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Abstract

Organisations have been driving sustainability, where some efforts have focussed on

the organisation itself and some on how organisations contribute to society, such as

addressing the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Although organisations have

been working to address the SDGs, there has been limited integration of the SDGs in

organisation systems. This paper aimed at analysing how organisations have been

addressing the SDGs. A survey was developed to investigate the impacts and contri-

bution of organisations to sustainability, where 294 responses were obtained for the

questions on organisations' impacts to the sustainability. The data were analysed

using descriptive analysis: Friedman test to rank the impacts on the SDGs and divided

into quartiles; a ratio analysis between positive impacts and negative impacts; and

correlations. The results show that organisations' impacts on the SDGs are quite gen-

eralisable to all types of organisations, with three exceptions (SDGs 4, 5 and 16). The

results also served to develop an SDG impact categorisation. The correlation analysis

showed that organisations address the SDGs through a compartmentalised approach.

The results helped to propose the ‘organisations' impacts on the SDGs framework’
focussing on the contribution of organisations to sustainability. This research shows

that organisations can contribute directly to some of the SDGs, but not to others.

Therefore, the discourse must change from integration of SDGs on organisations to

the contribution that organisations can have on the SDGs.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Sustainable development (SD) and sustainability have appeared as

concepts to help address the economic, environmental and social

impacts from previous generations, on this generation and future ones

through a holistic perspective (Hjorth & Bagheri, 2006; World Com-

mission on Environment and Development [WCED], 1987).

One of the most recent initiatives for SD is the 17 United Nations

(UN) Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), and their 169 targets,

which were agreed by 195 states and cover the most important points

that modern societies need to address to become less unsustainable

(UN, 2018, 2019). The SDGs are indivisible (UN Environment

Abbreviations: CSOs, civil society organisations; GRI, Global Reporting Initiative; HEIs, higher

education institutions; PSOs, public sector organisations; SDGs, Sustainable Development

Goals.
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Programme [UNEP], 2022); that is, they need to be addressed as a

whole, and not through a silo mentality. The SDGs were designed by

government for government, as indicated in the Agenda 2030 declara-

tion (see UN, 2018, 2019).

In parallel to governments, organisations (civil society organisa-

tions (CSOs), companies, education institutions, public sector organi-

sations (PSOs) and hybrid ones) have been instrumental in driving

sustainability (Barreiro-Gen et al., 2022; Holliday et al., 2002; Kim

et al., 2016; Lozano, 2018).

A number of efforts have been focussed on different approaches

to explain how organisations contribute to sustainability, some have

focussed on the organisation itself (e.g., on employees and culture

[Pennington & More, 2016; Temel et al., 2022], products and services

[Rodríguez-Olalla & Avilés-Palacios, 2017], structures and plans,

human resources and organisational behaviour [Lozano, 2008;

Pennington & More, 2016], and sustainability reports and communica-

tion [Batista & de Francisco, 2018]), whereas some approaches have

focussed on how organisations contribute to society (Lozano, 2018;

Topple et al., 2017; van Zanten & van Tulder, 2021).

Organisations have the means to make societies more sustainable

and advance the Sustainable Development Agenda by contributing to

the SDGs through their strategies and operations and providing new

solutions (Global Reporting Initiative [GRI] & UN Global

Compact, 2018; Rosati & Faria, 2019; Topple et al., 2017; van Zanten &

van Tulder, 2021); however, there has been limited integration of the

SDGs in organisation systems (Grainger-Brown & Malekpour, 2019;

Montesano et al., 2021; Schramade, 2017). This paper aimed at analys-

ing how organisations have been addressing the SDGs.

The rest of the paper is structured in the following way: Section 2

presents the methods used; Section 3 discusses organisations' contri-

bution and impact to sustainability; Section 4 provides the results;

Section 5 offers the discussions; and Section 6 presents the

conclusions.

2 | IMPACTS OF ORGANISATIONS ON THE
SDGs

Organisations, including civil society, companies, education institu-

tions, hybrid and public sector ones (see Barreiro-Gen et al., 2022;

Holliday et al., 2002; Lozano & Barreiro-Gen, 2021), have been instru-

mental in driving sustainability (Holliday et al., 2002; Kim et al., 2016;

Lozano, 2018).

A number of organisational sustainability definitions have been

proposed to help explain this process. Four explicit definitions of sus-

tainable organisations can be identified. Leon (2013) proposed a sus-

tainable organisation to be ‘… an ethic and authentic economic entity

that develops the appropriate structures and plans in order to become

capable of achieving the objectives defined at the economic, environ-

mental and social levels and to ensure its growth through a rational

resource allocation’. Rodríguez-Olalla and Avilés-Palacios' (2017) defi-

nition states that organisational sustainability is ‘…. a multidimensional

phenomenon that focuses on maintaining results, generating

knowledge, building capacity, establishing experiences with partners,

and producing services and products based on the concepts of effi-

ciency and effectiveness’. For Vargas-Hernández (2021), it is defined

as ‘… a critical concern in designing and implementing strategies and

practices and leveraging management vision and leadership aimed to

organizational sustainable development’. Lozano (2018) posited that

organisational sustainability is to be understood as: ‘The contributions

of the organisation to sustainability equilibria, including the economic,

environmental, and social dimensions of today, as well as their interre-

lations within and throughout the time dimension (i.e. the short-,

long-, and longer-term). This entails the continuous incorporation and

integration of sustainability issues in the organisation's system ele-

ments (operations and production, strategy and management, gover-

nance, organisational systems, service provision, and assessment and

reporting), as well as change processes and their rate of change. The

system elements and change processes transform the inputs

(in regard to material and resources that have economic, environmen-

tal, and social value) into outputs (products, services, and waste, with

their economic, environmental, and social value). These fulfil the orga-

nisation's goal or objective, based on resource efficiency and effec-

tiveness. The organisation is affected by the organisation's non-

human and human resources (i.e. individuals, groups, culture, values,

attitudes, and norms), its infrastructure, its supply chain (upstream and

downstream), and the interactions with its stakeholders (internal,

inter-connecting, and external)’. This definition is illustrated in

Figure 1 and used in this paper since it provides a more complete

understanding of how organisations contribute to sustainability.

A large body of literature on organisational sustainability has

focussed on companies (Banerjee, 2011; Haugh & Talwar, 2010;

Pennington & More, 2016), followed by education institutions, in par-

ticular higher education institutions (HEIs) (Dlouhá et al., 2013;

Lozano et al., 2015). Limited, yet increasing, attention has been

directed to PSOs and other CSOs (Domingues et al., 2017; Dumay

et al., 2010; Guthrie & Farneti, 2008; Lodhia et al., 2012).

It should be noted that several publications consider organisa-

tions solely as companies (Batista & de Francisco, 2018; Vargas-

Hernández, 2021; Wales, 2013; Zawawi & Wahab, 2019). This is

incorrect since all companies are organisations, but not all organisa-

tions are companies.

Some efforts have been developed to help organisations with the

SDGs, for example, the SDG impact assessment tool (GMV, 2019), the

Sustainable Development tool, focussing on biodiversity (University

of Cambridge et al., 2019), and the SDG compass, focussing mainly on

companies (GRI et al., 2016).

In many cases, the SDGs have been adopted by communication

or corporate social responsibility departments and have been

addressed individually (van Zanten & van Tulder, 2021). Figure 2

shows the communication of SDGs in institutional company reports,

where it can be seen that SDGs 8, 9, 12, 14 and 17 are the most com-

municated and SDGs 1, 2, 11 and 16 are the ones least communi-

cated. This may be due to the former being direct SDGs for

companies, whereas the latter indirect SDGs (as discussed by van

Zanten & van Tulder, 2021).
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Most research on organisations' contributions to the SDGs has

been on companies (Topple et al., 2017; van Zanten & van

Tulder, 2021), followed by higher education institutions (HEIs)

(e.g., Hansen et al., 2021; Mawonde & Togo, 2019; Perales Franco &

McCowan, 2021; Vávra et al., 2022), PSOs (see Bolton, 2021;

Sober�on et al., 2020) and some efforts by CSOs (Fardet et al., 2020;

Hassan et al., 2019).

Impact assessment can help to explain how an organisation con-

tributes to the economic, environmental and social dimensions of sus-

tainability (Haugh & Talwar, 2010; Topple et al., 2017). Impacts can be

positive, negative or neutral (Schramade, 2017). Some organisations,

particularly companies, have engaged with the SDGs to avoid negative

impacts (van Zanten & van Tulder, 2021). Impacts on the sustainability

dimensions are interconnected (Haugh & Talwar, 2010), which in

some cases may have synergistic interactions and in other cases con-

flicting ones (Yuthas & Epstein, 2012).

Figure 3 shows organisations impacts on sustainability

(Lozano & Garcia, 2020). As it can be seen, the economic dimension

is either very or extremely important in the medium and long terms,

with the short term having slightly less importance. The environ-

mental and social dimensions tend to be more important in the

future.

F IGURE 1 Organisational sustainability framework. Source: Lozano (2018)

F IGURE 2 Communication of SDGs
in institutional reports. Source: Fonseca
and Carvalho (2019)
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Figure 4 shows companies' impacts on each SDG, where it can

be observed that SDGs 8, 9 and 12 have the highest positive

impacts, whereas SDGs 6, 7, 14 and 15 have the highest

negative ones.

Organisations have the means to advance the Sustainable

Development Agenda by contributing to the SDGs through

their strategies and operations and providing new solutions (GRI &

UN Global Compact, 2018; Rosati & Faria, 2019; Topple

et al., 2017; van Zanten & van Tulder, 2021); however, there has

been limited integration of the SDGs in organisation systems

(Grainger-Brown & Malekpour, 2019; Montesano et al., 2021;

Schramade, 2017).

3 | METHODS

A survey was developed to investigate the impacts and contribution

of organisations to sustainability. The survey was applied using the

online survey tool (Qualtrics, 2018). The data collection took place

over the period October 2021 to March 2022. The survey consisted

of seven sections (this paper focusses on sections 1 and 2):

1. organisation characteristics, including country of origin, size and

product–service focus;

2. impacts of the organisation to the SDGs;

3. contribution to sustainability issues in the organisation;

F IGURE 3 Sustainability impacts of organisations. Source: Lozano and Garcia (2020)

F IGURE 4 Industries' impacts
on each SDG. Source: Schramade
(2017)
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4. engagement with sustainability in the organisational system ele-

ments; and

5. sustainability impacts in the organisational system elements.

The survey was sent to a database of 5299 contacts from differ-

ent organisations obtained from the GRI list of organisations world-

wide and personal contacts. Three reminders were sent out, one in

November 2021, one in January 2022 and the last one in February

2022. From the total list of emails, 712 emails bounced back. From the

total, 294 full responses were obtained for the questions on section 2.

The variables for the organisation characteristics had the follow-

ing potential answers: 6 points for company (1 to 49, 50 to 249, 250

to 499, 500 to 999, 1000 to 4999 and more than 5000 employees);

6-point scale for the time working with sustainability (less than 1 year,

between 1 and 3 years, between 3 and 5 years, between 5 and

10 years, between 10 and 15 years and more than 15 years); and

5 points for the use of the impacts on the SDGs (‘extremely negative’,
‘somewhat negative’, ‘neither positive nor negative’, ‘somewhat posi-

tive’ and ‘extremely positive’).
The data were analysed using descriptive analysis: Friedman test

to rank the impacts on the SDGs and divided into quartiles; a ratio

analysis between positive impacts (‘extremely’ and ‘somewhat’) and
negative impacts (‘extremely’ and ‘somewhat’); and correlations

between the impacts on the SDGs. The analyses were done using

SPSS (IBM, 2016), where the Cronbach alpha for the SDG questions

was .897.

3.1 | Limitations of the methods

The internal validity of this research might have been limited by the

survey. The 5-point Likert scale may suffer from acquiescence prob-

lems, range of choices and desirability. The survey was sent out on the

second year of the COVID-19 pandemic where there might have been

survey overload. The survey was sent only in English, which may have

limited the responses from non-English speakers. The number of

respondents (294) may not allow a complete generalisation to all orga-

nisations. The generalisability of results to all organisations may be lim-

ited to the application of a non-random sampling procedure, where the

respondents were chosen from the GRI Disclosure Database with addi-

tional input from personal contacts and ‘snowballing’ methods. A non-

response bias may be caused by respondents who declined to com-

plete the survey. Generalisability could be improved by a study based

on a randomly selected sample drawn from the total number of organi-

sations engaged with sustainability. Most of the respondents were

from Europe, which may not represent the reality in other regions.

4 | RESULTS

From the 294 responses, 173 were from education (e.g., basic, higher

level and vocational), 66 from corporations, 26 from PSOs, 7 from

CSOs and 22 other types.

Figure 5 shows the respondents' organisations size in employee

numbers, where 33% were between 1000 and 4999, more than 20%

were larger than 5000, 15% between 1 and 49, 12% between

500 and 999, and 8% for both 50 to 249 and 250 to 499.

Most of the respondents have been proactively engaged with

sustainability (52.4% to a large extent and 45.2% to some extent), and

2% indicated that they were not engaged with sustainability.

Figure 6 shows that the respondents indicated that they have

been working proactively with sustainability for more than 3 years

(almost 90%), which demonstrates the engagement of the responding

organisations with sustainability. Note that 10 respondents did not

answer this question.

As it can be observed in Figure 7, the organisations' impacts on

the economic, environmental and social dimensions tend to be quite

positive. The respondents indicated that their organisations tend to

have more negative impacts on the environmental dimension than on

F IGURE 5 Organisation size in employee numbers

F IGURE 6 Sustainability engagement years from the
respondents' organisations
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F IGURE 7 Organisations' impact on sustainability dimensions

F IGURE 8 SDGs impact ranking (using Friedman test)
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the other dimensions (39 organisations) and have fewer positive

impacts. The results provide a change in the scale by having positive,

neutral, and negative impacts, whereas Lozano and Garcia (2020) pro-

vide a 5-point scale from no impact to extremely important. The

results show that the impacts on the environmental dimension tend

to be more negative, whereas previous research highlighted that it

was more important in the future. The results concur with the impacts

in the long term, whereas the impact to the economic dimension

tends to be higher.

Figure 8 illustrates the impacts on the SDGs divided into quar-

tiles: first quartile (SDG 4); second quartile (SDGs 9, 8 and 13); third

quartile (SDGs 17, 12, 5, 11, 7 and 3); and fourth quartile (SDGs 6, 10,

15, 16, 1, 2 and 14).

Figure 9 shows the impacts on the SDGs sorted in ascending

order, where the ones with the most positive impact are SDGs 4, 9,

11, 8 and 13, whereas the ones with the least positive impact are

SDGs 2, 14, 16, 1 and 15. This differs from the proposal of Schramade

(2017), who indicated that the main impacts were SDGs 12, 8, 9 and

8 (in descending order).

Figure 10 shows the ratio between the positive impacts and the

negative ones on each SDG, where three groups can be observed:

(1) direct (positively higher than 75% and negatively lower than 6%),

F IGURE 9 Organisations' impacts on the SDGs

F IGURE 10 Organisations' impacts on the SDGs ratio (positive vs. negative)
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with goals 4, 9, 11, 8, 12 and 13; (2) semi-direct (with positive

between 60% and 75% and negatively lower than 5%), with goals 3, 5,

12, 17, 7 and 6; and (3) indirect (positively lower than 60% and nega-

tively lower than 10%), with goals 10, 1, 2, 16, 15 and 14. These

results highlight that organisations have more impact to the SDGs in

the direct category than on the semi-direct and low indirect

categories.

An ANOVA was conducted to test the mean differences between

the following organisation types: (1) CSOs, (2) companies, (3) HEIs,

(4) PSOs and (5) others. There were statistically significant differences

(p < .01) in the impacts between organisation types to 3 of the

17 SDGs: 4, 5 and 16. Then, Tukey's post hoc test was done to identify

which particular differences between pairs of means are significant.

HEIs have the highest impact to SDGs 4 and 5 when compared against

the other organisation types. CSOs have a higher impact to SDG

16 than the other organisation types, which are similar to each other.

Table 1 shows the correlation between the organisations' impacts

on the SDGs. Some SDGs are highly correlated to other, for example,

SDGs 1 to 2, 14 to 15 and 12 to 13, whilst some are not correlated to

others such as 1 to 7, 2 to 9 and 4 to 12. It can be observed that four

groups have number of correlations higher than .4 relative to the

other SDGs: (1) highest (5 to 7): 12, 13, 6, 15 and 17; (2) medium

(3 and 4): 10, 14, 7, 8, 2 and 11; (3) low (1 and 2): 16, 1, 2 and 9; and

(4) no correlations above .4: 3 and 4.

Figure 11 shows the interrelations between the SDGs that had a

correlation higher than .4, where it can be seen that SDGs 3 and 4 do

not have any correlations higher than .4. There were two correlations

higher than .6 (between 1 and 2, and 14 and 15), seven correlations

between .5 and .6 (connecting SDGs between the three categories)

and 15 correlations between .4 and .5.

Table 1 and Figure 11 highlight that organisations address the

SDGs through a compartmentalised approach.

5 | DISCUSSION

The results show that organisations' impacts on the SDGs are differ-

ent than those reported from industry as discussed by Schramade

(2017), where, for organisations, the SDGs with the most positive

impact were (in descending order) 4, 9, 11, 8 and 13, whereas for

industry, these were (in descending order) 12, 8, 9, 7 and 3. The

ANOVA between the organisation types resulted in differences only

in SDGs 4, 5 and 16, where HEIs have the highest impact on 4 and

5 compared to other organisation types and CSOs to 16. This refutes

Schramade's (2017) ranking of the SDGs.

The SDG impact categorisation from the positive to negative

impact ratio analysis complements the van Zanten and van Tulder

(2021) categorisation by adding the semi-direct category and provid-

ing more details into which SDGs belong to each category: (1) direct,

with goals 4, 9, 11, 8, 12 and 13; (2) semi-direct, with goals 3, 5,

12, 17, 7 and 6; and (3) indirect, with goals 10, 1, 2, 16, 15 and 14.

The correlation analysis showed that organisations address the

SDGs through a compartmentalised approach, in spite of their indivisi-

bility base (as highlighted by UNEP, 2022) and the nature of the inter-

connectedness of impacts on sustainability (as argued by Haugh &

Talwar, 2010). This may be because the SDGs were developed by

government and for government (see UN, 2018, 2019), and organisa-

tions might not fully understand the different SDGs, their intercon-

nections or how the organisation can contribute to them.

The correlation results show that organisations can have direct

impact to some SDGs, and these can have impact on some semi-direct

SDGs (e.g., 13 on 12 and 7), which in turn have impact on some indi-

rect ones (such as 6 on 15, and 17 on 16), which can improve organi-

sations' contribution to the SDGs (addressing the concerns of

Grainger-Brown & Malekpour, 2019; Montesano et al., 2021;

Schramade, 2017).

F IGURE 11 Interrelations between the SDGs that had a correlation higher than .4. The red arrows show the correlations between .4 and .5,
the green ones between .5 and .6 and the blue ones over .6.
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Figure 12 synthesises the results and integrates them to the orga-

nisational sustainability framework (see Figure 1), where the three cat-

egories of organisation's impact to the SDGs are illustrated (direct in

blue, semi-direct in green and indirect in orange). The blue arrows

show the correlations between .6 and .7, which are only in the indirect

category. The green arrows show the SDGs correlations between .5

and .6, where it can be seen that SDG 13 is interrelated to 12 and

7. These two are interrelated SDG 6, which in turn is interrelated to

15. SDG 17 is interrelated to 16, which in turn is interrelated to 10.

Figure 12 expands Lozano's (2018) definition of organisational sus-

tainability by providing details on the contribution to the SDGs

(through categories and interconnections) and subsequently to

Agenda 2030.

6 | CONCLUSIONS

SD and sustainability have appeared as concepts to help address the

economic, environmental, and social impacts from previous genera-

tions, on this generation and future ones through a holistic perspec-

tive. One of the most recent initiatives for SD is the 17 SDGs. The

SDGs are indivisible and were developed by governments and for

governments.

In parallel, organisations have been striving to drive sustainability,

where some efforts have focussed on the organisation itself and some

on how organisations contribute to society, such as addressing the

SDGs. Most research on organisations' contributions to the SDGs has

been on companies, followed by HEIs, then by PSOs and some efforts

by CSOs. Although organisations have been working to address the

SDGs, there has been limited integration of the SDGs in organisation

systems. This paper aimed at analysing how organisations have been

addressing the SDGs.

A survey was developed to investigate the impacts and contribu-

tion of organisations to sustainability, where 294 responses were

obtained for the questions on organisations' impacts to the sustain-

ability. The data were analysed using descriptive analysis: Friedman

test to rank the impacts on the SDGs and divided into quartiles; a ratio

analysis between positive impacts (‘extremely’ and ‘somewhat’) and
negative impacts (‘extremely’ and ‘somewhat’); and correlations

between the impacts on the SDGs.

The results show that organisations' impacts on the SDGs are

quite generalisable to all types of organisations, with the exceptions

of SDGs 4, 5 and 16 (the former two are more relevant for HEIs and

the latter for CSOs). The results also served to develop an SDG impact

categorisation (direct, semi-direct and indirect). The correlation analy-

sis showed that organisations address the SDGs through a compart-

mentalised approach. The results were used as a base to expand the

definition of organisational sustainability by providing the ‘organisa-
tions’ impacts on the SDGs' framework detailing on the contribution

to the SDGs (through categories and interconnections) and subse-

quently to Agenda 2030.

Although the SDGs were designed by government for

government, this research shows that organisations can contribute

directly to some of the SDGs (direct ones), but not to others

(indirect). Therefore, the discourse must change from integration of

SDGs on organisations to the contribution that organisations can

have on the SDGs.

CONFLICTS OF INTEREST

None.

F IGURE 12 Organisations' impacts on the SDGs. The blue SDGs are direct, the green ones semi-direct and the orange ones indirect. The
green arrows connecting the SDGs show correlations between .5 and .6 and the blue arrows correlations between .6 and .7.
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