators can appear to be reductionist which is also
arguably part of their appeal and perhaps of their impact (Davies et al. 2012,
76). This relates to the broader framework of analysis provided by Pouliot and
Thérien (2018) and the clashing of universal values, the norms carried out by
the indicators could lead to differences in value interpretation, making it
harder to measure the impact of the SDGs on the private sector. Having for a
case study the US Global Policy on human trafficking, Kelley and Simmons
(2015:56-59) show that the information produced from indicators can have a

strong impact as tacit social pressure, which can over the years, trigger
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localized or transnational blame around certain officials or bureaucracy,
leading them to make policy changes in order to prevent their status or the
status of certain institutions from being impacted by criticism. As a
consequence, indicators can even lead to transnational changes and move
markets (Kelley and Simmons, 2015:59).

If applied in the case of the states, | argue for the transposability of those
concepts to the private sector, as the SDGs produce frameworks which are
meant at reaching all types of actors, private sector included . It justifies their
applicability in the case of SDG 12, and its target (12.6) which concerns the
adoption and reporting of sustainable practices by private actors measured by

the number of companies publishing sustainability reports (indicator 12.6.1).

If indicators have been previously acknowledged to be tools of global
governance, and how powerful they could be as to influence state behavior,
showing their advantages and downsides (Davies et al., 2012 ; Kelley and
Simmons, 2015), it is that same simplification brought by the use of
quantitative indicators to measure the targets set by the SDGs which is
criticized by more recent scholarship. If the views are nuanced depending on
the goal in focus, all scholars (Fukuda-Parr and McNeill, 2019 ; Elder and
Hgiberg Olsen, 2019; Sattherwaite and Dhital, 2019; Fukuda-Parr, 2019 ;
Unterhalter, 2019; Gasper et al., 2019) point out that the simplification
brought by quantitative indicators is misleading as they do not represent the
true, deeply transformative values of the goals and their associated sub-
targets, but also fail to put into the place the politics behind the targets.

As argued by Fukuda-Parr and McNeill (2019:6), indicators have theories
embedded in them and these can — unwittingly or not — cause the goal to be
reinterpreted, modifying its intent”. The SDGs show a methodological shift in
the way they aim at defining norms at a global scale through numbers,
compared to the MDGs, which did have certain quantitative targets, but those
where used only selectively on a few actionable priorities (Fukuda-Parr and
McNeill, 2019:6). In relation to the norms the goals convey, the choice of
having quantitative indicators highlights a contrast in which political concepts

clash with the expertise and the objectivity of statisticians, which can also



2018-01-04 (Dnr. ) 13 (av 46)

have a huge impact both on how the norm is translated numerically and how
it is perceived by its targeted audience (Fukuda-Parr and McNeill, 2019:page).

This is showed by Sattherwaite and Dhital (2019) on the development of
Goal 16 and its target on access to civil justice (16.3), through the use of a
mix of interviews with key experts and documentary research. They argue
that since the norm of access to justice, being a rather new priority on the
agenda of global governance (absent from the MDGs), its understanding by
the targeted public will be very much impacted by the choice of indicators that
are assigned to it.

They suggest that there is a need for a holistic indicator, giving more
possibilities in terms of inclusion, which would capture legal needs and
represent access to justice from the people’s perspective, as the one measuring
target 16.3 excludes completely the notion of civil justice (Sattherwaite and
Dhital, 2019: 96). They also indicate that the collection of the data needs to
be done through a well-designed, beyond traditional sources, with inclusive
survey modules which help determine the ability of ordinary citizens to seek
solutions to their everyday justice problems (Sattherwaite and Dhital, 2019:
106). This would enable to create an indicator with reflects the deeply
transformative aim of the SDGs. If this study relates more to citizens as being
the actors in focus, it provides a clear suggestion on how to improve the
indicator, as it shows the disconnection between the danger of objective
statistics and what the actual difficulties encountered by citizens are.

While making similar suggestions in terms of the making of an indicator
which grasps the need of citizens in daily life situations, Unterhalter (2019:45)
focuses on the development of SDG4 which relates to inclusive and equitable
quality education for all, argues that there is “considerable slippage in
meaning between the broad values outlined in the goal statement, detailed
aspiration expressed in the targets, and global indicators selected to evaluate
progress”. On a more empirical level, Unterhalter (2019:45) argues that
indicators do not manage to measure the processes displayed by the targets,
which leaves out the understanding for potential phenomena on how

inequalities are perpetuated at a systemic level, as well as the absence of
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indication regarding what structural or human processes are needed to fulfil
the target.

The method used is a historical analysis of key documents, and published
accounts of meetings where the discourses deployed illuminate some of the
politics entailed.

As an alternative, Unterhalter (2019:49) proposes that one could engage in
measuring the targets for SDG4 not in a spirit of imposing particular
frameworks of evaluation, but rather reflect on some of the possibilities to
develop a critically informed approach to metrics for SDG4, enhancing
discussion and practice to develop indicators which more closely express the
values of the goal. It therefore relates to Fukuda-Parr (2019) in terms of theme,
but Fukuda-Parr (2019) does not only focuses on which human processes are
being left out by quantitative indicators, but also as previously mentioned by
Fukuda-Parr and McNeill (2019), the issues that relate to how a norm can be
potentially understood by the targeted audience.

Fukuda-Parr (2019) focused on the content of SDG10, which concerns the
reducing of global inequality. A misalignment between the norm and its
measures leads to having consequences on how inequality is interpreted as a
norm. Indeed, inequality is therefore not directly framed as so, but as social
inclusion, which consequently excludes extreme inequality (Fukuda Parr,
2019: 61). Fukuda-Parr (2019:61) also highlights that the use of quantitative
indicators has reductionist and distorting effects, which leads directly into
focusing attention on selected priorities, silencing off radical views. Fukuda-
Parr (2019:67) concludes that once conceptual issues are solved, or a
realignment is made, one can start developing the right indicators. The
methods used by Fukuda-Parr (2019) consisted in documentary reviews as
well as observation of consultation meetings and events, and interviews with
some 40 stakeholders who had been involved in the process of formulating
the SDG framework (Fukuda-Parr, 2019:61).

Elder and Hgiberg Olsen (2019) have not focused on one goal in particular
but rather the processes of the inclusion of the environment in the SDGs from
the MDGs and on ,while highlighting the technocratic approach of the SDGs
which aims at coupling both economic growth and development. Through a

textual analysis of the targets and their indicators, they have been able to show
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that even if the inclusion of the environment is quite extensive in the SDGs, it
also revealed that the environmental elements of many targets were not
included in the indicators, the indicators arguably lacking ambition and even
watered down which limits the integration of the environment in relation to
other issues (Elder and Hgiberg Olsen, 2019: 71). Their position is openly
more critical than other accounts such as Unterhalter (2019) and Sattherwaite
and Dhital (2019), as their focus is enlarged to several goals and reinforces
the need for developing more qualitative frameworks which can also address
issues in which environmental related concepts reflect the values and norms
behind the goals.

Elder and Haiberg Olsen (2019:74) also make mention of SDG 12, as it is
described as “somewhat disappointing” with half of the indicators being too
narrow for their targets. As previously mentioned by Sattherwaite and Dhital
(2019), other methodologies and the way to collect data for the indicators need
to either be expanded or re-thought to match the ambitions of the targets, as
they are likely to weaken all efforts of implementing integrated approaches
within and between goals (Elder and Hgiberg Olsen, 2019: 75).

From a feminist perspective, Razavi (2019) explores the issue of the
quantitative indicators and their implication for gender-related issues. SDG
12 is for example being cited as being “gender-blind” and reveals the
difficulties of translating gender analysis of systemic issues like climate
change into simple quantifiable indicators (Razavi, 2019: 150). Indicators as
they are currently, fail to grasp context related issues, here exemplified with
process-oriented institutional dimensions of women’s everyday legal
problems whether with respect to their inheritance rights, the rights to divorce
and child custody or labor-related claims, which lie at the surface of alarming
problems such as sexual violence, human trafficking etc, currently present in
the indicators. (Razavi, 2019). Razavi (2019:151), points out that if
quantitative indicators are necessary tools of measurements, they need to be
coupled with qualitative methods, also relying on independent reviews and
civil society, supports women’s rights organizations and other civil society
actors to hold governments and other duty-bearers to account, as very often

used in feminist methodologies.
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Knowing the power of quantitative indicators for global governance in the
field of IR, they need to be supplemented with qualitative measurement tools
and frameworks in order to properly measure the transformative changes
brought by the SDGs and their targets.

Similarly to Fukuda-Parr (2019), Unterhalter (2019) and Sattherwaite and
Dhital (2019), Gasper et al. (2019) establish a detailed analysis SDG 12,
which makes it the account that relates the most to the enquiry of the thesis.
The theoretical foundations of the goal are examined, as well as pointing out
the gaps that still need to be addressed to improve the overall framework,
through the use of comparative tables. As previously mentioned in the
introduction, SDG 12 is the goal in focus as it directly relates to corporate
engagement.

Gasper et al. (2019) show that there are clear mismatches between the
targets of SDG 12 and the indicators that aim at measuring their effectiveness,
as similarly touched upon by Elder and Hgiberg Olsen (2019) are not
satisfying. The scope of this research is however limited to be an in-depth
analysis, and does not suggest empirical ways of creating better indicators for
the targets as showed with Fukuda-Parr (2019), Unterhalter (2019) and
Sattherwaite and Dhital (2019). Gasper et al. (2019) point out to a specific
mismatch between the target which encourages sustainable corporate
practices and practices (12.6) and its corresponding indicator which measures
the number of companies reporting on such practices (12.6.1), which indeed
says nothing about the specific content of the reports nor their quality. It is
this gap which is used as a starting point for the methodology and to ground
the answer to the research question : what is the impact of SDG 12 on
corporate sustainable reporting as a way to show the impact of global
governance on the private sector ?

From this in-depth textual analysis, one also learns that the goal has also
been watered down during the formulation of its frameworks. Indeed,
suggestions for an indicator which calculates the share of (large) companies
that publish sustainability reports were rejected and most indicators were
adopted anyways even though a lot of concerns remained about their
definitions, the calculation methodologies and the availably of the data

(Gasper et al., 2019 : 91). | argue that this is a strong element which could
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potentially create a differentiation between the initial norm/value contained in
the goal and its target and the results of the indicator measurement, which has
been previously illustrated with the power of indicators in global governance
and their impact on different stakeholders (here the private sector). Finally,
Gasper et al. (2019: 92) argue that another problem regarding SDG 12 is that
IS raises awareness without setting a clear way to directly take actions, leading
to remain largely dependent upon patent-holding private corporations’
strategic calculations.

The issue being put forward by recent accounts is that the indicators used
by the UN fail to grasp the conceptual content of the targets, which creates
problems not only in terms of how the norm is interpreted (referring to the
power of indicators for global governance) but also on how the impact of SDG
12 when it comes to the adoption and reporting of sustainable practices by the
private sector is measured. As all accounts from this special edition point out
to a lack of qualitative indicators to measure qualitative targets, and since none
of those accounts have attempted to do that in practice, I wish to go one step
further and address this gap in relation to goal 12 and sustainable reporting
especially.

2.4. Concluding summary
All scholars point out to the fact that the SDGs which are linked with

qualitative targets (on processes, human feeling, qualitative notions) are being
measured with quantitative indicators, which do not fully represent the targets.
I wish to argue in accordance with current accounts, that there is a need for a
qualitative analysis of the involvement of the private sector, but that this
involvement is closer to newer accounts in regards to CSR and CS, mixed and
layered, rather than business as usual. Furthermore, | wish to also argue for a
more nuanced understanding the power of indicators on an actor which is
different than the state. The use of qualitative analytical elements will enable
to grasp the impact of the SDGs on the private sector and therefore answer the
research question : what are companies responding to SDG12 and is it starting

to have an impact on their own policies ?
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3. Computer assisted qualitative content analysis of
corporate reports from the “Reporting On the SDGs
Action” Platform

After having reviewed the existing literature in relation to the object of inquiry
of this thesis, the methodology chapter consists of a discussion on the choice
of method, relating back to previous accounts, contrasting the different
approaches previously used to design a new method. To explore the gap
pointed out by the scholars from the special edition of Global Policy (2019)
regarding the lack qualitative evaluation of the SDGS and to answer to
research question of what the impact of SDG 12 on sustainable corporate
reporting is, the methodology chapter provides with the necessary empirical
evidence.

The methodology first provides the discussion on the choice of
methodology and then details the two-step coding protocol of 12 corporate
reports from companies participating in the “Reporting On the SDGs Action
Platform”, retrieved through the UN Global Compact search engine, 6 reports
from 2016 and 6 from 2017/18. Finally, tables containing the main trends

identified are displayed with concluding remarks.

3.1. Discussion on the choice of method
The chosen methodology is the qualitative content analysis of corporate

reports from the “Reporting On the SDGs Action” Platform. As showed in the
theory chapter, the most common methodologies used by other researchers
are discourse/textual analysis (Pouliot and Thérien, 2018; Lundsgaarde, 2017;
Sattherwaite and Dhital, 2019 ; Unterhalter, 2019; Fukuda-Parr, 2019 ; Elder
and Hgiberg Olsen, 2019; Gasper et al., 2019). | wish therefore to follow this
methodological choice as it is the most common one. However, those
discourse/textual analysis were very often paired with interviews of various
stakeholders (Lundsgaarde, 2017; Kamphof and Melissen, 2018; Sattherwaite
and Dhital, 2019; Fukuda-Parr, 2019; Scheyvens et al., 2016).

Indeed, if many previous accounts included interviews with stakeholders,
interviews are not chosen for the methodology for two reasons. Content
analysis is the preferred method as it is unobtrusive compared to interviews.
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Interviews can have a certain level of bias, such as the interview effect or the
Heisenberg effect which is found in surveys, unstructured and semi-structured
interview, focus group discussions, ethnography, and participant observation
(Halperin and Heath, 2017:345).

The second reason is that interviews were very often used to get a
normative understanding of certain processes that led to the creation and
formulation of the SDGs frameworks and goals, which is not the enquiry of
the present thesis. | argue that interviews are not relevant as the purpose of the
thesis is to see what kind of actions and commitments in their entirety
companies are taking and willing to document publicly. Interviews with
representatives would not be as complete and would have a certain level of
bias. It relates to the ontology of choosing qualitative content analysis. Based
on texts only, here public corporate reports, the text contains no inherent
meaning in itself, meanings are constructed in the context of analysis
(Halperin and Heath, 2017:356). The choice of qualitative content analysis
also relates to the general argument made by previous accounts (Sattherwaite
and Dhital, 2019 ; Unterhalter, 2019; Fukuda-Parr, 2019 ; Elder and Hgiberg
Olsen, 2019; Gasper et al., 2019; Razavi, 2019), that there is a need for
qualitative frameworks, and not solely quantitative indicators. A qualitative
content analysis therefore provides with material that can reveal the level of
impact of SDG 12 in a non-numerical manner, through the use of more
conceptual tools.

Finally , content analysis is well suited for the research question of this
thesis, which begs for a descriptive answer. Indeed, as argued by Holsti
(1969:59), content analysis is predominantly descriptive. It is primarily
concerned with what is said rather than how or why it is said. In other words,
content analysis mainly focuses on ‘what’ questions, even if it can address
‘how’ or ‘why’ questions as well. (Holsti, 1969:59). It is therefore adapted to
answer the research question: what is the impact of SDG 12 on corporate
sustainable reporting as a way to show the impact of global governance on
the private sector ?

Some limits can be observed when it comes to qualitative content
analysis, such as issues with the displaying of the findings, their objectivity

and issues relating to internal and external validity (Pashakhanlou, 2017:
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453). In order to address those issues, the main trends identified in the
coding process are later displayed with the use of tables. In order to remain
as objective as possible, the reports are assessed on the base of the content
given by the company and not by external knowledge on the company. All
the findings are valid to the extent of the context of the report, the reality of
the corporate sustainable initiatives are not verified, it is rather about what

companies are willing to display publicly.

3.2. Initial data collection- selecting the population of texts
In order to select the appropriate population of texts, the data collection

process was done similarly to Lundsgaarde (2017). Indeed, Lundsgaarde
(2017) chose a specific initiative, the Energy Efficiency Accelerator Platform
of Sustainable Energy to narrow down the scope of his research. In a similar
fashion, I choose the “Reporting On the SDGs Action” Platform as it related
directly to SDG 12, target 12.6 , and is a voluntary business initiative. The
Platform “Reporting on the SDGs Action” aims to leverage the Global
Reporting Initiative Standards — the world’s most widely used sustainability
reporting standards — and the Ten Principles of the UN Global Compact. By
doing so, businesses are able to incorporate SDG reporting into their existing
processes, ultimately empowering them to act and make achieving the SDGs
a reality (UN Global Compact, 2019). It means that all participants to this
platform are making a voluntary contribution which shows their supposed
awareness of the SDGs and SDG 12, hence providing with sufficient elements
to extract during the coding for later analytical purposes.

If Lundsgaarde (2017) used the initiative to establish the list of participants
to be able to determine which stakeholders to interview, and then supplement
with a search on companies’ official websites, reports and statements, | use
the frame of the UN platform in a slightly different way. The platform enables
to retrieve the reports, but also contains companies from a large range of
sectors.

The chosen companies are only large companies (250 employees or more,
based on the OECD definition). To support this methodological choice, the
paper refers back to the work of Kamphof and Melissen (2018) and
Lundsgaarde (2017) who both argued that the size of the company has an

impact on the involvement, and that smaller compagnies will make smaller
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contributions and therefore justifying the need to focus on larger groups. The
companies’ reports were retrieved through the use of the UN Global Compact
search engine. The UN Global Compact is the world’s largest corporate
sustainability initiative, a call to companies to align their strategies and
operations with universal principles on human rights, labor, environment and
anti-corruption and take actions that advance societal goals (UN Global
Compact, 2019) .

Two filters were then applied to make the research more effective and to
narrow it down as much as possible: the filter TYPE: Company; and the filter
STATUS: Active. The filter “Company” of the search engine displays
corporations which have 250 employees or more, therefore matching with the
definition of the OECD. Out of the 16 current participants to the platform, 6
were chosen based on the additional following criteria: the company had to
join the UN Global Compact at the latest in 2015, to be able to retrieve reports
that showed the possible implementation of the goals and the report also had
to be written in English as to show transparency and to enable the coding
process. The six companies were chosen because they presented the newest
reports, and because they all belonged to different sectors, in order to have as
much diversity as possible in the collected material.

The companies are the following: Bayer (Pharmaceuticals and
Biotechnology); Daimler (Automobiles and Parts); Eni (Oil and Gas
Producers); Iberdrola (Gas, Water and Multiutilities); Inditex (General
Retailers); UPM (Forestry and Paper) .

In order to grasp the notion of changing practices influenced by the SDGs
and SDG 12, the selection of reports consisted also of compiling two reports
per company , from two different years. That is to say, one report from 2016,
earlier on in the SDGs implementation compared to the latest report retrieved,
usually 2017/2018, twelve reports in total . This enables to answer the general
inquiry, which relates to processes of change in corporate attitudes, and
therefore justifies the use of a comparison between two different years, to be
able to evaluate qualitatively in what way the SDGs are being implemented.
The 2016 reports were used as a base to be able to evaluate potential
transformative changes. On the UN Global Compact’s webpage, each report

is presented with a level of reporting (advanced for example) assigned to the
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different Communications on Progress (COPs) of the companies throughout
the years. However if the UN Global Compact provides with frameworks of
assessment of the reports, those frameworks are only done voluntarily and
only as self-assessment, which does not guarantee anything in terms of
content nor the true impact of the SDGs. This aspect shows again the lack of

qualitative frameworks and control.

3.3. Computer assisted selection of the relevant passages
The first step in defining the categories relied on specific targets selected

within SDG 12. The choice of defining categories from the targets, in and out
stays in line with the criticism of recent scholarship, that the indicators falsely
convey the norms embedded in the targets. Therefore, the following coding
procedure has been elaborated to stay away from the initial indicators assigned
to them.

Only the targets that were applicable to the private sector were selected, that
is to say, the targets concerning states or consumers in particular where not
selected. The selected targets for the definition of the categories were the
following (UN, 2018) :

e 12.2. (coded in green): By 2030, achieve the sustainable management
and efficient use of natural resources

e 12.4 (coded in Blue): By 2020, achieve the environmentally sound
management of chemicals and all wastes throughout their life cycle,
in accordance with agreed international frameworks, and significantly
reduce their release to air, water and soil in order to minimize their
adverse impacts on human health and the environment.

e 12.5 (coded in pink): By 2030, substantially reduce waste generation
through prevention, reduction, recycling and reuse.

e 12.6 (coded in red): Encourage companies, especially large and
transnational companies, to adopt sustainable practices and to
integrate sustainability information into their reporting cycle

e 12.8 (coded in yellow): By 2030, ensure that people everywhere have
the relevant information and awareness for sustainable development

and lifestyles in harmony with nature
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For each target, segments containing important elements were selected. For
each segment, key words were extracted. Those key words were then searched
through the reports, with the assistance of the computer program MAXQDA.
If the full segments could not be found, synonyms were allowed as a first way
of scheming through the text. The initial segments were the following:
sustainable development; [lifestyle in in harmony with] nature; awareness (for
target 12.8), sustainability information (target 12.6), reuse; recycling; reduce
waste; waste generated; waste management (target 12.5), environmental
protection; responsible production; environment; human health; [negative]
impact; water/ soil management; chemicals (target 12.4), natural resource,
resources, efficient use (target 12.2). This step was primarily meant as an
identification step and the aforementioned keywords used for the pre-selection
of the passages.

Allowing for synonyms was a way not to leave out important passages and
rejecting the ones unrelated to SDG 12. For example, with the word “nature”,
nature could relate to other contexts, other than nature in the sense of
environmental protection or with natural resources from human resources. It
also helped distinguishing manually titles from actual text content .This step
was necessary as corporate reports contain a lot of graphic elements usually
blended with textual elements, making it more difficult to select relevant
passages and requiring a systematic check of what the program had detected.

The report was then schemed through again, highlighting the final
paragraphs that would later be analyzed with the same color as the one chosen
for the key words that related to the content of one specific target. A total of
20 keys words were searched through when coding each report, thus allowing
for coding paragraphs under other key words when the content reflected better
another target. The key words were: sustainable development; lifestyles in
harmony with nature; information and awareness; sustainability information;
reuse; recycling; reduce waste; waste generated; waste management;
environmental protection; responsible production; environment; human
health ; negative impact; SDG; water, soil management; chemicals; natural

resource; resources ; efficient use.
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3.4. Manual coding with inductive category development of
the selected passages from the previous step

After having applied the twenty keywords aforementioned to six reports, that
is to say three companies, the paragraphs were coded manually in the
computer program and then exported on separate documents, one document
per company with the coding of year 2016 and year 2017/2018, organized
according to the keywords, the colors used previously indicating to which
targets they were originally coded with. This step allowed to see how certain
initiatives were overlapping over several targets. The selected paragraphs
were then schemed through to identify trends. This trend identification
method was based on Mayring’s (2000) step model of inductive category
development, thus allowing for a more conceptual search. The identified
trends are the following: circular economy, sustainability training,
biodiversity/ environment protection, PPPs, discussions with stakeholders and
the expression of the position towards the SDG.

The next step in the coding process was to code the last six reports
remaining with those new categories/trends which were meant more as themes
to be identified, rather than key words, in contrast to the previous step. After
having extracted the trends in those reports, the totality of the material was
reviewed again with those categories, hence only displaying the paragraphs
related to them, and narrowing down the selected material. Each segment
coded referring to one specific theme was compared to its equivalent in the
newest report, in order to evaluate change, whether a continuity, a stagnation
or new improved company goals.

Two tables (Figure 2 and Figure 3) displaying the final results were
created out of the selected passages extracted through the new identified
trends. In addition, each company is finally given a level of engagement in
regards to those trends. The level of engagement ranges from 1 to 3, based on
the kind of changes which have been operated from 2016 to the latest report
published (2017/2018). The three levels of engagement to the SDGs
aforementioned are the following (see Figure 1.) :

1- Shallow reaction to the SDGs, mixed engagement (-)
2- Starting to take initiatives, mixed engagement (+) (in-between category)
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3- Actively responsive to the SDGs, closer to potential transformative

changes, deep level of engagement

This last step fits with Mayring (2000), to provide some quantitative

numerical data, enabling to provide an overview of the findings in relation to

the chosen companies.

Company

Level of engagement

Bayer

Inditex

UPM

Daimler

Eni

Iberdrola

NFELINIWIN (-

Figure 1. Level of engagement for each company
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Figure 2. Identified trends and results for 2016
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Figure 3. Identified trends and results for 2017/18
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3.5. Concluding remarks on the methodology chapter
After having argued for a relevant choice of methodology and conducted

qualitative content analysis in two main steps, the results of the methodology
show different levels of engagement, and a diversified picture of sustainable
reporting, in opposition with the previous accounts on CSR. Some limits can
though be observed. If the identified trends are related to the content of SDG
12, they have not been reassessed in terms of the targets of SDG 12, used in
the first coding step. It leads to a minor deviation from SDG 12, but not major,
as all trends relate at least to the reporting of sustainable practices (SDG target
12.6).

If the number of six chosen companies was sufficient to identify trends
which can be clearly seen in Figure 2. and Figure 3., the findings remain
limited to the scope of the thesis. It therefore opens the opportunity for further
research to extend the identified trends to a much larger range of corporate
reports, which would make the external validity of the results stronger.

All the findings are sufficient to provide independent material to answer the
research question: what is the impact of SDG 12 on corporate sustainable
reporting as a way to show the impact of global governance on the private
sector ? The findings are conceptualized in the analytical chapter, while

grounded in the theoretical tools reviewed in the theory chapter.

4. Analysis

After having reviewed the existing literature in relation to the impact of SDG
12 on sustainable reporting and produced relevant data in the methodology
chapter, the purpose of the analysis is to provide a nuanced answer to the
research question by using the new data while grounding it in the existing
theoretical framework. In the analysis, the data gathered through the second
part of the coding, that is to say the data extracted from the inductive category
deduction is used to exemplify the trends behind the themes of circular
economy, sustainability training, biodiversity/ environment protection, PPPs,
discussions with stakeholders and the expression of the position towards the
SDGs.
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The first part addresses the different understandings of the SDGs as norm,
by first showing the existence of classical CSR and then nuance that
perspective showing how SDG 12 is perceived in different ways. In the second
chapter of the analysis, the usual motives behind corporate engagement are
challenged, through the growing importance of stakeholders and PPPs . The
final chapter discusses the transformative changes, discussing the impact SDG
12 which makes CSR change towards CS and how that perspective is limited
and could be improved with a revision of the quantitative indicators

frameworks.

4.1. SDGs, different understandings of the norm
4.1.1. Business as usual ?
A first way to understand how SDG 12 influences sustainable corporate

reporting from the results of the methodology is that many companies perform
CSR as expected. This confirms partly some of the previous accounts cited in
the theory chapter. Some scholars (Laszlo and Zhexembayeva, 2011,
Scheyvens et al., 2016) had expressed their skepticism and described the
usual advantages of using CSR as a part of a business strategy. Based on the
findings, whether expressed openly as a part of a business strategy or more
implicitly suggested, all the companies chosen for this research project use
the content of SDG 12 and the SDGs more generally as a way to gain a
competitive advantage by putting their initiatives forward. It can be
exemplified with UPM (2016), which clearly identifies the SDGs as a
competitive advantage, “UPM sees good governance, industry-leading
environmental performance, responsible sourcing and a safe working
environment as important sources of competitive advantage” (UPM,
2016:10).

This can be directly related with classical definitions of CSR, as seen in the
theory chapter. Indeed, some scholars (Laszlo and Zhexembayeva, 2011;
Scheyvens et al., 2016) argued that when sustainability is integrated in CSR,
it does not only provide with more competitivity but also helps the corporate
actor to maintain a leading position of excellence in their sector, which can

question the credibility of sustainability related contributions.
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Based on the results of the previous chapter (see Figure 2. and Figure 3.),
many businesses express their will to contribute to the SDGs through
commitment statements . The skeptical arguments of the scholarship can be
easily put into perspective with Bayer (2016, 2018) and Eni (2016, 2018). If
they explicitly express their commitment to the SDGs throughout their
reports, by namely, naming the SDGs, highlighting their importance, those
companies are the ones which have been assignment the lowest involvement
rate, despite their commitments, their involvement remains shallow.

This can be clearly seen with Bayer (2016:28):

“We are committed to the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGSs).In line with our core competencies, we actively support SDGs 2 and
3: “Good Health and Well-Being” and “Zero Hunger.” (2016: 28).

In 2018, a similar statement is reiterated : *“ Bayer is committed to the U.N.
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGS)[...] . Our innovations, products and
services contribute to overcoming some of the biggest global challenges,
including the goals of “Zero Hunger” (SDG 2) and Good Health and Well-
Being” (SDG 3) in particular (Bayer, 2018:32). It illustrates how Bayer
continually states its commitment, while incorporate existing practices in the
SDG framework without making any meaningful changes after two years, the
statements being nearly identical, which could be interpreted as a translation
of the MDGs into the current SDGs frameworks. The use of the word, or
expression “stay in line with” both demonstrates a will to respect the rules but
also reflects that no further action is taken with no deep transformative
changes.

The thesis however argues that if the companies which are the object of this
study do follow business oriented strategies, the findings provide nuance, as
not all companies go about the integration of the SDGs in the same way and
that some other parameters are to be taken into account when evaluating
corporate initiatives, which goes away from current scholarship expressing its

skepticism towards CSR. This aspect is the object of the next section.

4.1.2. Diverging values, different understandings of SDG 12
as a norm
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If CSR can indeed be observed, the thesis argues that this perspective is to be
nuanced by the use of Pouliot and Thérien (2018) clash of universal values.
Pouliot and Thérien proposed that global governance consists in making
choices and justifying them in terms of collective ideals and that the clash of
universal values is what prevents global governance from properly
functioning (Pouliot and Thérien, 2018: 59). They made the distinction
between the norm (principle agreed upon by all) and the values, which rather
relate to the moral aspirations on the actors. In this part, SDG target 12.6
which aims at encouraging companies, especially large and transnational
companies, to adopt sustainable practices and to integrate sustainability
information into their reporting cycle is considered as the norm. This is
interpreted by companies as publishing corporate sustainable reports through
their participation in the Platform Reporting on the SDGs of the UN Global
Compact. However, the different companies perceive that norm in different
ways. The way they perceive it is based on the differences in their values
behind their own business strategies. More specifically, those values are
reflected through their interests, competences, level of CSR and how much
they value having a competitive advantage.

To illustrate this development, the trend “Relation to the SDGs” (see last
column of Figure 1. and Figure 2.) is put into perspective. All companies
express their relation to the SDGs in different ways, from the simple
commitment formula at the beginning of each of the reports to the different
actions that they put into practice. When looking at how important the SDGs
are, not all the formulas are the same, companies do not commit to the SDGs
in the same way. It can be showed by comparing Inditex (2016; 2017) and
Daimler (2016; 2018).

Inditex (2016: 30) : “Inditex has always been fully committed to sustainability
and the protection of human rights throughout its value chain. In this respect,
following the approval of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development in
September 2015, we have committed to the 17 Sustainable Development

Goals”.
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This is a typical example of a standard commitment statement which
highlights that Inditex shows interests in the SDGs as part of it business plan

but remains unspecific regarding how it commits.

Daimler (2016: 16) : “Daimler AG supports the implementation of the SDGs.
Through our sustainable corporate strategy and sustainability targets, we are
making positive contributions to solving the global challenges of our time.
The UN Global Compact, the world’s largest initiative for responsible and

sustainable management, has helped to develop the SDGs”.

This commitment statement is similar to the previous one, but it goes one step
further as Daimler (2016) is not only expressing its commitment to the SDGs
through the use of targets, but claims its direct affiliation with the UN Global
Compact, as a way to reaffirm its links with global governance instances.

In the second set of reports however, the commitment statements have

evolved, and are less unspecific that the previous ones.

Inditex (2017: 3) : “Elsewhere, Inditex has made progress on the account it
provides of its contribution to the United Nations Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs). To do so, it relies on the specific guide Business Reporting on
the SDGs: An Analysis of Goals and Targets, developed by the Action
Platform for Reporting on the Sustainable Development Goals - organized
jointly by the Global Compact and the Global Reporting Initiative”.

Here Inditex is reporting on its progress which means that the SDGs have been
investigated more in detail, and to do so, it took the initiative to use UN
frameworks. Inditex is interested in the SDGs to report its practices simply to

follow the norm.

Daimler (2018: 6): “Sustainable Development Goals (SDGS)[...]. There are
17 such goals, and the innovative spirit of companies, as well as the extensive
investments they make, will play a major role in the achievement of these

goals. We therefore used the SDGs as a basis for the Sustainability
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Strategy 2030 that we formulated in the previous year. During the year under
review, we focused on incorporating the SDGs into our ongoing business
operations to a greater extent than before.”

Daimler on the other hand, perceived the SDGs as an investment opportunity
and therefore still goes further than Inditex in its strategy, and implying a more
concrete contribution to the goals. The clash of universal values shows that
the SDGs are undermined by companies not being aligned on the same
frameworks.

It can also be illustrated with the trend “Sustainability Training” (see second
column of Figure 1. and Figure 2.) . Sustainability training can be associated
with several SDG 12 targets, such as 12.6 and 12.8. Most companies (Inditex,
Daimler, Iberdrola) have sustainability training integrated into the regular
employee training which could show a moderate interest towards
sustainability training and an optimization of resources. Bayer and Eni
however have very limited or no training at all, while at the other end of the
spectrum UPM has formed 97% of its active employees to sustainability and

revised its code of conduct.

With the trends of “Relation to the SDGs” and “Sustainability Training”,
companies have changed the nature of their statements and their practices,
even if done unevenly. These elements not only show the transposability of
the clash of universal values to the private sector, with the norm of reporting
on the SDGs impacting actors in different ways, but that the values of an actor
can evolve with time, from one year to the other. The findings from 2017/18
show that the values expressed generally tend to get closer and closer to the

agreed norm.

4.2. Shifting motives behind corporate sustainable action
After having discussed elements that showed the presence of regular CSR,

the present section addresses the shifting interests behind corporate
sustainable initiatives. The content of SDG 12 is not only oriented towards
businesses but also towards consumers, which makes it an ideal frame for

TNCs to address their relation to their stakeholders. The two trends in focus
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in this section are “Stakeholder Discussions (5™ column in Figure 1. and
Figure 2.) and “PPPs” (4" column in Figure 1. and Figure 2.).

The thesis argues that the power of global governance is expressed through
the inclusion of stakeholders. Indeed, as the findings demonstrate, considering
the evolution between 2016 and 2017/18, stakeholders are more and more
taken into account, even if it is sometimes through with the use of shallow
statements added up in the latest report (see Bayer, 2018 ; Eni, 2017) .

The expression of global governance with the SDGs also relies on the
qualitative evaluation of the PPPs, which is line with the argument made by
Kamphof and Melissen (2018), that companies will make more meaningful
contributions if the public sector is more involved.

Those two trends show shifts in the reasons behind corporate sustainable
actions, as they are not only meant at providing a competitive advantage and
a position of leading position in one market but also a necessity to maintain a
positive image, hence the deepened inclusion of stakeholders and the
multiplication of PPPs.

In relation to the current theoretical IR debate regarding the the power of
indicators, this impact can be perceived here indirectly, through the potential
emerging criticism. It is therefore not uncommon in the reports to have
sustainable practices coexisting with description of incidents (UPM,
Iberdrola) or even ongoing trials (Bayer, 2016; 2018). It can be interpreted
that the “threats” of stakeholders led companies to change their practices to
be more sustainable and as a consequence to a deeper investigation of SDG
12. One company which shows an apparent strong collaboration with
stakeholders is UPM. UPM in 2016 was already in a leading position in terms
of involvement with its stakeholders and the only company which directly
involved its consumers.

UPM (2016: 49): "Continuous development with corrective actions should
stakeholders have concerns or suspect misconduct, they are encouraged to
contact UPM’s Stakeholder Relations function or local units or to use the
UPM Report Misconduct channel accessible via the company website. A
claim can be made confidentially and anonymously. The company has agreed

internal procedures on how to address possible misconduct”.
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UPM (2016: 48)
“Co-operation also continued on a voluntary basis with a wide range of

stakeholders relating to ecolabels, standards and standardization frameworks,
as well as nature conservation”

UPM is the only company which reported on the existence of claiming
procedures for stakeholders and detailing with precision in which kind of
actions stakeholders were being involved. In a less advanced way, Iberdrola
and Daimler have been more opened to stakeholders in 2018. Daimler for
example prioritized its internal stakeholders, that to say employees and
suppliers in 2016, but was opened to discussion with all types of stakeholders
in 2018. Even Eni, Inditex and Bayer have slightly changed the formulation
of their statements to show a better inclusion of stakeholders.

Overall, it appears necessary to include stakeholders into business
strategies at every level. It is not only about promoting initiatives but also
about legitimizing the current practices in order to maintain a certain image
through transparency, as the fear of criticism goes beyond affecting the image
of an individual but threatens the company’s integrity and can therefore have
an impact on sales. This perspective goes beyond the existing accounts
previously mentioned in relation to classical CSR. Many other companies
have also put into place a code of conduct which is also meant for stakeholders
as to show transparency. UPM and Iberdrola have extended the availability of

the detail of their practices to more actors.

Those findings are put into perspective with the IR debate on indicators.
The provision of numerical information to the public is not made through the
use of SDG indicators but the findings showed that all companies use the
Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) standards to evaluate their progress in
addition to following the content of the SDGs (see last column of Figure 1.
and Figure 2). The GRI standards provide with targets, deadlines in the same
way as the SDGs do, but adapted to the private sector. It enables to apply the
concepts regarding the use of quantitative indicators in global governance
presented previously in the literature review. It refers back to the work of
Kelley and Simmons (2015:56-59) and Davies et al. (2012, 76), who showed
that the information produced from indicators can have a strong impact as tacit
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social pressure, which can over the years, trigger localized or transnational
blame [...] . As a consequence, indicators can even lead to transnational
changes and move markets (Kelley and Simmons, 2015:59). Those elements
justify their applicability to the private sector. The weight of stakeholders can
be argued to be triggered by the pressure of the combination of the GRI
standards and the SDGs.

Furthermore, in relation to the trend of stakeholders, companies which
have been given the highest level of engagement overall are also to ones which
are continually in partnerships with governments on various sustainable
projects. Over the period 2016-2017/18, most companies have either
maintained or extended their partnerships with the public sector and national
ministries. This is exemplified with UPM (level 3), Iberdrola (level 2) and
Daimler (level 2). UPM has several continued PPPs in Finland with the
Finnish ministry of environment, as well as abroad in Uruguay for example,
in which other stakeholders are involved. Iberdrola has a similar situation with
a multi-initiative (integrating sustainability) PPP locally with the Spanish
government as well as abroad. Daimler is involved in two PPPs with the
German government.

It can therefore put into perspective with the findings of Lundsgaarde
(2017) which showed that supporting the achievement of the SDGs can help
improve market conditions for themselves and competitors as well the
networking element of the accelerator initiatives enabling dialogue with
governmental actors to influence policy frameworks for the promotion of
energy efficient technologies while also providing firms with exposure in
potential markets for their products and services (Lundsgaarde, 2017:469-
472). PPPs are argued to be an important element for the implementation of
SDG 12 for corporate actors, as they are both seen as shareholders and
stakeholders, combining both competitive advantage and local stakeholder
participation. It is a good way to maintain a good image among other actors,
get some deepened expertise and a validation of sustainable actions on the
public scale.

Based on the growing inclusion of stakeholders in sustainable reports as
well as in sustainable practices, combined with the increase in sustainability

related PPPs, it is possible to evaluate that SDG 12 is having an impact and
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that corporate practices are progressively changing. As seen in the theory
chapter, Ellis (2010) argued that the concept of CSR was already undergoing
a shift and that long-terms, sustainable efforts made by companies is one-step
to ensure their survival in regards to future crisis, here the growing
involvement and impact of stakeholders. It therefore leads to the final section
of the analysis, which evaluates the deepest impacts of SDG 12 on corporate

sustainable reporting.

4.3. Towards transformative changes, SDGs and global
governance

4.3.1. The impact of SDG 12: From CSR to CS
After having observed that if CSR as usual is still taking place, | argue, in

accordance with the findings show that most companies (except Eni and
Bayer) tend towards CS rather than CSR. If not all companies move towards
integrating the SDGs at the same speed, the findings show that some
companies are moving much closer to CS and moving away from classical
CSR. The concept of CS is used when private actors take long term actions
concerning both social, economic and environmental commitments, as
opposed to CSR which only comprehends the socio-economic dimension
(Ashrafi et al., 2018: 673).

It can be observed with Iberdrola (2018:15) “The success of the Agenda will
be the result of the collaborative efforts of all of society, including businesses,
in their role as promoters of innovation and engines for economic
development and employment. [...] The SDGs generate future business
opportunities, reduce risks, increase the value of business sustainability,
strengthen relations with the Stakeholders, stabilize companies and markets,
and use a common language with a shared purpose. Iberdrola recognises that
the SDGs offer a new vision that allows us to translate global needs and
desires into solutions. They are a viable model for long-term growth and will
contribute to the companies developing more solid strategies”.

This extract from Iberdrola’s 2018 report is showing obvious signs of a shift
towards CS, or at least its acknowledgement. Far from the vague commitment
statements, Iberdrola is almost identical to the original SDGs framework. It
can be conceptualized with Ashrafi et al. (2018) who argued for the

integration of Corporate Sustainability (CS) into CSR. It shows the more
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complex evolution of CSR into today’s global governance . | argue in
accordance with the argument of Ashrafi et al.(2018: 673) the concept of CS
is used when private actors make long term actions concerning both social,
economic and environmental commitments, as opposed to CSR which only
comprehends the socio-economic dimension. The integration of CS into
corporate strategy requires TNCs to be socially, environmentally and
financially sustainable to be able to survive over time even if it is not explicitly
defined in their business ethics or code of conduct (Ashrafi et
al.,2018:677).The findings show that some companies go beyond that
definition by integrating sustainability within their code of conduct as seen
with at least the trend of sustainable training (as seen with Inditex, UPM,
Daimler and Iberdrola in Figure 1. and Figure 2.)

Fostered by the impact of stakeholders and the importance of PPPs, this aspect
is exemplified with the trends of biodiversity protection (third column in
Figure 1. and Figure 2.) and the trend of circular economy (first column in
Figure 1. and Figure 2.). | argue that some of latest corporate attitudes
towards those trends express transformative changes, as they relate to more
abstract notions, for example target 12.6, with seems much harder to
implement in practice for corporate actors .

While still taking into account the clash of universal values, relating to the
companies own interests, some companies are definitely more receptive to
SDG 12 and therefore might lead the way to others in terms of sustainability.
CS is maybe not yet a fully meaningful contribution but opens the door to
deeper transformative changes. Those transformative changes can however be
improved or undermined depending on the indicators frameworks, it is

therefore the object of next and last section.

4.3.2. SDGs indicators and existing frameworks
Previously touched upon both in the theory chapter and section 4.2 of the

present chapter, one of the goals of the present thesis encompasses the
qualitative assessment of sustainable corporate practices in response to the
limits and gaps from the SDGs quantitative indicators. The present section is
aimed at providing some elements that further the scholars who participated
in the special issue of Global Policy (2019). Indeed, the findings show that



2018-01-04 (Dnr. ) 39 (av 46)

companies have anticipated the issues relating to the SDG indicators in 2016,
and have produced their own indicators to evaluate their progress before even
fully using the GRI standards. In 2016, all six companies used the GRI

standards to report their practices (even if not always mentioned in Figure 1.)

This can be exemplified with the following statement from Inditex
(2016:6) :

”Based on the alignment of Inditex’s priorities with the SDGs, we have
created qualitative and quantitative indicators that measure our contribution
to the fulfilment of the SDGs. To this end, we have made use of the indicators
set out in the guide developed by the UN Global Compact, the Global
Reporting Initiative (GRI) and World Business Council for Sustainable
Development, which establishes links between the SDGs and the GRI”. It
relates to Razavi (2019:151), who pointed out that if quantitative indicators
are necessary tools of measurements, they need to be coupled with qualitative
methods, Inditex demonstrates exactly this argument.

In 2017/18, the use of the GRI standards was very often supplemented by
the identification of specific goals in order to have a more in-depth
implementation of the SDGs. Many companies were directly stating their
affiliation to SDG 12. It shows that corporate actors did not wait for
clarifications in the SDGs framework to start reporting their sustainable
practices, hence going one step further than indicator 12.6.1 (number of
companies publishing sustainable reports). However, the existence of
frameworks such as the GRI standards or more recently point not only towards
the urgent need to update indicator 12.6.1. but also that it is actually possible
to measure in a more qualitative manner the impact of target 12.6 (“Encourage
companies, especially large and transnational companies, to adopt sustainable
practices and to integrate sustainability information into their reporting cycle”
UN, 2017).

These developments are rather positive compared to the arguments of
Gasper et al. (2019), Sattherwaite and Dhital (2019) ; Unterhalter, (2019);
Fukuda-Parr (2019) ; Elder and Hgiberg Olsen (2019); and Razavi (2019).

However, if one takes into account the clash of universal values (Pouliot

and Thérien; 2018) previously applied in section 1.1.2 of the analysis, as well
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as all the issues encountered from having quantitative indicators, it provides
with a good reason why companies do not make similar contributions.
Arguably, companies having to combine several frameworks in order to grasp
the essence of the SDGs can lead to a distortion of the norm, hence reducing
the impact of the SDGs. The misalignment of the norm and its measure due
to the use of quantitative indicators was argued by Fukuda-Parr (2019) and
Fukuda-Parr and McNeill (2019).

One way to improve the current SDGs indicators, in the case of the
mismatch between the target 12.6 and the indicator 12.6.1 would be to assess
how the companies follow the GRI and the SDG compass standards, while
incorporating the remaining 12.6 targets, instead of the current indicator
“number of companies publishing reports”. This is an opportunity for future
IR research, how the indicators will evolve and what new changes they will
entail on corporate behavior and reporting at the global scale.

A suggestion on measuring SDG 12 in a more qualitative way would be to
include the content of SDG 12 targets in the GRI standards more specifically,
hence creating a single framework that would make it easier for companies to
report on their practices and develop them further, as well as measuring those

practices for the UN.

5.Conclusion
The purpose of the present thesis aimed at evaluating the impact of SDG 12

on corporate sustainable reporting as a way to show the impact of global
governance on the private sector. The rise of the private sector, the
transformative aim of the SDGs, which expresses global governance’s
attempts to reduce global emission patterns, as well as the issues related to
quantitative indicators which are aimed at measuring the SDGs constituted
the initial puzzle.

It has been possible to investigate this inquiry by reviewing existing
literature to create a theoretical base and conducting qualitative content
analysis, as suggested by previous accounts, with the in-depth analysis of
corporate reports from six TNCs, establishing a comparison over two years to

be able to evaluate changes in corporate behaviors.
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The central argument made in the thesis in relation to the research question
is that while corporate actors are still following a business line of CSR through
sustainable reporting, corporate behaviors are changing, impacted by different
parameters such as the growing importance of stakeholders, sometimes going
beyond the content of SDG 12 to better their practices, getting closer to CS.

This research project has contributed to further the debate on indicators and

lead in practice what previous scholarship from the special issue of Global
Policy (2019) had only suggested on a theoretical level, that is to say a
qualitative evaluation of the content of the SDG targets. Adapted to the private
sector, it has been possible to show that TNCs have not waited the
improvement and clarification of the SDGs frameworks to start reporting on
their sustainable practices, giving a diversified picture of sustainability
reporting.
Moreover, it has also contributed to further the newer perspectives on CS
which led to a better, updated understanding of the motives behind corporate
sustainable actions, such as the even greater importance of PPPs and inclusion
of stakeholders.

In regards to IR more generally, it contributes to a better understanding of
the role of global governance and its impact on the private sector by applying
IR concepts commonly used previously in a state-centric manner .

On an ethical perspective, the present thesis relates to the theme of the
increased need for transparency for larger contributors to the SDGs. On a
societal perspective, it extends the understanding among actors that emission
patters need to be reduced and the growing power of stakeholders affecting
corporate behaviors, which reflects the current state of global governance,

with increased stakeholder participation, directly and indirectly.
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