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Achieving a sustainable world with the SDGs 
How risk management can help you to succeed 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Introduction 
 
This paper, which is focused on businesses in the private sector, is part of a series 
on sustainability. The series focuses on how people can leverage the power of risk 
management to help them deliver sustainability objectives and goals that make a 
real difference to organisations and their stakeholders, including the broader 
community. The series uses the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals as 
its foundation.  
 
 
 

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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Where are organisations heading, as times change? 
 
Businesses, and public sector organisations, face changing times. From the impact 
of climate change and natural disasters to many geopolitical matters of concern and 
fast-emerging economic threats and opportunities, many interconnected macro and 
micro factors are combining to ensure a dynamic environment in which businesses 
of all sizes operate, and to which the global economy and society as a whole has to 
respond to. Some changes create sustainable opportunities to be seized, and others 
represent threats that need to be dealt with proactively and pragmatically. Risk 
management can help organisations in the private and public sectors to work out 
how best to respond to our fast-changing times. 
 
Areas of consideration for businesses of all sizes include the following: 
  
1. Will capitalism change (“Capitalism 2.0”, as it is often being referred to), as more 

businesses of all types recognise the value of being truly purposeful and 
sustainable in their objectives, and how this influences their place in society and 
their place in the world? 
 

2. How can organisations, large and small, be as flexible and adaptable as possible 
to fast-changing circumstances in order to seize the right opportunities – 
including technology advancement such as “Industry 4.0” and the digitisation of 
commerce – and to manage the threats they bring? 
 

3. How can businesses be resilient and adaptable to “interruption events” – from 
internal disruption to supply chain problems and externally-caused problems that 
are largely beyond their control on a local and global scale? 

  
4. Will public policy at a local and national level, and can intergovernmental 

agreements, help to foster innovation in industry and commerce, and better ways 
of working that encourage businesses to ensure they have purposeful linkages to 
society? 
 

 
Risk professionals can play a valuable role in helping organisations to prosper in 
their changing environment. Risk management can be an enabler to achieving 
objectives and seizing opportunities, not “a blocker” to pursuing activities.  
 
This paper discusses how risk management and sustainability practices can be used 
together to achieve purposeful and sustainable outcomes that benefit everyone that 
exists in a business’ eco-system. 
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Sustainability in today’s world 
 
Many people understandably think of sustainability as being focused on the climate, 
and the protection of the environment. These two elements are important, as part of 
a broader set of interlinked elements that make up sustainability.  
 
The term sustainability has many definitions. In 1987, the United Nations Brundtland 
Commission defined sustainability as “meeting the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” 1 
 
The Sustainable Development Goals (the SDGs) are a blueprint set out by the 
United Nations to achieve a better and more sustainable future for the planet. They 
have been designed to address the global challenges we face today and for our 
future, through 17 interconnected goals: 2 

 
Figure 1: the SDGs (source: the UN) 

 
Introduced in 2015, the SDGs are one of the most holistic set of goals in existence 
today for nations and organisations to focus on for the betterment of the planet. Their 
genesis were the Millennium Development Goals, created in 2000. For more 
information about the SDGs, consult the UN SDGs website. A complete list of all 
SDG Indicators is available to download from this UN source of information. 
 
The SDGs were initially designed for countries and international institutions to use. 
They have been widely adopted as a general framework for sustainability targets by 
many businesses and private sector enterprises. Many organisations in both the 
public and private sectors are using the SDGs to help guide their sustainability 
actions.  
 
In early 2020 the UN reiterated its call for a “decade of action” to deliver the SDGs by 
2030. 3 Can good risk management help these goals to be achieved? 
  
 
 

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/why-the-sdgs-matter/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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Risk Management in today’s world 
 
Risk is defined in the international standard for risk management, ISO 31000:2018 
(Risk Management – Guidelines), as “the effect of uncertainty on objectives”. A risk 
can be an opportunity or a threat. The potential impacts or consequences of a risk 
can be multiple, and they can be positive or negative, or a blend of both. The 
management of risk is the management of uncertainty, and what we need to focus 
on is “the uncertainty that matters”. 
 
Figure 2 – risk = uncertainty that has different impacts and outcomes 

 

 
 
 
To identify and assess our risks (our opportunities and threats), we should use a 
practical process that helps us to focus on the context of our situation, and the 
objectives we are seeking to achieve.  
 
Figure 3 – a 4-step risk management process (adhering to ISO 31000) 

 

 
 

https://www.iso.org/standard/65694.html
https://www.iso.org/standard/65694.html
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In doing so, we seek to ensure that all impacts / consequences are considered 
together, and that we consider different lenses and diverse views.  
 
Integrated Risk Management is a way to connect and integrate risk across an 
organisation, together with controls management and assurance (incorporating 
audit). It helps organisations identify, assess and manage the uncertainties – the 
threats and opportunities – that matter most to them.  
 
Risk professionals can play a valuable role in helping their organisations to nurture a 
positive and healthy culture 4 where speaking up about risks and concerns is 
welcomed and encouraged. When a good culture exists, we have a clear “line of 
sight” about risks and issues and the accountabilities people have to manage them, 
so that appropriate controls and actions are being implemented to achieve good 
outcomes. Good risk management tools and techniques can help organisations to 
ensure good decision-making is consistently applied in order to achieve their 
objectives. 
 
Resilience is also vital consideration in today’s world. Resilience can be thought of 
as being “twinned” with risk management. From managing complex supply chains to 
being prepared and ready to respond to major geopolitical events, natural disasters, 
a changing climate, or other things that happen, a resilient organisation can minimise 
the effects of disruption when it occurs, and possibly play a part in restoration of 
services that help the broader community if appropriate.  
 
 
 

Some “connection points” between Sustainability and Risk 
Management 
 
There are only ten years left to achieve the targets set for the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). In September 2019, world leaders at a 
global SDG Summit called for “a decade of action and delivery” (2020-2030) for 
sustainable development. Action by businesses is key to making this happen.  
 
In order to play their part, businesses need to work out how to be truly considerate of 
society, and how to achieve sustainability objectives that they can relate to the 
SDGs.  
 
It’s not easy to change the ethos of an organisation – and its investors – to embrace 
objectives that are more holistic than shareholder financial returns, but ensuring 
organisations re-orientate their purpose towards societal and sustainability 
outcomes, together with appropriate financial targets, is the topic of much debate 
today. 
 
Investors around the world are increasingly demonstrating that they are serious 
about sustainability. From the world’s largest fund managers, pension funds and 
banks to individual investors, sustainability and sustainable investing is an increasing 
trend and it is increasingly influential in deciding which businesses to invest in. 5 
  

https://irp-cdn.multiscreensite.com/8bbcaf75/files/uploaded/RIC%20-%20great%20culture%20great%20risk%20great%20performance%20-%20Final.pdf
https://irp-cdn.multiscreensite.com/8bbcaf75/files/uploaded/RIC%20-%20great%20culture%20great%20risk%20great%20performance%20-%20Final.pdf
https://irp-cdn.multiscreensite.com/8bbcaf75/files/uploaded/Mar%2019%20QA%20on%20Sustainability%20and%20Risk%20Mgmt%20-%20Sustainalytics_Final_190329.pdf
https://irp-cdn.multiscreensite.com/8bbcaf75/files/uploaded/Mar%2019%20QA%20on%20Sustainability%20and%20Risk%20Mgmt%20-%20Sustainalytics_Final_190329.pdf
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The Boards of companies (listed and non-listed) can use risk management to help 
them plot a path forward to create and deliver a purposeful and sustainable strategy, 
perhaps leveraging the guidance of organisations such as the World Business 
Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD). 6 
 
Sustainability and Risk Management as functions in businesses today 
 
Are Sustainability and Risk Management functional teams linked in the 
organisational structures of businesses today? Small organisations may not have 
specific teams for Risk and/or Sustainability; their activities towards Risk and 
Sustainability may be inherently stitched into their business operations.  
 
In medium to large organisations in certain sectors, there is evidence that 
organisational linkages between these two advisory functions are being put in place. 
For example, there is evidence of this in capital and asset-intensive sectors such as 
oil & gas, construction and mining, with these functions sometimes coming under a 
Chief Risk Officer, or Chief Risk & Sustainability Officer. 7  
 
Whether Risk and Sustainability functions are formally linked in an organisational 
structure or whether they exist as separate reporting lines, there are many 
opportunities for people in all organisations to use risk management and 
sustainability together to achieve purposeful business objectives.  
 
 
 

What’s happening with global business and the SDGs? 
 
In September 2019 the World Business Council for Sustainable Development 
(WBCSD), The B Team and the World Benchmarking Alliance launched the 
‘Business Avengers’ campaign. The campaign will focus on driving private sector 
awareness, collaboration and action in support of the SDGs. 8 
 
Seventeen large companies, picked from different sectors, have been chosen to lead 
this campaign and to promote the ‘Decade of Delivery’ between 2020 and 2030 (the 
target for achieving the SDGs, as mentioned above).  
 
Each business in this “group of seventeen” represents one of the 17 SDGs. They are 
communicating the importance of “their assigned Goal”, the opportunities to achieve 
it and their work to make things happen. As of late 2019 the Business Avengers 
included Arm, Avanti, the Coca-Cola Company, Commvault, Diageo, Google.org, 
Mars, Mastercard, Microsoft, Nike, rb, SAP, salesforce, salesforce.org and Unilever. 
Together, these companies represent over US$500 billion in revenue and have 
900,000 employees. 
 
The Global Goals website provides a “business guide” and a number of other 
resources for all businesses to draw upon. 
 
 
 

https://www.globalgoals.org/business
https://business-guide.globalgoals.org/
https://next.globalgoals.org/resources
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The United Nations makes “The SDGs Compass” available to all businesses. It was 
launched in 2015 and includes guidance for companies on how to align their strategy 
to the SDGs, and how to measure and manage their contribution to them. 9 
 
The SDG Compass was developed by GRI, the UN Global Compact and the World 
Business Council for Sustainable Development (the WBCSD). It has been built with 
feedback through three consultation periods from companies, government agencies, 
academic institutions and civil society organisations around the world. 
 
An example from the SDGs Compass on mapping the SDGs against a business 
value chain is provided below. 
 
Figure 4 – mapping the SDGs against a value chain (source: the SDGs Compass) 

 

 
 
 
  

https://www.unglobalcompact.org/library/3101
https://www.wbcsd.org/
https://www.wbcsd.org/
https://www.unglobalcompact.org/docs/issues_doc/development/SDGCompass.pdf
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So, how are companies working to help achieve the SDGs? 
 
Many businesses, large and small, are playing their part towards the SDGs. Below 
are three examples from different sectors. It is worth noting that some businesses 
report their sustainability efforts without directly linking them to the SDGs.  
 
 

1. Unilever 
 
The Dutch-British conglomerate Unilever are a member of the “Business Avengers”. 
They have committed to achieving sustainability targets, and they have a track 
record of being a leader in this space.  
 
In 2017, Unilever mapped the SDGs to the nine pillars of their Unilever Sustainable 
Living Plan (USLP). They identified 14 SDGs that have a strong and direct link with 
what they do. Their Sustainable Living Report provides full details of how they are 
working towards their objectives. 10 
 
Unilever co-founded the Business & Sustainable Development Commission in 2016. 
5 
 
They describe their approach to integrating the SDGs as follows: 11 
 

 
 
Unilever state on their website: 
 

“Companies have a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to embrace the SDGs as a 
driver of societal change and business growth. If they fail to get behind 
systems change and the kind of inclusive capitalism needed to achieve the 
SDGs, the costs and uncertainty of doing business will swell.  

https://www.unilever.com/sustainable-living/our-sustainable-living-report-hub/
https://www.unilever.com/sustainable-living/our-sustainable-living-report-hub/
https://www.unilever.com/sustainable-living/our-strategy/un-sustainable-development-goals/
https://www.unilever.com/sustainable-living/our-strategy/un-sustainable-development-goals/
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On the other hand, if a critical mass of companies joins the movement for 
system change, it will create an unstoppable force. 
 
We don’t pretend it will be easy. Change never is. Nor do we claim to have 
arrived there yet. But we are on the journey, and we hope that many other 
companies will also seize the opportunities that the SDGs present. By using 
our resources to address issues such as nutrition, sanitation, hygiene, and 
climate change, we are delivering short-term and long-term benefits for 
shareholders as well as society.” 

 
In December 2019 their CEO discussed their continued drive towards being a 
purposeful organisation in an interview with the BBC. 12 
 
 

2. Maersk 
 
The global shipping company, Maersk have a long history in sustainability.  
They tie their Sustainability Strategy to the SDGs, as seen below from their latest 
published strategy. 13 
 
 

 
 
 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/w3csy749
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The Maersk Sustainability strategy and their Sustainability Report provides some 
examples of how they are tracking against their own targets, and also identifies 
where there are risks to achieving them. 14 
 
 

3. SAP 
 
One of the world’s largest software companies and part of the “Business Avengers”, 
SAP has outlined how it is contributing towards the SDGs in its Integrated Report.  
 
They state that their vision is to help the world run better and improve people’s lives, 
and that they stand for this higher purpose beyond economic success. Their pledge 
is to use their extensive resources to make a positive global impact. 15 
 
While SAP’s focus is on innovations that help customers become more sustainable, 
the company is also committed to lead by example. For instance, SAP has steadily 
improved its Business Health Culture Index from 69 percent in 2013 to 78 percent in 
2018. The percentage of women in management has increased from 17.6 percent in 
2009 to 25.7 percent. The number of hours that employees devote to volunteering 
has grown from 62,000 to more than 250,000. SAP has also reduced its own CO2 
emissions through a range of measures from 9.2 tons per employee in 2009 to 3.3 
tons per employee last year. The company aims to become carbon neutral in its own 
operations by 2025. 16 
 
The SAP 2019 Integrated Report can be found here. 17 
 

 
 
  

https://www.maersk.com/about/sustainability/our-sustainability-strategy
https://www.maersk.com/about/sustainability/reports
https://www.sap.com/integrated-reports/2019/en.html
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Practicalities of using risk management for the SDGs 
 
As the examples above show, businesses are mapping their activities to the SDGs to 
show how they are achieving sustainable outcomes for the betterment of the planet. 
One of the advantages of using the SDGs as a sustainability lens is that it provides a 
consistent view, across industries, sectors and the world. When investments in say, 
infrastructure are made, they can be shown to add value to particular SDGs, for 
example towards SDG#4 education. The SDGs also provide investors with common 
parameters to look at.  
 
Challenges still remain. Data on sustainability initiatives is not always readily 
available, or easy to define in its impact, and competing demands for capital make 
change hard to implement. It involves making trade-offs, and the view and drivers of 
their investors is key to making this change work. Risk management can break down 
silos and permit a complete view of how an organisation pursues its activities. 18  
 
Using the right information at the right time to see insights and make the best risk-
informed decisions can help you achieve competitive advantage in your dynamic and 
fast changing world. Seeing insights early reduces surprises and gives confidence in 
predicted and planned for outcomes, which maximises value to your organisation 
and its shareholders.  
 
 
 

Examples of Risk Management assistance for good Sustainability 
 
Many risk management methods, tools and techniques that are used in the public 
sector and the private sector can be applied to Sustainability, to help people focus on 
achieving their objectives. This section describes some tools and techniques for 
effective decision-making, which can be used interchangeably with each other: 
 
Table 1: Examples of Strategic and Operational Risk tools and techniques 

 

Risk Tool / Technique Brief Summary 

1. Enterprise Risk 
Management (ERM) 
Framework approaches 
(strategy) 
 

ERM is a practice used to help organisations work out 
how to take the right types of actions: 
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Risk Tool / Technique Brief Summary 

 
ERM can easily be tied to a Sustainability strategy and 
desired activities. 
 

2. Risk Appetite 
(strategy & operational) 
 

Risk Appetite is used to define a shared appetite and 
tolerance for risks (threats and opportunities). 
It can be used and communicated across an 
organisation for sustainability, to describe the appetite 
and tolerance for seizing opportunities, and for NOT 
pursuing certain actions. 
 

 
 

3. Risk perception 
curves (operational) 
 

Risk perception curves are a way to draw together the 
perceived risk of different stakeholders to different 
activities. They can help to provide a lens to tie different 
and competing demands from different stakeholders 
together. 
 
They can demonstrate whether the perception of risk 
amongst a group of stakeholders is widening or 
narrowing, and if so, what needs to be done to ensure 
actual and perceived levels of risk are aligned, and that 
risk is being well managed. 
 
They can be used for determining ways to achieve 
Sustainability targets (perhaps linked to risk appetite). 
 

4. Scenario analysis, 
including Pre-mortems 
(strategic and 
operational) 
 

In today’s dynamic and fast-changing world, looking at 
different scenarios as a way of “What if?” planning is a 
valuable way to think about future possibilities, and to 
plan accordingly. 
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Risk Tool / Technique Brief Summary 

 
Whilst we cannot predict the future, when we think 
through different possibilities, including “outliers” and 
“black swans”, we improve our ability to plan for our 
objectives, we practice de-biasing our opinions and our 
decision-making, and we put ourselves into question. 
 

 
 
Pre-mortems are a specific form of scenario analysis, 
focused on imagining the future with “prospective 
hindsight”. Research has found that imagining that an 
event has already occurred and what we will do about it 
increases the ability to plan. 
 

5. Creating walls of risk 
to help people 
understand each other’s 
risks (strategic and 
operational) 
 

Walls of risk are a good way to quickly create in a team 
environment all risks we can collectively anticipate, and 
(if desired) to link them to agreed objectives. 
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Risk Tool / Technique Brief Summary 

6. Impact x control 
effectiveness mapping 
(strategic and 
operational) 
 

These types of maps focus on the effectiveness of 
controls that we have in place to manage risks. 
 

 
 

7. Bow-ties (operational) 
 

Bow-ties are a way to define controls for a specific risk. 
They can be quick to produce, ideally in a team 
environment. 
 

 
 

8. Decision trees 
(strategic and 
operational) 
 

Decision trees are a form of scenario analysis. 
They allow us to map our possible decision paths. 
When appropriate and when we have data, we can 
quantify the decision points. 
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Risk Tool / Technique Brief Summary 

 
9. Quantitative Risk 
Analysis (operational) 
 

 
QRA uses measurable, objective data about a “range 
of outcomes” to help us make good decisions. 
Quantitative Risk Management (QRA) involves 
statistically analysing risk by running simulations 
against risks for which we agree ranges of data to 
calculate a statistical probability of achieving outcomes 
(e.g. 90%, 80%, 70% probability of success). 
 

 
 

10. Training and skills 
development through 
Hackathons and 
simulations (operational) 
 

Hackathons provide a “safe environment” in which 
small teams are given a series of quick-fire linked 
scenarios, and they have to work out how to respond. 
 
They can be used with “Sustainability situations”, in 
which people work out how to make change happen, 
and achieve objectives. 
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Conclusion 
 
This paper has looked at how risk management can aide the achievement of 
sustainability targets for businesses, and how risk management can contribute 
towards achieving the SDGs. A selection of examples from businesses in different 
sectors have been provided showing the benefits that they are seeing by focusing on 
the SDGs. Various associations and organisations exist to provide guidance and 
advice to businesses on how to work out good strategies for sustainability. The 
efforts of businesses are key to achieving the “decade of action” that the UN has 
stated needs to occur to realise the SDGs by 2030. 
 
With the right approach, all businesses in all sectors can use the SDGs as a 
framework to achieve their sustainability objectives. Risk management can be used 
to help them seize opportunities and manage the threats that exist to making these 
objectives happen. 
 

 
 
Further suggested reading and watching 
 
 
Benevity produce a “Corporate Guide to Putting the SDGs to work”. 
 
PWC has produced a guide to the SDGs. 
 
The UN Global Goals “business guide” provides information for all businesses. 
 

The UN Global Compact website provides an SDGs Compass for businesses. 
 
 
 

About the author 
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his work, across all industries and sectors. 
 
 
 
 
  

https://insights.benevity.com/ebooks/how-to-put-the-sdgs-to-work?utm_campaign=google%20-%20search%20-%20generic%20-%20aus&utm_source=google&utm_medium=cpc&utm_content=sustainable_development_goals&utm_term=sdgs&gclid=EAIaIQobChMIsqiXj_LV5wIVxpSPCh3tLQxqEAAYASAAEgJmM_D_BwE
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/sustainability/publications/PwC-sdg-guide.pdf
https://business-guide.globalgoals.org/
https://www.unglobalcompact.org/library/3101
https://www.riskinsightconsulting.com/
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https://sdg.iisd.org/news/17-companies-join-campaign-for-sdgs-decade-of-delivery/
https://www.unglobalcompact.org/library/3101
https://www.unglobalcompact.org/docs/issues_doc/development/SDGCompass.pdf
https://www.unilever.com/sustainable-living/our-sustainable-living-report-hub/
https://www.unilever.com/sustainable-living/our-strategy/un-sustainable-development-goals/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/w3csy749
https://www.maersk.com/about/sustainability
https://www.maersk.com/about/sustainability/our-sustainability-strategy
https://www.maersk.com/about/sustainability/reports
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15. SAP – 17 goals to achieve a sustainable future 

https://www.sap.com/dmc/exp/2018-01-unglobalgoals/  
 
16. SAP – SAP Celebrates 10 Years of Creating Sustainable Impact 
https://news.sap.com/2019/03/sap-celebrates-ten-years-sustainable-impact/  
 
17. SAP – 2019 Integrated Report 
https://www.sap.com/integrated-reports/2019/en.html  
 
18. Risk Insight Consulting – interview with Zak Wood 
https://irp-cdn.multiscreensite.com/8bbcaf75/files/uploaded/Feb%2020%20-
%20applying%20the%20SDGs%20with%20risk%20management%20-%20ZW.pdf  
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