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Abstract

Multiple international stakeholders emphasise the important role of small- to medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in achiev-
ing the sustainable development goals (SDG). SMEs make up more than 99% of companies in Europe, and holds a potential
to promote social and environmental responsibility. However, there is no ‘one size fits all’ when it comes to the incorpora-
tion of the SDGs. In this study; we identify five main approaches based on a literature review including (i) rainbow washing,
(ii) supporting ‘business as usual’, (iii) adding new initiatives/strategies, (iv) philanthropy and (v) strategic use in core busi-
nesses. These approaches are categorised based on their contribution to achieving the SDGs as well as the benefits for the
company in question. We performed a case study of six SMEs in Northern Jutland, Denmark, which revealed, that most
SMEs work with the SDGs in less proactive and ambitious ways, leaving a gap between the role they have been assigned and
their current practices. To investigate this gap further, our case study combined with the literature review has helped iden-
tify factors influencing the SMEs choice of approach. These include both negative (uncertainty about the SDGs prospective
role, lack of resources and low demand for SDG compliance) and positive (taking responsibility, social license to operate,
communication and inspiration) factors. The negative influencing factors are particularly interlinked which is caused by in-
adequacy in resources, knowledge and qualifications. This indicates that SMEs cannot single-handedly implement the
SDGs in a way that enables achievement of the 2030 Agenda, thus external guidance is needed.

Key words: sustainable development goals, small- and medium-sized enterprises, approaches for incorporating the SDG,
stakeholder engagement

Introduction

The 2030 Agenda for sustainable development was adopted by
all United Nations Member States in September 2015. The 2030
Agenda focuses on the most urgent environmental, economic
and social issues which must be met by 2030. The core of the
2030 Agenda is the 17 sustainable development goals (SDGs)
that stress the importance of action from all countries (United
Nations 2020). One of the important keywords in the 2030
Agenda is partnerships. Both governments, international organ-
isations, civil society and the private sector need to engage in
the 2030 Agenda to achieve all 17 SDGs (Sachs et al. 2019).

Since the emergence of the SDGs, the role of the private
sector has been emphasised as pivotal, due to its opportunities

to act as a source of investments, a driver for technological
development and generate innovation (World Business Council
for Sustainable Development 2020). Companies of all types and
sizes play an important role and their commitment is crucial
(United Nations 2015).

In 2015, enterprises with fewer than 250 employees repre-
sented 99% of all companies in the EU, leaving them in the cate-
gory of SMEs (Papadopoulos et al. 2018). The same distribution
is seen in more recent studies in Denmark. Out of all companies
in Denmark, SMEs represent 99.7% (The Danish Society of
Engineers 2019). The percentage of SMEs in comparison to larger
companies implies that their engagement is pivotal for achiev-
ing the 2030 Agenda in Denmark. UNDP in Denmark and The
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Danish Chamber of Commerce are two of many actors pointing
towards the SMEs and their importance, because of their unutil-
ised potential to engage and work with social and environmen-
tal issues (The Danish Chamber of Commerce 2020b; United
Nations Development Programme 2020).

According to Pedersen (2018), companies that actively choose
to comply with the 2030 Agenda may experience advantages
because the SDGs make a good business case. The potentials
related to the incorporation of the SDGs in companies go beyond
pushing sustainable development in society. Companies can
obtain business opportunities, gain access to new markets, expe-
rience economical savings or even increase their revenue and
improve their image to gain a social license to operate
(OECD 2016; The Danish Chamber of Commerce 2020b). Despite
all these potential opportunities, research shows that there are
challenges connected to incorporating the SDGs in a company,
especially in SMEs. The 2030 Agenda is quite comprehensive and
complex by nature and requires a wide range of competencies
that go beyond what many SMEs are able to grasp (The Danish
Ethical Trading Initiative 2019; The Danish Chamber of
Commerce 2020a). To look further into the consequences of
these challenges, this research aims to investigate the different
approaches that companies can and do use when incorporating
the SDGs.

An analysis of Danish companies’ status on working with
corporate social responsibility (CSR) and SDGs by the Danish
Chamber of Commerce in 2019 shows that fewer SMEs have
knowledge about and incorporate the SDGs in their company
compared to large companies (The Danish Chamber of
Commerce 2019a). The reason behind this low usage of the
SDGs in SMEs lies in the company prerequisites. A big part of
these prerequisites is directly linked to the size and number of
employees, such as the lack of knowledge and resources to help
the company focus on environmental management (Mac 1999).
However, there are some positive characteristics of SMEs
related to their efforts and potential for working with sustain-
ability. These include direct communication lines (Sloan,
Klingenberg, and Rider 2013), and a good execution ability and
agility (The Danish Chamber of Commerce 2019a).

The organisational culture in SMEs is characterised by an in-
formal structure and the primary focus is related to day-to-day
activities and thereby a lack of strategic, long-term focus (Mac
1999). These characteristics and prerequisites under which
SMEs operate, challenge the approach possible for them to oper-
ate effectively since the complexity of the 2030 Agenda and the
SDGs require additional resources and strategic focus. This indi-
cates a gap between the role the SMEs have been assigned in re-
gard to achieving the SDGs and the approaches necessary to
fulfil that role.

The purpose of this study is to investigate, from a local per-
spective, how SMEs can fulfil their pivotal role in the achieve-
ment of the SDGs, by identifying the approaches they can take
towards incorporating the SDGs as well as both positive and
negative factors influencing their choice of approach. The first
section explains the methodology applied, the second section
the five approaches identified, the third section focuses on the
positive and negative factors influencing the SME’s choice of ap-
proach and the last section discusses the importance of exter-
nal guidance and concluding remarks.

Methodology

To identify the approaches for how companies can work with
the SDGs, a systematic literature review and several interviews

with experts have been conducted. The literature review as well
as a case study and interviews with six SMEs located in
Northern Jutland, Denmark, have been used to identify positive
and negative factors that influence the case companies choice
of approach. The research is both abductive and explorative and
applies a qualitative approach (Creswell 2014).

Literature review

Since research on the incorporation of SDGs in companies is a
relatively new and growing field of study, we found it necessary
to find a common ground for the incorporation of the SDGs in
companies and categorise the different approaches. The catego-
risation of the different approaches and identification of some
of the positive and negative factors are based on a systematic
literature review focusing on the corporate endorsement of the
SDGs, especially in SMEs.

The primary literature reviewed is peer-reviewed literature
but due to the novelty of this research area, some grey literature
has been included to expand the basis of categorisation of
approaches and identification of factors that influence SMEs’
choice of approach. The literature review was framed by the
following keywords: ‘Sustainable Development Goals’, ‘SDGs’,
‘business’, ‘company’, ‘role’, ‘benefits’, ‘challenges’, ‘Small- to
medium-sized enterprises’ and ‘SME’ which was used in various
search strings on AAU Primo (Aalborg University Library) and
Google Scholar. Twenty papers were identified, and 12 were
used in the analysis, based on the relevance of the abstract.

Case study

Working with the SDGs in companies is a broad phenomenon
and depends on the specific context. Since companies vary in
size, practice and focus, it is important to analyse companies
individually to fully understand their prerequisites. To allow a
detailed inquiry of this real-life context, a case study has been
carried out. The case study includes six SMEs geographically lo-
cated in Northern Jutland in Denmark. The six companies are
chosen by information-oriented selection thus they were
expected to know about sustainability and the SDGs (Flyvbjerg
2006). This is done based on their membership of Netværk for
Bæredygtig Erhvervsudvikling NordDanmark (NBE), which is a
Danish network group for companies wishing to improve their
environmental performance. Based on their membership in
NBE, it can be assumed that the companies to some extent work
with and have knowledge about sustainability. Furthermore,
the six cases are all manufacturing companies, to narrow the
scope and establish some common ground for the companies.

Interviews

To gain knowledge on if/how the six case companies work with
the SDGs and the positive and negative factors that influence
this, six companies were interviewed at least one time, and in
some cases several times. We interviewed two business devel-
opers, two directors, a head of development and a product man-
ager. All interviews were semi-structured, and two different
interview guides were developed based on whether they worked
with the SDGs or not. Furthermore, we interviewed five external
stakeholders that were identified by the case companies to play
an important role in how the companies work with the SDGs. A
semi-structured approach was used to gain knowledge on the
role of external stakeholders and how they currently work to
help SMEs work with the SDGs. The following external stake-
holders were interviewed based on their expert knowledge:
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• Project developers from municipalities engaging with the SDGs
• SME consultant at NBE
• Employees from two different industry associations
• Associate professor at Aalborg University working with sustainability

Pattern-matching the empirical data

To narrow down and specify the positive and negative factors
that influence the case companies’ approach to the SDGs, the
data gathered through the interviews were pattern-matched
with keywords and terminology identified in the literature re-
view (Yin 2009). The qualitative data collected through the
interviews with the six SMEs were thus gathered into overall
categories related to specific keywords when overlaps occurred.
For example, the specific wording of ‘social licence to operate’
did not occur in the interviews, but it was described in other
words by different informants and was then grouped into one
factor.

Approaches for incorporating the SDGs in
SMEs

There are many different ways in which companies can incor-
porate the SDGs. Depending on the individual company’s aim of
introducing the SDGs, they will experience different outcomes.
This section identifies five different approaches for companies
to work with the SDGs identified through the existing literature.
These five approaches have been characterised and ranked
from 1 to 5. Five being the most intensive incorporation of the
SDGs resulting in more advantages for the company and a
greater contribution to the achievement of the 2030 Agenda.
The five approaches are:

1. Rainbow washing
2. Supporting business as usual
3. Adding new initiatives/strategies
4. Philanthropy
5. Strategic use in core business

The purpose of developing this categorisation is to give the
companies an understanding of how it is possible for them to
incorporate the SDGs or in case a company has already intro-
duced the SDGs in their company, this categorisation makes it
possible for them to identify which approach they are using.
The categorisation will enable the companies to gain a better
understanding of the resources used and the benefits of the
specific approach. Furthermore, this allows benchmarking be-
tween companies and enables companies to figure out if they
are behind or ahead of their competitors. This can be used as
motivation for companies to start incorporating the SDGs or ap-
ply a more ambitious approach to incorporate the SDGs. The
categorisation can also be used as a framework for communica-
tion, both internal and external. The hierarchy of the five
approaches makes it easier for employees and other relevant
stakeholders, such as investors, to grasp. It can also be used as a
framework for companies when setting environmental goals. In
the following sections, the five approaches will be described
(see Table 1).

Rainbow washing

Greenwashing is the term used for organisations trying to make
their product or service seem more sustainable than it is
(Delmas and Burbano 2011). This can be done through specific
wording or the use of colours that imply to the customer that

the given product is sustainable, even though this is not the
case (CSR.dk 2019). The same tendency has occurred with the
use of SDGs in companies, under the terminology; Rainbow
Washing. Rainbow washing is the use of specific SDGs or the
2030 Agenda as a whole for communicative purposes, using the
rainbow wheel, without actually contributing to achieving the
SDGs (Nieuwenkamp 2017; Visser 2018).

This approach is often taken by companies to meet the
growing demand by consumers for sustainable and environ-
mentally friendly products or services. However, it collides with
a sustainable agenda because it misleads the consumers and
results in them making unsustainable choices (CSR.dk 2019). In
close relation to the new term, Rainbow Washing is another re-
cent term; cherry picking. Cherry picking implies organisations
that choose to focus only on the SDGs in which the company
has a positive contribution and neglects to focus on the rest of
the SDGs where the company might have a negative contribu-
tion, which is also misleading (Nieuwenkamp 2017). Critics urge
companies to avoid cherry-picking because it undermines the
importance of the 2030 Agenda as a coherent agenda
(Nieuwenkamp 2017). As such cherry picking differs from rain-
bow washing, but since the characteristics of both terms are
that they have little to no benefits for the company and no posi-
tive, possibly even a negative impact on the achievement of the
SDGs, they are grouped in this approach.

Supporting ‘business as usual’

In this approach, the companies have a selective way of choos-
ing which SDGs to work with, striving to find the SDGs that
match the company’s business as usual. A company using this
approach does not do anything new to achieve the SDGs but
merely uses the SDGs to communicate what they are already
doing and how that is sustainable (Walker, Pekmezovic, and
Walker 2019: 238–242). This approach is primarily used for
Public Relations (PR), which is also why it is more advantages
than rainbow washing. Typically, companies use this approach

Table 1: Five approaches businesses can adopt to incorporate SDGs

Approach Characteristics

Rainbow
washing

Using the 2030 Agenda or specific SDGs to
communicate being sustainable without
changing ‘business as usual’.

Only focus on where the company has a positive
contribution, neglecting the coherence of the
2030 Agenda (Cherry picking).

Supporting
business as
usual

Adjust the SDGs to fit ‘business as usual’.
Using the SDGs as a communication/branding

tool and a common language without
documenting the effort.

Adding new
initiatives/
strategies

Improvement or adjusting ‘business as usual’,
actual changes based on the SDGs.

Using the SDGs as a source of inspiration for
new initiatives

Partially and segmented integration of SDGs.
Philanthropy Using the 2030 Agenda as a framework to direct

philanthropic actions.
Activities do not necessarily change business as

usual but are a positive add-on.
Strategic use in

core business
Strategic and long-term actions, with qualitative

targets to monitor the effort and progress.
Changes in the company mindset and business

model, moving away from business as usual.
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to incorporate the SDGs in a rather superficial way, without set-
ting specific targets or documenting their process (Walker,
Pekmezovic, and Walker 2019: 238–242). This approach requires
a minimum of resources which is why it is commonly used by
companies to select their SDGs. Surveys conducted by the two
Danish organisations Akademiet for de Tekniske Videnskaber
(2019) and Lederne (2019) establish that more than 50% of the
companies examined have chosen to work with the SDGs due
to a correlation between their current actions and the 2030
Agenda. Even though the supportive use of the SDGs results in
communicative advantages for the company, it doesn’t contrib-
ute to the achievement of the SDGs because the company con-
tinues their ‘business as usual’ using the SDG framework, and
therefore doesn’t need to make any changes to achieve the 2030
Agenda.

Adding new initiatives/strategies

The third approach for companies to incorporate the SDGs is a
more proactive approach striving to make improvements in the
environmental performance of the company by using the SDGs
as a framework and source of inspiration. They still carry out
their business as usual but now the company has made sustain-
able changes in addition to their business as usual. In this ap-
proach, the company is adapting and adjusting according to the
2030 Agenda, which can be done by including the SDGs in new
strategies or visions (Akademiet for de Tekniske Videnskaber
2019). It can also be done through additions or optimisations of
daily routines and practices to reduce negative environmental
impacts (Raith and Siebold 2018). This approach results in the
incorporation of the SDGs in a specific and separate department
or strategy of the company, such as a CSR strategy, communica-
tion strategy, the production department or the top manage-
ment. As a result, the SDGs are not utilised throughout the
entire organisation and no major changes in the business model
nor organisational changes occur. Statistics carried out by The
Danish Chamber of Commerce (2019a) show that only 9% of the
examined companies working with the SDGs have embedded
the SDGs in the entire organisation, leaving the rest of the com-
panies to implement the SDGs in a segmented manner. The low
percentage can be a reflection of the high amount of resources
required to include the SDGs in a strategy or department. The
time and resources spent pay off when the company eliminates
the uncertainty about their commitment to the SDGs, by mak-
ing this visible in strategies or visions. The changes or additions
related to the SDGs also make it possible for the company to
not only attain economic value but also shared value, and the
company contributes to the achievement of the 2030 Agenda
(Abdelkafi and Täuscher 2016; Walker, Pekmezovic, and Walker
2019).

Philanthropy

The use of the SDGs in a philanthropic matter can also be seen
as an addition to ‘business as usual’. An example of this could
be a company donating money to charity, investing in a forested
area or contributing in other ways by volunteering time or
knowledge valuable to others, so-called social investments (Ellis
2014). These are all activities taking place outside the four walls
of the company. For such philanthropic activities, the SDGs can
be used as a guideline to help narrow down and focus on the
most urgent challenges in today’s society (Raith and Siebold
2018). According to Schönherr and Martinuzzi (2019), this ap-
proach is the most visual way for a company to show that they

take action in sustainable development. The downside of the
approach lies in the fact that philanthropy is an add-on. The ac-
tivities are rarely related to the core business of the company or
they might even be outsourced to other stakeholders, leaving
the company to continue its business as usual and gain little
insight into the possibility of becoming a more sustainable
company (Schönherr and Martinuzzi 2019). In some ways,
philanthropy can be seen as a feel-good or add-on aspect that
does not necessarily benefit the company directly, but it can
also be seen as a way for the company to create shared value
(Ellis 2014). Depending on the specific philanthropic activity,
this approach can have a big impact on achieving the 2030
Agenda, if the company focuses on one or even a few of the
SDGs, and it usually requires more resources, especially eco-
nomic but also knowledge and work hours. Even though the
company might not benefit directly and economically from this
approach, philanthropy does imply some indirect benefits such
as PR, goodwill amongst employees and the local community as
well as a social license to operate, which can open the gateway
to new markets and business potentials (Ellis 2014; Dybvad and
Lebech 2018).

Strategic use in core business

A company incorporating the SDGs in their strategy or initia-
tives as described above, does not necessarily imply that the
company is working strategically with and towards the 2030
Agenda. To implement a strategic approach, the SDGs have to
be intertwined throughout the entire organisation and incorpo-
rated into long-term business models and strategies, which
ultimately requires a change of mindset (Pedersen 2018). The
benefits of the strategic approach besides creating shared value,
is that it allows the company to increase their economic value,
as an example due to the diversification of production, which
results in more than just economic savings (CSR.dk 2016;
Schönherr and Martinuzzi 2019). This approach is about chang-
ing the business model to be more sustainable, using the SDGs
as a framework for doing so, resulting in abandoning business
as usual. Incorporating the SDGs in the core business requires a
transformative take on the current strategies, standards, proce-
dures, practices etc. allowing the 2030 Agenda to be part of the
entire organisation contrary to the other approaches previously
described (OECD 2016). This approach also differs because it
requires businesses to set specific quantifiable targets based on
the SDGs and follow up on them (Pedersen 2018). This approach
requires the most resources but also ensures the most benefits.
Using the SDGs strategically can result in more interest from
investors and other relevant partners or stakeholders. The com-
pany obtains legitimacy and reliability due to the specific
actions, targets and documentation. Besides the multiple bene-
fits for the company, this approach has the biggest impact on
achieving and contributing to the 2030 Agenda, due to the
change from ‘business as usual’ to new, more sustainable busi-
ness models (OECD 2016).

Categorisation of the five approaches businesses can
adopt to incorporate sustainable development goals

We have categorised the five approaches businesses can adopt
to incorporate SDGs in Fig. 1 according to the potential benefits
and advantages for the given company (x-axis) as well as the so-
cietal benefits through contribution to the achievement of the
SDGs (y-axis). The further out on both axes in Fig. 1, the more
intensive and strategic the use of the SDGs, indicating that the
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contribution to the 2030 Agenda is largest at Approach 5, which
also ensures the most extensive benefits to the company.
Furthermore, Fig. 1 indicates that the number of resources nec-
essary increases with the intensiveness. It is important to note
that this categorisation is a simplified version of a more com-
plex reality. This means that a company might not necessarily
work with just one specific approach but might work across dif-
ferent approaches or shift between these depending on the
given activity. Furthermore, the ranking of these approaches
will depend on their use in a specific company. As an example,
in some cases, companies working with a philanthropic ap-
proach might contribute less to the achievement of the 2030
Agenda than companies implementing the SDGs through new
initiatives and strategies, depending entirely on the nature of
the given company and initiatives.

The factors influencing the incorporation of
SDGs in SMEs

To gain further knowledge on the SMEs practices regarding the
SDGs, a case study was conducted to identify the positive fac-
tors that have led to the respective companies’ choice of ap-
proach and the negative factors that are hampering the
companies’ incentive to use and incorporate the SDGs. These
factors influence the decision-making and thereby the approach
that companies take when incorporating the SDGs.

The SMEs and their approaches

To determine which approach the SMEs use for incorporating
the SDGs or the underlying reasons for not doing so, several
interviews have been conducted with directors and/or business
developers in the companies. Out of the six case companies,
only four are using the SDGs in their organisation, the last two

case companies have chosen not to incorporate the SDGs (see
Table 2). These two companies are still found relevant for the
case study as they add valuable insights into why some compa-
nies actively choose not to work with the SDGs, despite being
aware of their existence.

Four of the six companies in the survey used SDG 12,
whereto SDG 8 was used by two companies. This can to some
extent be explained by the interlinked nature of several other
SDGs but also because they are highly relevant for manufactur-
ing companies. This is also shown by the national tendencies
and status in a report by The Danish Chamber of Commerce
that focuses on the use of the SDGs in companies (The Danish
Chamber of Commerce 2019a). Our survey results also indicate
that the number of employees influences the way companies
adopt SDGs. Nationally there is a correlation between the num-
ber of employees and the number of SDGs, that the companies
have chosen (The Danish Chamber of Commerce 2019a). The
two largest companies in this case study, Company 1 and
Company 3, are the only two companies working with more
than one of the SDGs.

Besides investigating which SDGs, the case companies work
with, it is investigated how they work with these SDGs, to deter-
mine which of the five approaches for SDG incorporation they use.
Figure 2 illustrates the case companies’ approach to incorporating
the SDGs in accordance with the five categorised approaches.

Three of the four companies in the case study that have cho-
sen to incorporate the SDGs (Company 1, Company 2 and
Company 5) use the Approach Supporting business as usual. And
only one of the companies, Company 3, use the slightly more
proactive Approach Adding new initiatives/strategies. As illustrated
in Fig. 2, this implies that most of the companies do not contrib-
ute significantly to the achievement of the 2030 Agenda, because
they continue their business as usual and thereby do not bring
us any further in reaching the 17 SDGs. Company 3 is the only

Figure 1: Categorisation of the five different approaches for incorporating the SDGs
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company that has an impact on achieving the agenda because
they have started new initiatives inspired by the SDGs. This indi-
cates a challenge since the SMEs in this research apply the less
strategic and proactive approaches to the SDGs, which is in con-
trast to the fact that these companies are chosen because they
are some of the SMEs in Northern Jutland, that is the furthest in
regards to sustainability, due to their membership of NBE.

Factors that influence the SMEs and their use of the
SDGs

To gain an understanding of why these SMEs are taking the
approaches illustrated in Fig. 2, the factors influencing their
choice have been identified mainly from the interviews
and then grouped according to the pattern-matching with
key words and terminology identified in the literature review
(Yin 2009). Table 3 includes the positive and negative factors
and a description of what each factor entails. Table 3 includes a
column showing how many and which companies
have mentioned a specific factor, in order to identify the
biggest challenges that SMEs face when working with the SDGs.

Communication and interaction is the most important positive
factor in this case study, influencing the companies’ willingness
to incorporate the SDGs. This can be related to the fact that
most of the companies work with Approach 2 Supporting busi-
ness as usual, where one of the only benefits for the company is
communication, and therefore they might not experience
some of the other benefits when incorporating the SDGs in a
more proactive manner. Looking at the negative factors
identified, the case study has found three of these specifically
important. The first one is the lack of resources. This includes a
lack of internal competencies, a lack of knowledge about
the SDGs and expertise, both on how to translate the SDGs to a
local company context, but also knowledge about which
positive impact the SDGs can have on a company if they inte-
grate them.

Another important factor is Comprehensive and global
formulations, which challenge the SMEs and according to Lederne
(2019), this is due to a lack of great examples of companies work-
ing with the SDGs. The last important negative factor is Missing
guidelines and frameworks from other actors in society, where several
of the case companies expressed that they needed some clear

Table 2: Overview of the six companies including number of employees and the incorporated SDGs

Company Number of
employees

Established Industry SDGs

Company 1 55 1972 Plastic recycling SDG 8, 12 and 17
Company 2 2 1989 Production of plastic products SDG 12
Company 3 140 1988 Waste treatment SDG 1,4, 8, 9, 11, 12, 15 and 17
Company 4 5 2016 Production of lifestyle products Does not use the SDGs
Company 5 5 2017 Production of feed SDG 12
Company 6 3 2018 Production of clothes Does not use the SDGs

Figure 2: Overview of the case companies’ chosen approaches for incorporating the SDGs
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guidelines and a translation of the 2030 Agenda that makes sense
for the SMEs. This study will mainly focus on the negative factors
from this point onwards because these are the important factors
to overcome in order to close the gap and enable SMEs to fulfil
their role in the achievement of the SDGs.

How and when are the negative factors of importance?

Based on the empirical knowledge gathered through the case
study, it can be stated that different factors influence the cho-
sen approach. These factors are among others related to the po-
sition of the company, both regarding how far along they are on

Table 3: Overview of the influencing positive and negative factors

Description Mentioned by these companies

Positive factors
Taking responsibility
and leading the way

• Show they take responsibility for their impact on sustainability
and are willing to lead the way

• Positive signal value

Company 1 and 5

Social license to operate • More acceptance from customers leads to more sales and other
partners such as suppliers and buyers

Company 1 and 5

Communication
and interaction

• Effective branding and marketing tool
• Makes a framework for a common language that can be used

both internally and externally
• Interactions with the different public bodies (municipalities

and EU funds)

Company 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6

Inspiration and innovation • Inspiration for new initiatives and future projects
• New perspectives on what to prioritise
• Can boost the business development and lead to a better

business model
• Idea development, innovation and creative processes

Company 3 and 6

Negative factors
Comprehensive and
global formulations

• Complicates translation of the SDG to a local, company
perspective

• Intangible and ‘fluffy’ formulations
• Many targets, indicators and different tools that makes it

difficult to get an overview
• It is especially a problem in the preliminary and in the selection

process

Company 1, 3, 4 and 6

Lack of resources • Working with the SDGs requires: time, finances, internal
competences and knowledge

• The existing resources are centred around the daily operations,
limiting the resources available to work with the SDGs

Company 1, 4, 5 and 6

Uncertainty about the SDGs
prospective role

• Companies fear that the SDGs will lose their value and impact
in the future

• The SDGs become a commodity?
• A fear of rainbow washing (difficult to know when it is okay to

claim that the company works with the SDGs)
• It is a temporary and non-binding agenda (fear of changes)
• Lacking knowledge and security on the effect and value of the

SDGs

Company 1, 2 and 4

A low demand for SDG compliance • Companies do not experience enough focus and demand from
customers and suppliers

• They do not feel that the agenda has reached the end user/their
main customers

Company 4 and 6

Difficulties choosing SDGs and tools • There is a broad range of actors pointing at different tools,
depending on the desired outcome

• Different viewpoints regarding which and how many SDGs to
integrate

Company 1, 4, 5 and 6

Missing guidelines and framework
from other actors in society

• The government and municipalities do not pay enough
attention to the agenda

• A lack of specific national objectives that MUST be complied to
• The governance needs to do a follow up and make it possible to

transform the global goals to local goals
• The companies feel that the goals are not sufficiently

translated to SMEs or the citizens

Company 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6
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their journey towards sustainability but also whether it is a
company in the start-up phase or a well-established company.
In Fig. 3, the negative factors are listed in regard to the chrono-
logical process (time) of a company’s incorporation of the SDGs.
This is relevant in order to understand when companies will ex-
perience what factors and how this influences whether the
companies choose to work with the SDGs or not, and also their
choice of approach to the SDGs.

The x-axis on Fig. 3 illustrates the timeline of the process of
the incorporation of the SDGs, from when a company initiates
the considerations and starts with the preparation, to when the
company actively incorporates the SDGs. These are divided by a
line indicating the decision to initiate the work centred around
the SDGs. The arrow that continues from the x-axis represents
the fact that it is a continuous/ongoing process to work with the
SDGs, and where improvements will always be possible.

The y-axis illustrates the attention from companies, mean-
ing that the higher on the axis the more companies in the case
study have pointed toward the respective factor. Figure 3 illus-
trates that most challenges occur in the preparation phase
within a company, however, this can be due to the fact that
most of the companies in the case study are currently in this
phase, and therefore have less knowledge about the negative
factors in the later stages. Based on Fig. 3, it can be concluded
that most of the negative factors are presented in the prepara-
tion phase, which can be part of the explanation for why some
companies know about the SDGs but never get as far as deciding
to incorporate these due to the build-up of challenges they face.
The negative factors can also lead to less strategic and proactive
incorporation of the SDGs in SMEs because they find it hard to
solve all the challenges that the factors represent, both of which
are seen in this case study.

Discussion and concluding remarks

Through a literature review, five different approaches for incor-
porating the SDGs have been categorised. Using these as a

framework for a case study of six SMEs in Northern Jutland,
Denmark, it can be concluded that SMEs approach the incorpo-
ration of SDGs in a way that is not proactive nor ambitious
enough to fully support the achievement of the 2030 Agenda.
This is supported by a report about sustainability in Northern
Jutland-based companies that also states that the efforts need
to be more proactive (Det Nordjyske Virksomhedspanel 2019).
This research has thus aimed to explore the reason behind their
choice of approach by identifying the influencing factors, both
positive and negative.

Our research shows that the SMEs’ less intensive approaches
to the SDGs, to some extent, can be explained by the negative
factors found to influence the SMEs’ choice of approach. We
have found three central negative factors, which have a signifi-
cant influence on why the SMEs are applying their respective
approach to incorporate the SDGs. These are:

• Lack of resources (Mainly knowledge on benefits and value creation)
• Comprehensive and global formulations (Difficult to choose SDGs and

tools)
• Missing guidelines and framework (Lacking translation to an SME

context)

It is important to clarify that many of the factors from
Table 2, both positive and negative are interlinked, and caused
by inadequate resources, knowledge and qualifications.

The interlinked nature of the factors makes it complicated to
work with the SDGs for many SMEs, but it also allows several of
the factors to be met simultaneously. The three central negative
factors indicate that the individual SME cannot single-handedly
implement the SDGs in a way that facilitates the achievement
of the 2030 Agenda. The use of the SDGs in SMEs is a local prob-
lem, but cannot be solved by the SMEs alone, for this reason, the
solution requires collaboration at a multilevel, across interna-
tional, national and local stakeholders. The benefits of collabo-
ration with external stakeholders are many as these
stakeholders can provide new ideas, perspectives, guidance,

Figure 3: The influencing factors illustrated based on when in the process they occur and which of the factors are given the most attention from the company
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knowledge or other resources (Schmidt, Rocha, and Faria 2020),
many of which meet the negative factors identified.

Several of the SMEs in this case study mention public au-
thorities such as the municipalities and the government as im-
portant stakeholders to provide a framework or guidelines. The
public authorities do play an important part, especially when it
comes to the general focus on the 2030 Agenda in society.
However other more local or specific actors might also be able
to provide the framework requested from the companies. Local
stakeholders such as NBE and other local networks focusing on
helping the local companies can contribute to a translation to a
local perspective, which has shown to be important when trans-
lating this global agenda properly. Other stakeholders have
knowledge and insides in specific sectors or industries. The in-
dustry associations have been found to entail a unique role due
to their positioning in the industry which they can use to target
and frame the knowledge on a more detailed level (The Danish
Chamber of Commerce 2020c; WBCSD 2020). An example of uti-
lising their unique position could be to gather the different
stakeholders in the network of an industry, to identify and es-
tablish how an industry as a whole can contribute to the
achievement of the SDGs through collaboration and co-design.
The knowledge gathered could then be utilised in a generic
guidance document, creating the knowledge and framework
needed to strengthen the use of the SDGs in SME business
models.

Conflict of interest statement. None declared.
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