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Abstract 

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are a set of global goals that 

aim to not only tackle the urgent problems that the environment and society face today, 

but also to promote development and prosperity. The private sector has been called upon 

to act on the SDGs, specifically by stopping unsustainable consumption and production 

practices and by finding innovative solutions to societal problems, however, there is no 

standardized way for businesses to engage with or report on the SDGs. This study will 

explore how companies are engaging with and reporting on the SDGs through a case 

study of Icelandic energy companies. To discover this, representatives from five energy 

companies and one representative from the electricity and utility industry group were 

interviewed and the resulting themes were analyzed. In addition to interviews, the annual 

reports from the five companies were analyzed with a framework based on KMPG’s 2018 

report “How to report on the SDGs” to determine the level of quality of reporting on the 

SDGs. Two of the companies interviewed had engaged with the SDGs and the other three 

were just beginning the process. This study finds that gender equality (SDG 5) and climate 

action (SDG 13) were the most highly prioritized of the SDGs and the reports met about 

half of the criteria for quality reporting on the SDGs. This study will contribute to growing 

field of research on the SDGs and provide practical information for companies looking to 

engage with the SDGs. 
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Útdráttur 

Heimsmarkmið Sameinuðu þjóðanna um sjálfbæra þróun er flokkur markmiða sem 

ætlað er að leiða til betra lífs, lífsskilyrða og umhverfis, ásamt því að stuðla að sjálfbærri 

þróun og hagsæld. Í þeim kemur fram ákall til einkageirans um að innleiða 

Heimsmarkmiðin, sérstaklega til að stöðva ósjálfbæra neyslu og framleiðsluhætti og til að 

finna lausnir á samfélagslegum vandamálum. Það eru aftur á móti engin stöðluð leið fyrir 

fyrirtæki til að taka þátt í eða greina frá notkun Heimsmarkmiðanna. Markmið þessarar 

rannsóknar er að skoða hvernig fyrirtæki taka þátt og greina frá Heimsmarkmiðunum, 

með því að taka dæmi frá íslenskum orkufyrirtækjum. Viðtöl voru tekin við fimm fulltrúa 

frá íslenskum orkufyrirtækjum og ásamt fulltrúa samtaka orku- og  veitufyrirtækja á 

Íslandi og svörin greind í tiltekin þemu. Til viðbótar var skýrsla KMPG 2018, „How to report 

on the SDGs” notuð til að greina ársskýrslur fyrirtækjanna til að meta hversu vel var gert 

grein fyrir Heimsmarkmiðunum. Tvö fyrirtækjanna vinna samkvæmt 

heimsmarkmiðunum, á meðan hin þrjú voru rétt að hefja innleiðingarferlið. 

Niðurstöðurnar sýna að jafnrétti kynjanna (markmið 5) og aðgerðir í loftlagsmálum 

(markmið 13) hafa hæstan forgang og ársskýrslur fyrirtækjanna stóðust um það bil 

helming skilyrða um gæðaskýrslu um Heimsmarkmiðin samkvæmt KMPG 2018. Þessi 

rannsókn bætir við fræðilega þekkingu á innleiðingu Heimsmarkmiðanna, veitir innsýn 

varðandi það hvað Íslensk fyrirtæki eru að gera varðandi innleiðingu Heimsmarkmiðanna 

og veitir hagnýtar upplýsingar fyrir önnur fyrirtæki sem vilja innleiða Heimsmarkmiðin.  
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1  Introduction 

This section first reviews the background information on the United Nations Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) in relation to the business sector and the Icelandic energy 

sector. Then the research aims and methods are stated and the thesis structure is 

explained. 

1.1 Background 

The United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are set of global goals 

that have the potential to manage not only the risks of the critical issues that the world 

faces today, but also create opportunities for development. (United Nations, 2015). The 

goals are considered to be quite ambitious (Fleming et al., 2017) since they aim to, for 

example, end poverty. The timeline to accomplish the SDGs and the serious issues that 

they address illustrate the urgency for immediate action on the goals, since there is 

increasing evidence that human activities are pushing the earth’s systems outside of safe 

operating zones (Steffen et al., 2015). Moving outside of the earth’s safe operating zones 

could cause irreversible damage to the environment, which would be catastrophic for 

human kind (Rockström et al., 2009). The timeline to achieve the SDGs is relatively short 

since the objective is to complete the SDGs by 2030 (United Nations, 2015).  

Energy is an essential component to achieving many of the SDGs since access to and 

affordability of energy is essential to modern life (UN, n.d.-b) and energy consumption is 

highly correlated with economic growth and the human development index (Santika et 

al., 2019). Within in the SDGs, goal number 7, affordable and clean energy, is the goal 

that focuses on energy. This goal addresses crucial problems such as increasing access to 

electricity to the almost one billion people who live without it and providing clean cooking 

technology to the almost three billion people in the world who are still using polluting 

fuels to cook (United Nations Publications, 2018). Iceland is an example of a country that 

has greatly increased its renewable energy capacity and thereby production of electricity 

and heat from renewable energy, which, in turn, significantly improved the standard of 

living in the country (Jónsson et al., 2018). Currently, almost 100% of Iceland’s heat and 

electricity comes from renewable energy sources such as geothermal and hydropower 
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(Orkustofnun, 2018). Geothermal energy in particular played a large role in increasing the 

health and quality of life in Iceland (Jónsson et al., 2018). The large scale development of 

geothermal energy began in Iceland in the 1930’s partly due to the high cost of importing 

fossil fuels (Jónsson et al., 2018). Switching to geothermal power from fossil fuels for 

electricity and district heating decreased Iceland’s greenhouse gas emissions and 

improved the air quality (Atlason & Unnthorsson, 2017). It also brought heat and hot 

water into homes improving the indoor environment, improved food production, and 

helped make Iceland one of the most affluent countries in the world (Jónsson et al., 2018).  

Today, there are many innovative projects involving geothermal power in Iceland such 

as; the Resource Park accompanying HS Orka’s geothermal power plants, the 

government-industry collaboration of the Iceland Deep Drilling Project (IDDP), and the 

CarbFix and SulFix projects at Orkuveita Reykjavíkur (Resource Park, 2019, Elders et al., 

2014, Aradóttir et al., 2015). Geothermal power, as well as other renewable energy 

sources, have the potential to play an important role in providing the world with 

sustainable and clean energy, which is especially important in developing nations where 

the development of renewable energy would support many of the other SDGs (Georgsson 

& Haraldsson, 2016).  

The 2030 Agenda, in which the SDGs are based, specifically calls upon businesses to 

stop unsustainable consumption and production and use creativity and innovation to 

solve sustainable development challenges (United Nations, 2015). The SDGs cannot be 

accomplished alone and they require partnerships at all levels including the private sector 

(Caiado et al., 2018). Stakeholders from the business sector were included in the 

development of the SDGs and businesses have much to gain from engaging with the SDGs 

(UN, n.d.-b). For example, it is estimated that there  is a potential of 12 trillion US dollars 

to be gained by the private sector in market opportunities in the industries of agriculture, 

energy, health, and others if the SDGs are achieved by 2030 (Business and Sustainable 

Development Commission, 2017). If business do not act on the SDGs, then they faces risks 

of a reduced license to operate and getting left behind by not getting ahead of long term 

policies and regulations that align with the SDGs (WBCSD, 2017). Also, the problems that 

the SDGs address are the same problems that are making the business world less viable, 

so through engaging with the SSDGs, the private sector can reduce these threats (WBCSD, 

2017). 
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The SDGs are relatively new and due to the global and interdisciplinary nature of the 

SDGs, more research is needed on how to best implement and accomplish them (Caiado 

et al., 2018). This study will contribute to the growing research of the SDGs by looking at 

how energy companies are engaging with the SDGs through a case study of the Icelandic 

energy sector.  

1.2 Research Aim and Questions 

This research is a case study on how Icelandic energy companies are engaging with and 

reporting on the SDGs. The research questions proposed are the following: 

 How are Icelandic energy companies engaging with the SDGs? 

 How are energy companies reporting on their work regarding the SDGs? 

This research will provide insight on what is currently happening in Iceland in regard 

to the SDGs and the energy sector and will contribute to research on the SDGs and the 

private sector. 

1.3 Research Methods 

To determine how Icelandic energy companies are engaging with and reporting on the 

SDGs, qualitative methods were used. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 

key personnel at energy companies to find out how the company is engaging with the 

SDGs. The interviews were transcribed and coded to identify themes. The companies who 

participated in the study and have published annual reports that include their work on 

the SDGs, had their SDG reporting evaluated for quality by using the nine criteria in the 

2018 report titled, “How to report on the SDGs” (KPMG International, 2018). Companies 

in the study who have not begun reporting on the SDGs had their annual reports 

evaluated by a criteria modified by the researcher based on the KPMG reporting criteria 

to see how their work aligned with the SDGs that interview participants prioritized in the 

interviews. More information on the research methods can be found in section 3 of this 

thesis.  

1.4 Thesis Structure 

This thesis will first review the literature available on the SDGs themselves and how they 

relate to the private sector and the energy sector as well as the tools and guides available 

for businesses to engage with and report on the SDGs. In the following section, the 
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methods used to answer the research questions will be described. Then the results from 

the interviews and report analysis will be presented. Next, in the discussion section, the 

results will be further explored within the context of the literature, the research questions 

will be answered, and recommendations will be made. Finally, in the conclusion section, 

the implications of the study, limitations of the study and further research needed will be 

stated. 
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2 Literature Review 

The literature review section explores the current literature available on the SDGs 

themselves and in relation to the private sector, and the energy sector from scientific 

journals, industry reports, and published materials from other organizations. The 

literature and reports on SDG reporting and the tools available will also be presented. 

2.1 The History of Sustainable Development 

The idea of sustainable development first found its way onto the global agenda in 1972 

at the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm, Sweden 

(Sachs, 2015). The concept of sustainability had been used in the context of ecosystems, 

but at this conference it was also applied to economic growth and development (Sachs, 

2015). The concept of sustainable development was beginning to appear on the global 

scene since ideas about the overuse of the earth’s finite resources leading to a collapse, 

which would be catastrophic for humanity, were gaining mainstream popularity (Sachs, 

2015). The term sustainable development was defined years later in 1987 (Sachs, 

2015). In the report, Our Common Future, sustainable development was defined as 

“meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987, p.15). This report inspired action, 

and in 1992, leaders from 178 countries met at the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil 

for the second conference on sustainable development (UN, n.d.-b). At this conference, 

Agenda 21 was adopted, which was a global partnership with the aims of protecting the 

environment and improving human lives (UN, n.d.-b). Then in 2000, United Nations 

member states met in New York, USA and this meeting led to the conception of the 

Millennium Development Goals that were later adopted at a conference in Johannesburg, 

South Africa in 2002 (UN, n.d. b). There were eight Millennium Development Goals which 

focused on decreasing poverty, combating issues related to health and well-being, 

promoting equality, increasing access to education, ensuring environmental 

sustainability, and building global partnerships for development (UN, n.d.-a).  

Since the first definition of sustainable development in 1987, the concept of 

sustainable development had been evolving (Sachs, 2015).  In the 2000’s, in addition to 

the intergenerational characteristic of sustainable development, the three pillars of 

sustainable development (environment, society, and economics) came into the forefront 
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as the key actionable aspects of sustainable development (Sachs, 2015). In the year 2012, 

again in Rio de Janerio, Brazil, at the Rio+ 20 conference, United Nations member states 

decided to launch the process to develop the SDGs since the Millennium Development 

Goals expired in 2015 (UN, n.d.-b). The Millennium Development Goals were generally 

seen as a success, but they were also criticized for having too narrow of a concept of 

development (Fukuda-Parr, 2016). With the successes and shortcomings of the 

Millennium Development Goals in mind, the SDGs were adopted as are part of the United 

Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development in 2015 (United Nations, 2015). The 

17 goals and their 169 targets were designed through an inclusive process with input from 

a variety of stakeholder groups to promote sustainable development in both developed 

and developing nations (United Nations, 2015).  

2.2 The Sustainable Development Goals 

In September of 2015, world leaders adopted the 17 United Nations Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) along with their 169 targets (UN, n.d.-b). The SDGs aim to be 

fulfilled in 2030 and are the responsibility of all sectors (public, private and nonprofit) to 

accomplish and require cross-sectoral partnerships to accomplish them (United Nations, 

2015). Figure 1 shows the 17 Sustainable Development Goals. 

 

Figure 1. UN Sustainable Development Goals (UN, n.d-b) 

The purpose of the SDGs is to provide holistic vision and action plan for sustainable 

development (Bernstein, 2017). The SDGs are an example of governance through goals 
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since they were created though an inclusive process, they are non-binding, and they were 

designed to be flexible, so they could be applied to all nations (Biermann et al., 2017). To 

measure performance on the goals, indicators for the targets were developed by the 

Inter-Agency and Expert Group on Sustainable Development Goal Indicators (UNGA, 

2017). 

The SDGs link together and interact through synergies and trade-offs (Nilsson et al., 

2016, Pradhan et al., 2017, Weitz et al., 2018). Pradhan et al., (2017) determined that 

overall the positive correlations between the SDGs outweigh the tradeoffs. This study 

also found that no poverty (SDG 1) has the most synergies with other goals and that 

responsible production and consumption (SDG 12) has the most trade-offs with other 

goals. Weitz et al. (2018) looked at the positive and negative interactions of the SDG 

targets in Sweden. They found that targets 16.6, which focuses on effective institutions, 

12.1, which focuses on sustainable consumption and production, and 8.4, which focuses 

on resource efficiency have the most positive influence on the rest of the SDGs in Sweden 

(Weitz et al., 2018). The only target that they found that had a net negative influence in 

Sweden was 17.11, which focuses trade through increasing the exports of developing 

nations (Weitz et al., 2018).  

There is agreement in the literature that affordable and clean energy (SDG 7) generally 

has the potential to have a positive impact on alleviating poverty, reducing climate 

change, increasing water quality and availability, bettering human health, helping to 

protect natural resources and to improve cities (Nilsson et al., 2018). Nerini et al. (2018) 

found that about 85% of the SDG targets are synergistic with affordable and clean energy 

(SDG 7) and about 35% of the SDG targets involved trade-offs, most of which related to 

the tensions between rapidly improving human living conditions and transitioning to 

renewable energy. Understanding and mapping out the interaction of the SDGs is critical 

for policy makers because this will help them mitigate the trade-offs and strengthen the 

synergies that exist in their region of the world (Nilsson et al., 2016).  

Although the SDGs can have an enormous impact on making a more equitable and 

sustainable world, the implementation of these goals is difficult and presents many 

challenges (Caiado et al., 2018). Measuring the progress on the SDGs has been cited by 

several researchers as one of the main challenges (Caiado et al., 2018, Biermann et al., 
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2017, Kumar, et al., 2016). Managing and sharing the large amount of data required to 

measure performance on the goals along with the many actors responsible for providing 

this data, and that the goals interact with each other are some of the challenges of 

providing accurate performance measurement of the SDG (Caiado et al., 2018). The 

targets of the SDGs have also been criticized as being too numerous and too vague, which 

can lead to obtaining purely qualitative data on progress which can be open to 

interpretation, so implementation would be weak (Biermann et al., 2017, Kumar et al., 

2016).  

The non-binding, flexible nature of the SDGs along with the lack of accountability on 

acting on the SDGs also poses a challenge (Bernstein, 2017, Biermann et al., 2017, Kumar 

et al., 2016) and having more formal commitments to the SDGs has been noted as a way 

to increase their success (Biermann et al., 2017).   

Mobilizing the resources needed to promote action at national, regional, and local 

levels while also engaging in public-private partnerships is another difficult task 

(Bernstein, 2017). The cost of reaching the SDGs is enormous (Kumar et al., 2016). For 

example, to reach the goal of no poverty (SDG 1) the estimated amount needed is around 

$66 billion a year (Kumar et al., 2016). The SDGs are a guide for sustainable development, 

but the SDGs themselves do not provide the authority or the resources need to 

accomplish the goals (Bernstein, 2017). Future case studies need to be conducted to see 

how different cultures and geographic areas can reach the targets of the SDGs (Caiado et 

al., 2018).  

There are still many gaps in knowledge with the SDGs. Researchers have found that 

more work needs to be done on the measurement of the SDGs, connecting science-based 

solutions to policy makers, and analyzing the interactions of the SDGs from a systematic 

approach (Allen et al., 2019). 

2.3 Engagement with the Sustainable Development Goals in the Private 
Sector 

The private sector has begun to engage with the SDGs in a variety of ways (Abshagen et 

al., 2018). Some companies have integrated the SDGs in to their corporate sustainability 

strategies and business models whereas some have merely used the SDGs as a publicity 

tool (Abshagen et al., 2018). The number of companies engaging with the SDGs is 
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increasing in the private sector. For example, a survey of 250 companies from 43 different 

countries done by the World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) 

found that 78% of companies have already prioritized SDGs to work on (WBCSD, 2018a).   

The private sector has much to gain from engaging with the sustainable development 

goals such as; it can serve as a long-term strategy tool, it helps to avoid risks from current 

world issues, it opens up new market opportunities, it drives innovation, it provides gains 

in efficiency, and it enhances reputation (Business and Sustainable Development 

Commission, 2017). Other reasons for businesses to engage with the SDGs include; that 

it is a strategic opportunity to focus on sustainability strategies, it is a way to provide 

innovative solutions to social problems, it can reduce supply chain risks, and it increases 

competition (WBSCD, 2018a, Hajer et al. 2015). In a case study of an Australian 

aquaculture firm’s engagement with the SDGs, Fleming et al. (2017) found that the main 

driver of the company’s engagement came from the company and its employees existing 

value of sustainability. Very few companies have been motivated to engage with the SDGs 

as a way to access capital (WBSCD, 2018a) or financing (WBSCD, 2018a). Engaging with 

the SDGs is voluntary for the private sector, however, there has been strong 

encouragement from the United Nations for the private sector to engage and some 

countries even have policies that promote the engagement of the private sector with the 

SDGs (Abshagen et al., 2018). There has not been a systematic analysis of how the private 

sector is engaging with the SDGs (Abshagen et al., 2018).  Since the success of the SDGs 

is partly dependent on the private sector’s involvement, it is important to research how 

companies are engaging with the SDGs, what impact are they making, and which 

strategies can best align business activities with the SDGs (Abshagen et al., 2018).    

Even though engaging with the SDGs has its benefits, businesses still face challenges 

and barriers when it comes to engaging with the SDGs. The lack of understanding of the 

business case and the lack of policy signals that businesses should align themselves with 

the SDGs are some of the main barriers to engagement. (WBCSD, 2018a). For small and 

medium sized companies one barrier is that the complexity and scope of the goals, which 

may not be seen as applicable to their business can be a barrier to engagement (Fleming 

et al., 2017) For businesses, integrating the SDGs into their core business is challenging 



 

10 

(WBCSD, 2018a) and more research and examples of how business are successfully 

engaging with the SDGs is needed (Abshagen et al., 2018).  

Most companies do not attempt to address all of the SDGs, but instead they prioritize 

the ones that align with their core business and where they can make the most impact 

(PwC, 2017). Prioritization, in the context of the SDGs, is when companies identify which 

SDGs they can make the most impact on and are the most relevant to their business and 

stakeholders (KPMG International, 2018). Business service firms’ research has shown that 

climate action (SDG 13), decent work and economic growth (SDG 8), responsible 

consumption and production (SDG 12), and good health and well-being (SDG 3) are some 

of the top priorities for businesses engaging with the SDGs (KPMG International, 2018, 

PwC, 2018, WBCSD, 2018a).  Life below water (SDG 14) and zero hunger (SDG 2) are the 

two goals that companies have been found to focus the least on (KPMG International, 

2018, PwC, 2018, WBCSD, 2018a). Companies have focused both on how they can make 

a positive impact on the SDGs and how they can avoid negative impacts (Van Zanten & 

Van Tulder, 2018, WBCSD, 2018a). Van Zanten and Van Tulder (2018) conducted a survey 

to see how multinational enterprises from Europe and North America were engaging with 

the SDGs. Overall, the survey found that the companies were more likely to engage with 

SDGs that avoided the negative impacts of their work on sustainable development 

therefore playing a passive role in sustainable development. However, another study 

found that the majority (69%) of companies in survey of 250 companies world-wide 

focused on the positive impact that they could make on the SDGs rather than looking at 

how their business negatively impacts the SDGs and how they can mitigate these impacts 

(WBCSD, 2018a).  

The SDGs include goals that focus on social development. Researchers, however, have 

not focused much on how the business sector has addressed social well-being or 

development, but have rather focused on many of the aspects of the business case, 

environmental management, and financial performance when it comes to sustainability 

work in the business sector (Kourula et al., 2017).  To tie this to the SDGs, Kourula et al. 

(2017) reviewed  corporate sustainability studies from the field of international business 

and management, and categorized the studies by the SDGs and found that good health 

and well-being (SDG 3), quality education (SDG 4), gender equality (SDG 5), clean water 
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and sanitation (SDG 6), sustainable cities and communities (SDG 11), life below water 

(SDG 14), life on land (SDG 15), and peace, justice and strong institutions (SDG 16) have 

received little attention. Topics having to do with affordable and clean energy (SDG 7), 

decent work and economic growth (SDG 8), industry, innovation and infrastructure (SDG 

9), responsible consumption and production (SDG 12) and climate action (SDG 13) have 

been more thoroughly examined. The authors recommend that more interdisciplinary 

studies are necessary due to the social, environmental, and economic aspects of the goals 

and due to the interconnection between the goals and the many different actors working 

on the goals (Kourula et al., 2017). 

Cross-sector partnerships are stressed as an important part of the SDGs (United 

Nations, 2015). Public-private and private-private partnerships will therefore be very 

important for reaching the SDGs (Biermann et al., 2017). Researchers suggest that more 

cross-sector partnerships could get multinational enterprises more engaged with SDGs 

that positively impact sustainable development (Van Zanten & Van Tulder, 2018). One 

example of a cross-sector partnership can be seen in Columbia. The Columbian 

government wanted to measure the impact that companies in their country were having 

on the SDGs, so in collaboration with the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), the United 

Nations Development Program (UNDP) and Business Call to Action (BCtA), developed a 

road map to promote SDG synergies and analyze the impact of the private sector. The 

group prioritized five SDGs and eight GRI sustainability disclosures. Companies could 

report their progress through an online tool. Information on companies’ impact on the 

SDGs was also gathered through other organizations such as Chamber of Commerce and 

the Private Competitiveness Council. The main challenges that were encountered with 

this project had to do with data gathering and the standardization of reporting and 

measurement of impacts. (Gobierno de Columbia & Deparmento Nacional de Planaeción, 

2018).  

2.3.1 Corporate Social Responsibility and the Sustainable Development Goals 

The private sector has seen a benefit to aligning themselves with the SDGs in the context 

of corporate social responsibility (Biermann et al., 2017). Corporate social responsibly or 

CSR looks at the relationship between a firm and the society that operates in and 

examines the responsibilities that the firm has towards society while also pursuing profit 
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(Werther & Chandler, 2014). The SDGs are a “new, but similar element” in the focus on 

CSR in the private sector (Abshagen et al., 2018, p.7). Researchers often use the term CSR 

in relation to sustainable development (Xia et al., 2018) and the SDGs are a guide for 

sustainable development. CSR can be useful when implementing the SDGs and the SDGs 

can be helpful to implementing CSR agendas (Xia et al., 2018 & Schönherr et al., 2017). 

For example, Schönherr et al. (2017) suggests that transnational corporations can benefit 

by using the SDG as a framework for improving their CSR work and provide guidance on 

how to identify societal needs, understand the complexities of sustainable development, 

and engage with stakeholders to increase their contribution to sustainable development.  

The literature on CSR since the adoption of the SDGs has focused on implementation, 

performance measurement, and creating social value, and the SDGs have been included 

in this (Agudelo et al., 2019). Many of the studies in this literature review have placed the 

SDGs within the context of CSR or corporate sustainability. Kramer and Porter (2011) 

point out the faults with current CSR mindset in the private sector and suggest that 

focusing on creating shared value, which is defined as creating economic value while also 

creating value for society is the solution. The SDGs focus on societal needs as well as 

economic development and could be a framework to help the private sector create 

shared value (Schönherr et al., 2017). Exploring the connection between CSR and the 

SDGs is a concept that researchers have started exploring (Schönherr et al., 2017).  

2.4 Reporting on the Sustainable Development Goals 

Responsible production and consumption (SDG 12) has a target that directly calls on 

companies to act and to report on their sustainability activities (United Nations, 2015). 

Target 12.6 states, “Encourage companies, especially large and transnational companies, 

to adopt sustainable practices and to integrate sustainability information into their 

reporting cycle.”  (United Nations, 2015, p. 27). The private sector is already reporting on 

its impact on sustainable development. In total, 92% of the 250 largest companies in the 

world report on sustainability measures (GRI & The UN Global Compact, 2018a). The 

United Nations Global Compact, which is one of the largest CSR initiatives in the world, 

requires the 9,500 companies that are part of the Global Compact to report on their 

sustainability work, which includes the SDGs (GRI & The UN Global Compact, 2018a). The 

European Union requires that companies with over 500 employees disclose non-financial 
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information and the United Nations Global Compact is a suggested framework for doing 

this (European Commission, 2019). In order to measure the private sector’s impact on the 

SDGs sustainability reporting needs to be linked to the SDGs (Schaltegger et al., 2017). 

The SDGs are still quite new and there is no standard method for businesses to report 

on or measure their impact on the SDGs (GRI & The UN Global Compact, 2018a). The 

global nature of the 17 goals along with their 169 targets can be overwhelming for 

businesses (PwC, 2017), but many tools and resources are becoming available for 

businesses to utilize to help them incorporate the SDGs into their strategies (Abshagen 

et al., 2018). The SDGs are also gaining popularity in reporting (PwC, 2018). The 2018 PwC 

SDG Reporting Challenge was an analysis of 729 companies in 21 countries that found 

that 72% of companies mentioned the SDGs in their reporting (PwC, 2018). The level of 

quality of businesses’ reporting on the SDGs can vary. The 2018 PwC SDG Reporting 

Challenge found that the average score of reporting quality of the companies that they 

analyzed was 2.71 out of 5, which was an improvement of the previous year’s report score 

of 2.29. The metrics that were used to judge the quality of the reporting included; the 

company’s statement about the importance of the SDGs, their qualitative ambition to 

achieve them, the identification of quantitative key performance indicators (KPIs) and 

targets, and how they link these to their societal impact. The report also found that the 

quality of reporting on some of the individual goals was found to be better than others. 

The top three SDGs with the highest reporting quality were climate action (SDG 13), 

affordable and clean energy (SDG 7), and quality education (SDG 4). This was probably 

due to the fact that the existing reporting metrics and indicators for these topics are more 

mature than some of the other issues addressed in the other SDGs. Reduced inequalities 

(SDG 10), sustainable cities and communities (SDG 11), and industry, innovation, and 

infrastructure (SDG 9) ranked in the bottom three for reporting quality since they did not 

often have a statement of qualitative ambition, links to targets, or KPIs linked to societal 

impact (PwC, 2018).  

Business service firm, KPMG, used a criteria that they developed to analyze a sample 

of reports from the world’s top 250 companies (G250) to see how well companies were 

reporting on the SDGs. “Around 40% of the world’s largest companies currently report on 

the SDGs” (KPMG International, 2018, p. 6). Overall, companies did well (done by 70% of 
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the companies) on assessing how their business impacts the SDGs and prioritizing SDGs 

that are relevant to their business. The majority of the companies did not perform well 

(done by less than 30% of the companies) on stating the business case for engaging with 

the SDGs, reporting on the SDG targets, setting SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, 

relevant and time-bound) goals, and sharing the indicators they used to measure SDG 

performance. KPGM found that sectors such as utilities and automotive manufacturers 

were more likely to report on the SDGs as compared to heavy industries such as 

manufacturing and oil and gas which were less likely to report on the SDGs (KPMG 

International, 2018).  

Even though energy companies were early adopters of sustainability reporting 

(Hughey & Sulkowski, 2012), the quality of the reporting and standards used in the 

reporting can vary. For example, a study by Talbot and Boiral (2018) found that many of 

the 21 energy companies that they studied presented climate performance data in a way 

that was confusing and used impression management techniques that concealed 

information or minimized the negative impacts of their operations even though the 

reports followed the  Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) guidelines and were audited by an 

external party. 

2.5 Tools for Engaging with and Reporting on the Sustainable 
Development Goals 

The measurement of the SDGs, according to many scholars, has been determined to be 

one of the main challenges of the SDGs since “the success of the SDGs will stand or fall 

with our ability to measure genuine progress” (Biermann et al., 2017, p.29). This can 

present a challenge for businesses since the many of the SDG targets measure progress 

at a national level and some of the indicators require data that companies may not be 

currently collecting. Businesses are just beginning to engage with the SDGs and there is 

no globally accepted standard on how to report on them (PwC, 2017). However, the 

United Nations, consulting firms, and other organizations have developed guides and 

reports to help businesses engage with and report on the SDGs. Many of these firms and 

organizations have collaborated on these guides and tools and they have built off of each 

other’s work (GRI & UN Global Compact, 2018a, GRI & UN Global Compact, 2018b, 
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WBCSD, 2018b, KPMG & UN Global Compact, 2017, Nasdaq, 2017, GRI et al., 2015, United 

Nations Global Compact, n.d.-b).  

For businesses to effectively contribute to sustainable development, they must focus 

and report on key sustainability issues that are tied to global goals such as the SDGs 

(Schaltegger et al., 2017). There are many existing frameworks to report on sustainability 

and they all have their strengths and weaknesses according to scholars and practitioners 

(Veleva & Ellenbecker, 2000), but generally, sustainability reports should raise awareness 

about sustainability issues, inform decision making, promote continuous improvement, 

have standardized indicators for performance measurement, and show accountability 

(Veleva & Ellenbecker, 2000).  

Some of the pitfalls of the tools for sustainability reporting have been found to be that 

there is a lack of standardization, issues with measurement of performance, lack of data 

available, sustainability issues are not inter-linked in reporting, and companies are using 

sustainability reporting tools to hide business activities or mislead stakeholders (Siew, 

2015). It can also be very costly for companies to obtain the data necessary for measuring 

their performance on sustainability issues since these issues span geographic locations 

throughout the world and have complex interactions (Jones et al., 2016). For the 

sustainability reporting process to be most successful, support from management, buy in 

from employees, and input from stakeholders is crucial (Veleva & Ellenbecker, 2000). The 

tools for reporting on and engaging with the SDGs reviewed in this section attempt to 

address many of these issues and utilize the best practices for sustainability reporting, 

however, they do not necessarily solve any of these problems.  

In the following sections, some of the most current tools and guides that exist for 

companies to engage with and report on the SDGs are reviewed. The tools to review were 

chosen because of their relevance and prominence in the literature and industry reports 

and they specifically address reporting on the SDGs, not sustainability reporting in 

general. Resources from the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) were chosen because GRI 

standards are generally seen as the main standard for sustainability reporting (Jones et 

al., 2016). The United Nations Global Compact was chosen because it includes the SDGs 

in its reporting framework and is often see as a way that companies can begin engaging 

with the SDGs (UN Global Compact, n.d., Biermann et al., 2017). The SDG compass is the 
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basis or is referred to as a reference for several tools and frameworks created for 

companies to engage with the SDGs (Nasdaq, 2017, GRI & UN Global Compact, 

2018a). Tools from the World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) 

were chosen to review because of the sector level approach and because of WBCSD’s 

involvement in the creation of the SDG Compass (WBCSD, 2018b). The resources from 

KPMG were chosen because of the straight forward criteria that they have created for 

analyzing SDG reporting (KPMG International, 2018). Finally, Nasdaq resources are 

reviewed because some Icelandic companies have begun to use this framework for 

nonfinancial reporting (SSE, n.d.). 

2.5.1 Global Reporting Initiative Resources 

The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) has created sustainability reporting standards that 

are used world-wide and GRI standards are seen as the leading sustainability reporting 

framework (Jones et al., 2016). The GRI standards are a modular set of standards that are 

interrelated and designed to be used as a set to focus on material topics for sustainability 

reporting (GRI, n.d.). The modules include the foundation, general disclosures, 

management approach, economic, environmental and social standards (GRI, n.d.). GRI 

has collaborated with other firms and organizations to produce resources for businesses 

to utilize when reporting on the SDGs. GRI has matched their reporting standards with 

the corresponding SDGs to make reporting on both easier for businesses.  The business 

reporting guide An Analysis of the Goals and Targets, created by GRI and the UN Global 

Compact, recognizes that the SDGs have the potential to “take sustainability reporting to 

the next level” (GRI & UN Global Compact, 2018a).  The guide looks at each of the 169 

targets and gives examples of how business can take action, lists current disclosures that 

businesses can use to report on along with the corresponding SDG indicators, and 

identifies any gaps in available reporting disclosures (GRI & UN Global Compact, 

2018a).  The follow up guide Integrating the SDGs into Corporate Reporting: A Practical 

Guide, does not offer a new framework, but outlines a three step process for businesses 

to integrate the SDGs into businesses operations and reporting (GRI & UN Global 

Compact, 2018b).  
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2.5.2 The United Nations Global Compact 

Companies that join the United Nations (UN) Global Compact voluntarily agree to follow 

“its ten principles regarding human rights, labor practices, environment, and anti-

corruption” (United Nations Global Compact, n.d.-c). The companies are also tasked with 

advancing global societal goals including the SDGs (United Nations Global Compact, n.d.-

c). There are over 9,000 companies world-wide that have joined the UN Global Compact 

along over 3,000 non-business organizations (United Nations Global Compact, n.d.-d). 

The UN Global Compact is often viewed as the largest CSR initiative in the world 

(Schembera, 2018). Several researchers have noted the main strength of the UN Global 

Compact is its comprehensiveness to extend CSR initiatives on a global level (Schembera, 

2018). Some criticisms of the UN Global Compact include its vagueness, limited amount 

of guidance for implementation, lack of enforcement and monitoring mechanisms, and 

that companies only join to improve their reputation with no intention of implementation 

(Schembera, 2018). 

The UN Global Compact can act as a bridge for companies to engage in the goals. The 

private sector has seen a benefit to aligning themselves with the SDGs in the context of 

CSR, which the UN Global Compact can guide the private sector in doing (Biermann et al., 

2017). Selmier and Newenham-Kahindi (2017) found that the UN Global Compact was an 

important guide that could transform the SDGs into local business in their study of 

transnational mining companies in Africa. Overall, researchers have seen the UN Global 

Compact as an important factor in companies engaging with the SDGs (Biermann et al., 

2017). 

Annually, participants submit a Communication on Progress (COP), which includes a 

section for companies to report on which SDGs they are acting upon (United Nations 

Global Compact, n.d.-b). In Iceland, there are currently 25 organizations that are 

committed to the UN Global Compact. Three of these organizations are classified as 

energy companies (Arctic Green Energy Corporation, HS Orka, Landsvirkjun). The top 

three SDGs that Icelandic companies who are members of the UN Global Compact report 

on are climate action (SDG 13), gender equality (SDG 5), and decent work and economic 

growth (SDG 8) (UN Global Compact, n.d.-a). 
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2.5.3 The SDG Compass 

The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), the United Nations Global Compact, and the World 

Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) created the SDG Compass, which 

is a guide for businesses to take action on the SDGs. It was designed for large, multi-

national firms, but can be adapted for use by small and medium sized enterprises. The 

guide consists of five steps that businesses can follow to engage with the SDGs (GRI et al., 

2015). Figure 2 shows the steps in the SDG Compass. 

 

Figure 2. The SDG Compass (GRI, et al., 2015, p. 5) 

The first step is understanding the SDGs which includes understanding the goals 

themselves, the business case, and the minimum legal standards that a company must 

uphold (GRI et al., 2015). The next step is to prioritize the SDGs to take action on. The 17 

goals may not apply to all businesses, so to begin prioritization, a business can map both 

the positive and negative effects that it has on the SDGs along its value chain along with 

the current and potential effects (GRI et al., 2015). Then companies can use a logic model 

to determine what indicators to use and begin to collect data. After this, companies can 

then define which SDGs they will prioritize (GRI et al., 2015). Step three is all about goal 

setting including defining the scope, baseline, goal type, selecting key progress indicators 

(KPIs), setting the level of ambition and announcing commitment to the SDGs (GRI et al., 
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2015). Step four provides direction on how companies can integrate the SDGs into all 

aspects of their operations (GRI et al., 2015). This also includes engaging in partnerships 

across the value chain, within the industry sector, and with external stakeholders 

including governmental and nonprofit organizations since sustainability issues can be 

difficult to address in isolation (GRI et al., 2015). Step five is reporting and communicating 

progress on the goals. Throughout the guide the authors stress having stakeholder 

engagement and the support of leadership team for the best chances of success (GRI et 

al., 2015). The SDG Compass is the basis for most of the other resources that have been 

created for companies to engage and report on the SDGs (GRI et al., 2015). 

The SDG Compass suggests that companies use external assurance to add credibility 

to their reporting (GRI et al., 2015), but does not provide any further guidance on this, 

which could be seen as a weakness of the tool since the lack of credibility in sustainability 

reporting is widely seen as a problem (Jones et al., 2016). Researchers also suggest that 

maybe the SDG Compass does not go far enough with its guidance to industry, innovation, 

and infrastructure (SDG 9) in that it does not guide companies to innovate the current 

political and economic systems (Jones et. al., 2016). Critics also noted that in regard 

responsible consumption and production (SDG 12) the SDG Compass did not encourage 

companies to look at this SDG comprehensively (Jones et al., 2016). The SDG compass has 

also been found to be difficult for small and medium sized businesses to utilize since it 

does not have guidance on concrete actions and measurement (Verboven, & Vanherck, 

2016). 

2.5.4 World Business Council for Sustainable Development Resources 

The World Business Council for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) has many different 

resources and reports available for businesses to use to engage with the SDGs. Since one 

company cannot achieve the SDGs or fully unlock all of the benefits of the SDGs on their 

own, WBCSD has taken a sector approach and written guidelines for industry sectors to 

create roadmaps to engage with the SDGs (WBCSD, 2018b). A roadmap is a strategic 

guide for an industry to maximize it impact on the SDGs, which will also help that industry 

to improve its social license to operate and manage risk (WBCSD, 2018b). Social license 

to operate refers to a business’ capacity to continue to operate because society approves 

of its activities (Werther & Chandler, 2014). Partnership and collaboration, data 
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aggregation, and innovation are key factors that will increase the effectiveness of the 

roadmap (WBCSD, 2018b). The steps for creating a road map are similar to the steps in 

the SDG compass including mapping the SDGs across the value chain, prioritizing, 

monitoring and reporting. WBCSD has worked with companies and stakeholders to create 

roadmaps for both the chemical sector and forest sector (WBSCD, 2018b).  

WBSCD also created a tool called the CEO Guide to the Sustainable Development Goals. 

The title emphasizes the importance of having the company leadership championing the 

SDGs. This guide focuses on why businesses should engage with the SDGs and explains 

the risk of inaction, capturing opportunities, governance and transparency, and the need 

for collaboration. At the end of the guide it gives action steps that can be taken at 

different levels. Table 1 shows the action steps (WBSCD, 2017). 

Table 1. Action Points from the "CEO Guide to the Sustainable Development Goals" (WESCD, 2017 p. 
17) 

Individual Level  Staying informed 

 Spreading the word 

Company Level  Understanding and measuring externalities 

 Setting goals 

 Developing business solutions 

 Communicating 

Sector Level  Collaboration 

 Road maps 

 Call others to action 

Policy Level  Advocate for beneficial policies and finance 

 

2.5.5 KPMG Resources 

Business service firm, KPMG, created a resource called How to report on the SDGs: What 

good looks like and why it matters (KPMG International, 2018). There are nine criteria 

grouped into three themes; understanding, prioritization, and measurement, which are 

based on the SDG compass. The criteria focus on making the business case, support from 

leadership, prioritizing SDGs (including the methodology used), and various aspects of 

goal setting and measurement. The guide also offers some examples of different reports 

that are considered of high quality for the different criteria. (KPMG International, 
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2018).  The KPMG criteria will be used to assess the Icelandic energy companies’ annual 

reports and can be seen in more detail in the section 3 of this thesis.  

KPMG and the United Nations Global Compact have co-created industry matrices 

which have both practical examples and ideas for specific industries to engage with the 

SDGs. For businesses in general, the matrices specifically highlight responsible 

consumption and production (SDG 12) and partnerships for the goals (SDG 17) as “cross-

cutting themes” which are particularly important for creating business opportunity. The 

matrices highlight where different industry groups have opportunities for shared value 

for each SDG, good practice and principals, and suggests partnerships and collaborations 

with different current initiatives that support sustainable development. There is a matrix 

specifically for the energy, natural resources, and chemical industries (KPMG & UN Global 

Compact, 2017).  

2.5.6 Nasdaq Reporting Guide 

Nasdaq, as one of the organizers of the United Nations Sustainable Stock Exchanges (SSE) 

initiative, has created a guide for environmental, social and governance (ESG) disclosure 

for Nordic Nasdaq companies. The guide stresses that businesses need to take action on 

sustainability not only for their success, but also for the benefit of society and the planet. 

The guide has 33 ESG metrics and how and why to report on them. Figure 3 shows the 

reporting metrics and how they relate to environment, society, and governance (Nasdaq, 

2017). 
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Figure 3. Nasdaq ESG Reporting Metrics (Nasdaq, 2017 p. 11) 

The guide also relates each metric to other existing sustainability frameworks and 

standards that companies may already be reporting on such as the Global Reporting 

Initiative (GRI), Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP), Sustainability Accounting Standards 

Board (SASB), International Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC), and the United Nations 

Global Compact. The SDGs are not directly connected to the ESG metrics, but the metrics 

are related to the UN Global Compact, which includes reporting on the SDGs in the annual 

communication on progress (COP). One page of the guide is dedicated to the SDGs. The 

guide states that if companies report on the Nasdaq ESG metrics that they will be 

contributing to the SDGs, but do not offer specific guidance on how to engage or report 

on them other than referring readers to the SDG Compass and other United Nations 

resources. Some companies in Iceland use the Nasdaq ESG reporting framework (Nasdaq, 

2017). 

2.6 The Energy Sector and the Sustainable Development Goals 

Energy is essential for modern living and plays a role in accomplishing many of the other 

SDGs (UN, n.d.-b). Although energy companies have the potential to impact all 17 of the 

SDGs, affordable and clean energy (SDG 7) is their core business. Table 2 lists the targets 

and indicators for affordable and clean energy (SDG 7) (UNGA, 2017). 
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Table 2. Targets and Indicators of affordable and clean energy (SDG 7) (UNGA, 2017) 

Target Indicator 
7.1 By 2030, ensure universal access to affordable, 
reliable and modern energy services 

7.1.1 Proportion of population with access to 
electricity 
7.1.2 Proportion of population with primary 
reliance on clean fuels and technology 

7.2 By 2030, increase substantially the share of 
renewable energy in the global energy mix  

7.2.1 Renewable energy share in the total 
final energy consumption 
 

7.3 By 2030, double the global rate of improvement in 
energy efficiency 
 

7.3.1 Energy intensity measured in terms of 
primary energy and GDP 
 

7.A By 2030, enhance international cooperation to 
facilitate access to clean energy research and 
technology, including renewable energy, energy 
efficiency and advanced and cleaner fossil-fuel 
technology, and promote investment in energy 
infrastructure and clean energy technology 
 

7.A.1 Mobilized amount of United States 
dollars per year starting in 2020 accountable 
towards the $100 billion commitment 
 

7.B By 2030, expand infrastructure and upgrade 
technology for supplying modern and sustainable energy 
services for all in developing countries, in particular least 
developed countries, small island developing States, and 
land-locked developing countries, in accordance with 
their respective programs of support 
 

7.B.1 Investments in energy efficiency as a 
percentage of GDP and the amount of foreign 
direct investment in financial transfer for 
infrastructure and technology to sustainable 
development services 
 

 

Energy resources are not evenly distributed throughout the world, so meeting targets 

7.1 and 7.2 will require different solutions in different parts of the world (Griggs et al., 

2017). For example, in rural communities, it might be more feasible to for them to gain 

access to energy through a distributed system (i.e. roof top solar panels) instead of a 

centralized system that requires a large amount of infrastructure (i.e. hydropower plant) 

(Griggs et al., 2017). Also, developing energy sources and the infrastructure to support 

energy distribution is a costly endeavor and will require significant investment (Griggs et 

al., 2017). The financial cost of transition from fossil fuels to renewable energy must also 

be carefully managed to lessen the burden on industry (Griggs et al., 2017). Target 7.3, 

improvement of energy efficiency, can be seen as beneficial to the other targets in 

affordable and clean energy (SDG 7) since, energy saved translates into less energy that 

needs to be produced, which lessens the amount of renewable energy that needs to be 

installed (Griggs et al., 2017). Affordable and clean energy (SDG 7) is often seen as a pre-

condition for many of the SDGs, however, industry, innovation, and infrastructure (SDG 

9) can be seen as a pre-condition for affordable and clean energy (SDG 7) (Griggs et al., 
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2017). The key components of industry, innovation, and infrastructure (SDG 9) can be 

seen as inseparable from targets 7.1, 7.2, and 7.3 since promoting innovation, upgrading 

infrastructure, and sustainable production techniques will benefit the energy sector and 

increase it’s ability to meet these targets (Griggs et al., 2017). Responsible consumption 

and production (SDG 12) can also be seen as another SDG that can increase the possibility 

of meeting target 7.3 since decreasing wasteful behaviors will contribute to energy 

efficiency (Griggs et al., 2017).  To reach these targets, governments must take a holistic 

approach and proactive approach to maximize the positive benefits of these targets and 

minimize the potential of negative impacts (Griggs et al., 2017).   

The energy sector faces many challenges to when it comes to sustainable energy 

development including meeting an increasing energy demand while not depleting natural 

resources, lack of capacity and access to energy in developing nations, and infrastructure 

challenges (Nilsson et al., 2013). Another potential challenge of affordable and clean 

energy (SDG 7) to manage is the rebound effect. The rebound effect is when more 

efficient technology makes energy cost less, so then consumers consume more energy or 

have more disposable income to spend on other consumption activities (Berkhout et al., 

2000).  

Researchers have looked into where the energy sector can make the most impact on 

the SDGs. Business service firm, KPMG, suggests that the energy, natural resource, and 

chemical industries can create shared value in the areas of energy for all, zero-carbon 

energy, sustainable production, and community development (KPMG & UN Global 

Compact, 2017). Transfer of technology and knowledge, which is included in partnerships 

for the goals (SDG 17) is another way that companies can contribute to the SDGs (Hajer 

et al., 2015). Currently, from an analysis of 729 companies from 21 different countries 

and 6 different industries, the top five prioritized SDGs for energy mining and utility 

companies are climate action (SDG 13), affordable and clean energy (SDG 7), decent work 

and economic growth (SDG 8), industry, innovation and infrastructure (SDG 9), and 

responsible consumption and production (SDG 12) (PwC, 2018). This report also found 

that 78% of energy, utilities and mining companies mentioned the SDGs in their reporting 

(PwC, 2018). 
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2.7 Iceland and the Sustainable Development Goals 

The Icelandic government has made a commitment to the SDGs. The government has 

prioritized 65 of the 169 targets (Government of Iceland, n.d.). There are targets 

prioritized within each of the 17 SDGs and they are categorized by whether the focus is 

at home, abroad, or both (Government of Iceland, n.d.). In regard to energy, target 7.2 

(By 2030, increase substantially the share of renewable energy in the global energy mix) 

has been prioritized for international cooperation (Government of Iceland, n.d.). In a 

parliamentary resolution, the government prioritized different activities that contribute 

to the following SDGs on an international level; good health and well-being (SDG 3), 

quality education (SDG 4), gender equality (SDG 5), clean water and sanitation (SDG 6), 

affordable and clean energy (SDG 7), decent work and economic growth (SDG 8), climate 

action (SDG 13), life under water (SDG 14), life on land (SDG 15), peace, justice and strong 

institutions (SDG 16) (Proposal for parliamentary resolution on a policy on Iceland's 

international development cooperation 2019-2023, 2018). In regards to energy, the 

resolution highlighted increasing the utilization of geothermal energy in developing 

nations through education and increased investment. It also stated support for 

renewable energy projects that increase access to electricity for women. The resolution 

highlighted the importance of cross-sector partnerships and also encouraged Icelandic 

businesses and industry to contribute to social development in developing nations 

through financing projects and sharing their expertise (Proposal for parliamentary 

resolution on a policy on Iceland's international development cooperation 2019-2023, 

2019). 

In regard to Iceland’s performance on the SDGs, the country ranks tenth out of 156 

countries according to the 2018 SDG Index and Dashboard Report (Sachs et al., 2018). 

Iceland is on track to or is meeting five of the SDGs including; no poverty (SDG 1), good 

health and well-being (SDG 3), affordable and clean energy (SDG 7), decent work and 

economic growth (SDG 8), and peace justice and strong institutions (SDG 16). Iceland is 

moderately increasing its score on gender equality (SDG 5) and reduced inequalities (SDG 

10), but needs to increase the pace of this progress to reach the goal by 2030. Progress is 

stagnating on zero hunger (SDG 2), quality education (SDG 4), clean water and sanitation 

(SDG 6), industry, innovation and infrastructure (SDG 9), sustainable cities and 

communities (SDG 11), and responsible consumption and production (SDG 12). Iceland is 
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not on track to reach climate action (SDG 13), life below water (SDG 14), and partnerships 

for the goals (SDG 17).  (Sachs et al., 2018).  

2.8 Summary of Literature Review 

Businesses have a role to play in the success of the SDGs and they have begun reporting 

on and engaging with the SDGs using the many tools available, but there is no standard 

way to do this (PwC, 2017). The accurate measurement of the progress on the SDG is one 

of the main challenges of the SDGs and is key to their success (Caiado et al., 2018, 

Biermann et al., 2017, Kumar et al., 2016). Cross-sector partnerships are also essential to 

the success of the SDGs and this is where businesses can increase their impact on the 

SDGs (Van Zanten & Van Tulder, 2018, United Nations, 2015). Energy and affordable and 

clean energy (SDG 7) are inter-connected with the other SDGs (Santika et al., 2019, 

Nilsson et al., 2018). In addition, industry, innovation, and infrastructure (SDG 9), 

responsible consumption and production (SDG 12), and partnerships for the goals (SDG 

17) are important goals for energy companies to consider focusing on (Griggs et al., 2017, 

KPMG & UN Global Compact, 2017).  
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3 Research Methods 

This section explains the research methods used to answer the research questions. First 

the selection of companies and interviewees for the case study will be described. Then 

the methods used in the semi-structured interviews (Roulston & Choi, 2018, PwC, 2017) 

and the technique used to analyze them will be explored. At the end of the chapter, the 

framework (KPMG International, 2018) used for evaluating the annual reports of the 

sampled companies will be discussed along with how this information was analyzed.  

The aim of this study is to discover how companies are engaging with and reporting 

on the SDGs through a case study of Icelandic energy companies. The main research 

questions of this study are as follows; 

 How are Icelandic energy companies engaging with the SDGs? 

 How are energy companies reporting on their work regarding the SDGs? 

To answer these questions, a selection of companies in the Icelandic energy sector, 

including electricity companies and fuel importers and distributers were contacted for 

interviews. The employee at the company who had the most knowledge on their 

company’s work with the SDGs was interviewed which included employees who work on 

quality management or CSR initiatives. Semi-structured interviews were conducted, 

transcribed, and coded with the predetermined themes, the themes that emerged from 

the dialogue, and answers to the key interview questions using the software MAXQDA 

(VERBI GmbH, 2018).  

The 2018 annual reports from each company were also coded using MAXQDA (VERBI 

GmbH, 2018). to see if they met the criteria for “good” reporting as defined in the report, 

How to report on the SDGs, from KPMG International (KPGM International, 2018). Since 

this framework focused only on reporting on the SDGs, a modified criteria was created 

for the other companies who were not yet reporting on the SDGs. This criteria was also 

based on the KMPG framework and kept the aspects of how their core business and 

current goals aligned with the SDGs that were prioritized by the employee of that 

company in the interview. Also, the potential for measurement of progress on the SDGs 

according to the data available with their current reporting methods was included. 

Iceland was chosen as context for this study because it is example of a country that 

has increased the quality of life for its people through the use of renewable energy  
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(Jónsson et al., 2018) and the energy companies in Iceland are leading innovative projects 

in geothermal power (Resource Park, 2019, Aradóttir et al., 2015, Elders et al., 2014). 

3.1 Selection of Companies for Case Study 

Case studies allow researchers to describe and analyze a group or topic in-depth 

(Merriam, 2002). To determine how Iceland’s energy sector is engaging with the SDGs 

eighteen companies involved in electricity generation, transmission, and distribution, hot 

water production and distribution, and fuel producers, importers and distributors were 

considered. All the companies listed in Iceland’s electricity sector, as listed on Samorka’s 

website (Samorka, n.d.-a) were contacted for an interview, along with two private energy 

companies who are based in Iceland, but mostly work on energy projects abroad. 

Iceland’s three petroleum importers and distributers were also contacted along with one 

methane producing company. The industry group, Samorka, that represents the Icelandic 

electric and utility sector was also contacted. In the end, representatives from five energy 

companies were interviewed along with a representative from the industry group, 

Samorka.  

The representatives interviewed from the electricity sector included employees from 

the three largest energy producers (Landsvirkjun, Orkuveita Reykjavíkur, HS Orka) and 

the sole transmission company (Landsnet).  From the fuel sector a representative from 

Festi (Parent company of N1) was interviewed. This group of companies was chosen 

because they agreed to participate and they also represent the larger energy companies 

in Iceland. For example, the three electricity producers interviewed produce about 97% 

of the electricity in Iceland (Samorka, n.d.-a) so it could be argued that this sample 

represents much of the work done by the electricity sector in Iceland. Out of the eighteen 

companies contacted some companies declined to be interviewed due to the fact that 

they were not engaging with the SDGs, for other reasons, or they did not respond after 

numerous attempts. 

Most power companies in Iceland are publicly owned. The company, Landsvirkjun, 

which is government owned produces about 71% of the electricity in Iceland. The 

remaining electricity is provided by Orkuveita Reykjavíkur (19%), HS Orka (7%), Orkusalan 

(2%), and other small providers. There is one transmission system operator, Landsnet and 

six distribution system operators (Samorka, n.d.-a). “The majority, 81%, of Iceland’s 
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primary energy comes from renewable resources” (Orkustofnun, 2018). Iceland’s 

installed capacity for electrical production is 2,767 MW, which mostly comes from 

hydropower (73.1%) and geothermal power plants (26.9%) (Orkustofnun, 2018). Large 

industries consume around 77% of the energy produced in Iceland. “Geothermal power 

plants also provide district heating for most areas in Iceland, but other uses of geothermal 

heat include; swimming pool heating, snow melting, fish farming, greenhouses, and other 

industrial uses” (Orkustofnun, 2018).  Most fossil fuel use occurs in the transportation 

sector and marine industries with air travel, automobiles and fishing vessels accounting 

for 87% of total oil use (Orkustofnun, 2018).  

3.2 Semi-Structured Interviews 

The first method used in the study was interviews. Interviews are a research tool that can 

be used to obtain in-depth descriptions on a topic and gather information about an 

individual’s personal experience. Semi-structured interviews include open ended 

questions and allow for the researcher to ask probing or clarifying questions. This type of 

qualitative interview is often used across many disciplines to gather primary data 

(Roulston & Choi, 2018). 

Interviews were chosen as a tool for this study because they allow the researcher to 

obtain information that is not otherwise available about how companies engage with the 

SDGs. Interviews also help generate a rich discussion about the interview topic, which is 

important since the SDGs are new to companies and knowledge and data on the SDGs is 

in its early phases.  

The interview guide was designed to answer the research questions and the interview 

questions were mostly inspired by the report, SDG Reporting Challenge (PWC, 2017) and 

the document SDG Compass (GRI et al., 2015), which were discussed in sections 2.3 and 

2.4.3 of this document.  These two resources also helped define the themes coded in the 

interview analysis. The interview questions were open ended and can be seen in 

Appendix 1.  

The interviews were conducted at the companies except for one which was conducted 

at the University of Iceland. The interviews were recorded and the recordings lasted 

between 34 and 52 minutes. The interviews were transcribed by the software Otter 

(Otter, 2019). Then the researcher compared the interview recordings to the 
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transcription done by Otter and corrected the mistakes (Otter, 2019). False starts, filler 

words, and other non-essential side comments were edited out. Grammar was also 

corrected in the quotes presented in the results section of this document. 

3.3 Qualitative Analysis of Interviews 

To assist in analyzing the information from the interviews, the software MAXQDA was 

used to code the transcriptions of the interviews (VERBI GmbH, 2018). The researcher 

identified themes and patterns to reveal the answers to the interview questions. Coding 

qualitative data is a way for researchers to transform text into data that can later be used 

to detect patterns, build theories, or for other analytic purposes (Saldaña, 2015).   

3.4 Framework for Analyzing Reporting 

The second method used to answer the research questions and to assess the quality of 

reporting from the Icelandic energy companies was the framework used in the report, 

How to report on the SDGs, from KPMG International (Figure 4 and Table 3). According to 

the authors of this framework, the nine criteria used are based on principles of good 

business reporting and that this framework is just the first step in what good SDG 

reporting may look like (KPMG International, 2018). It was developed with key elements 

from the SDG compass by Sustainability Service professionals at the firm, KPMG, with 

guidance from the International Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC). The framework was 

used to analyze the sustainability reporting of over 200 of the companies ranked in the 

Global Fortune 500 from 15 different sectors (KPMG International, 2018). The reports and 

other documents used in this analysis were published between July 1, 2016 and June 30, 

2017 (KPMG International, 2018). The results from this study can be seen in section 2.4 

of this thesis. 

This framework was chosen because it specifically addresses reporting on the SDGs. 

Also, most of the criteria is straight forward and does not leave much room for an 

evaluator to be biased or make an incorrect interpretation. Most of the criteria can be 

answered with yes or no, but some of the criteria does require some interpretation and 

knowledge of the field of CSR. For example, criteria number one “Does the reporting 

demonstrate the business case for taking action on the SDGs,” could be open to 

interpretation by a reviewer since this could be implied or explicitly stated. For example, 
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a company might state in their annual report that having a diverse (including gender) staff 

is vital to their maintaining their operations and success, which could be seen as 

supporting gender equality (SDG 5) for instance. One reviewer may see this as evidence 

for the business case, whereas, another reviewer may need to see more evidence that 

the company has assessed the risks and opportunities of having a diverse staff in order 

for criteria number one to be met. Figure 4 shows the main themes of the framework 

(KPMG International, 2018). 

 

Figure 4. KPMG framework for quality reporting on the SDGs (KPMG International, 2018, p.3) 

The framework evaluates reports based on three categories which are understanding, 

measurement, and prioritization. The understanding category focuses on companies 

making the business case, having support from leadership, and demonstrating the impact 

that the business can have on the SDGs. Prioritization includes stating which SDGs are a 

priority for the company, explaining the process for prioritizing the priority SDGs, and 

identifying SDG targets that are relevant to business activities. The measurement 

category assesses if the company has disclosed performance goals for the SDGs, if those 

goals are SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, time-bound), and if the 

company discloses the indicators that are used to measure their performance on the 
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SDGs. The three categories are transformed into nine criteria (KPGM International, 2018). 

Table 3 lists the three categories and the nine criteria in the framework. 

Table 3. KMPG Reporting Questions (KPMG International, 2018, pp. 3-4) 

Quality Criteria 

Understanding 

1. Does the reporting demonstrate the business case for taking 
action on the SDGs? 

2. Does the CEO and/or Chair’s message talk about the SDGs? 
3. Does the reporting assess the businesses’ impact on the SDGs? 

Prioritization 

4. Does the reporting identify priority SDGs for the company? 
5. Does the reporting explain the methodology the company used 
to prioritize the SDGs? 
6. Does the reporting identify specific SDG targets that are 
relevant to the business? 

Measurement 

7. Does the reporting disclose SDG performance goals for the 
company? 
8. Does the company reporting set SDG performance goals that 
are SMART? 
9. Does the reporting detail the indicators that the company is 
using to measure the progress of its SDGs? 

 

This criteria was used to evaluate the 2018 annual reports of the two companies that 

had already begun reporting on the SDGs. The annual reports were uploaded into 

MAXQDA and the text in the report that met the criteria was coded (VERBI GmbH, 2018). 

In the report How to Report on the SDGs, the analysts used a scoring system that awarded 

one point to each criteria when it was met, so a company whose report was meeting all 

of the criteria would score a nine (KPGM International, 2018). It was unclear if criteria 1, 

3, 7, 8, and 9 could be met by the company meeting the criteria for just one of the SDGs 

that they prioritized or if in order to be awarded a point for that criteria, they had to 

demonstrate that they were meeting it for all of the SDGs. For example, for criteria 7 

(Does the reporting disclose SDG performance goals for the company) if a company 

prioritized gender equality (SDG 5) and climate action (SDG 13) and they only stated a 

goal about decreasing their carbon emissions, but did not state any goals related to 

gender equality would they meeting the criteria and score one point? To address this 

issue, the researcher created a scoring system that would show if the report was meeting 
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the criteria for all of the prioritized SDGs (green), some of the prioritized SDGs (yellow) or 

none of the prioritized SDGs (red). Table 4 show the scoring method for the reports. 

Table 4. Scoring Criteria for Reporting Analysis (criteria based on KPGM International, 2018, pp.3-4) 

 

3.5 Modified Framework for Evaluating Reporting 

The third method used to answer to the research questions and to evaluate the 

companies who have not yet begun reporting on the SDGs, was a modified set of criteria 

based on the KMPG reporting criteria. This framework was modified because the original 

criteria focused solely on the SDGs and three of the companies were not reporting their 

progress on the SDGs yet. For example, the annual reports of the companies not yet 

Criteria Green Yellow Red

1. Does the reporting 

demonstrate the business 

case for taking action on the 

SDGs?

Yes, the report has a 

statement that connects the 

prioritzed SDGs (or the SDGs 

in general) to its core 

business activities

The report makes the 

business case for some of 

the prioritzed SDGs, but not 

all

No, there is no information 

in the report linking the core 

business activities for 

2. Does the CEO and/or 

Chair’s message talk about 

the SDGs?

Yes, the SDGs were 

mentioned in the CEO's or 

Chair's address

The SDG are mentioned 

indirectly in the CEO or Chair 

person's address

No, the SDGs were not 

mentioned in the CEO's or 

chair's address

3. Does the reporting assess 

the businesses’ impact on 

the SDGs?

Yes, the report shows both 

the positive and negative 

impacts that it has on the 

prioritized SDGs

The report just shows the 

positive impacts or only 

reports its impact on some 

of the prioritized SDGs

No, the report does not 

show any information about 

the business' impact on the 

SDGs

4. Does the reporting 

identify priority SDGs for the 

company?

Yes, the report has stated 

which SDGs are a priority

The work the company is 

doing is linked to the SDGs, 

but it is unclear which ones 

are the priority

No, there are no SDGs 

prioritzed

5. Does the reporting explain 

the methodology the 

company used to prioritize 

the SDGs?

Yes, the methodology is 

explained

n/a No, the methodology is not 

explained

6. Does the reporting 

identify specific SDG targets 

that are relevant to the 

business?

Yes, the are targets identified 

in the report for each 

prioritized SDG

There are targets identified 

for some of the prioritized 

SDGs, but not all

No, there are not targets 

identified

7. Does the reporting 

disclose SDG performance 

goals for the company?

Yes, there are goals set for 

each of the prioritized SDGs

There are goals for some of 

the priortized SDGs, but not 

all

No, there are no 

performance goals

8. Does the company 

reporting set SDG 

performance goals that are 

SMART?

Yes, there are SMART 

performance goals for all of 

the prioritized SDGs

There are SMART goals for 

some of the prioritized SDGs 

or some aspects of SMART 

goals, but not all

No, there are no SMART 

goals

9. Does the reporting detail 

the indicators that the 

company is using to measure 

the progress of its SDGs?

Yes, indicators have been 

identified for all of the 

prioritized SDGs

Indicators have been 

identified for some of the 

prioritzed SDGs

No, indicators have not been 

identified at all
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reporting on the SDGs could not be evaluated on the CEO/chairperson’s address 

mentioning the SDGs, prioritized SDG, the methodology used to prioritize the SDGs, or 

identifying SDG targets. However, some of the criteria having to do with the business 

case, goal setting and measurement could be considered to assess if the SDGs that the 

interviewees prioritized in their interviews aligned with their company’s core business, 

current goals and current performance measurement. The criteria also looked at the 

potential for quality measurement on the company’s progress on the goals based on their 

current reporting methods and data. Measurement was taken into account since the 

success of achieving the SDGs greatly depends on how effectively progress on them is 

measured (KPMG International, 2018). Table 5 lists the modified criteria. 

Table 5. Modified Criteria for Evaluation of Companies not yet Reporting on the SDGs (based on KPMG 
International, 2018, pp. 3-4) 

Relates to Theme Modified Criteria 

Understanding 1. Do the prioritized SDGs align with core business? 

Prioritization 2. Are there any targets from the prioritized SDGs that align 
with the company’s current work? 

Measurement 3. Do the prioritized SDGs align with current goals? 

4. Is the data available in the annual report to measure the 
prioritized SDGs? 

 

This modified criteria was used to analyze the 2018 annual reports from the three 

companies that were not yet reporting on the SDGs. These reports were coded through 

the software MAXQDA with the modified set of criteria (VERBI GmbH, 2018). Text that 

aligned with the prioritized SDG was coded with that SDG number and if it aligned with 

any of the modified criteria. Additionally, if the text aligned with any of the SDG targets 

that was coded as well. Table 6 shows the scoring criteria for the modified framework. 
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Table 6. Scoring Criteria for the Modified Framework (based on KPMG International, 2018 

 

 Annual reports that were not available in English were translated by Google Translate 

(Google, 2019). The software MAXQDA allowed the researcher add codes to text, see the 

frequency of these codes, and how they related to each other, but did not provide any 

other analysis. For example, the program summed up the number of times an SDG was 

labeled in a document and listed when codes overlapped (VERBI GmbH, 2018). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Criteria Green Yellow Red

1. Do the prioritized SDGs 

align with core business?

Yes, the report has a 

statement that connects the 

prioritzed SDGs to its core 

business activities

The report makes the 

business case for some of 

the prioritzed SDGs, but not 

all

No, there is no information 

in the report linking the core 

business activities for 

2. Are there any targets from 

the prioritized SDGs that 

align with the company’s 

current work?

Yes, there are targets from 

all of the prioritized SDGs 

that could align with the the 

company's current work

There are targets from some 

of the prioritized SDGs that 

align with the company's 

work, but not all

No targets from the 

priortzed SDGs algin with the 

company's current work

3. Do the prioritized SDGs 

align with current goals?

Yes, the report states goals 

that align with all of the 

prioritzed SDGs

The report states goals that 

align with some of the 

prioritzed SDGs, but not all

No, none of the prioritzed 

SDGs align with the 

company's current goals

4. Is the data available in the 

annual report to measure 

the prioritized SDGs?

Yes, there is data available to 

measure progress on all of 

the prioritzed SDGs

There is data available to 

measure some of the 

priorotozed SDGs, but not all

No, there is no data avaibale 

to measure progress on the 

prioritze SDGs
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4 Results 

In this section, the results from the semi-structured interviews and the document analysis 

will be presented. First, the main themes and responses to the interview questions will 

be analyzed. Then the 2018 annual reports from each of the companies will be evaluated 

based on the KPMG reporting framework (KPMG International, 2018) or the modified 

criteria if the companies have not yet begun reporting on the SDGs. The interviewees 

were given a random number (1-6) and this is how they will be identified when they are 

quoted in this section. The annual reports were given a random letter (A-E) to identify 

them in the reporting analysis.  

4.1 Analysis of Interviews 

The transcribed interviews were coded by the themes that emerged and to reveal the 

answers to the interview questions. Figure 5 shows the main themes including; 

engagement, drivers, prioritization, sustainability issues, and reporting and the 

subthemes coded in the interviews, which will be further discussed in the results section.  

 

Figure 5. Themes coded from interviews 

4.1.1 Engagement with the Sustainable Development Goals 

This section will focus on the theme of engagement including the process, integration, 

strategy, benefits, obstacles, and collaboration. Out of the five companies in this study, 

two of the companies were actively engaged with the SDGs and had begun reporting on 

them, two of the companies were in the beginning stages of the process of engaging with 

the SDGs, and one company was still deciding if it wanted to engage with the SDGs or not. 

Four out of the 18 companies contacted for interviews declined because they stated that 
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they were not working with the SDGs and the rest declined for other reasons or did not 

reply after several attempts to contact them. Regardless, of the stage their company was 

at in the process of engaging with the SDGs, all of the interviewees were asked the same 

questions and asked to answer to the best of their knowledge, what they think the 

company would do if they were not yet at that phase of engagement. Most of the 

companies engaged with the UN Global Compact as the first step toward engaging with 

the SDGs. 

When asked why their company began to look into the SDGs, all of the interviewees 

stated that they, themselves had brought up the idea to start working with the SDGs, 

which sometimes seemed to be in conjunction with the leadership in their company 

beginning to look as the SDGs as well. Then the interviewees brought the idea of engaging 

with the SDGs to their board of directors to get approval, which they received. Only two 

of the companies had fully engaged with the SDGs, but most of the interviewees 

discussed working or how they would work with the SDGs in the same way as their other 

quality management systems and other CSR initiatives.  

We run it [SDG engagement] as any other quality system. In the 

beginning of the year you have to define goals for the coming year and 

in the end of the year you take the status and reports of how the work 

went. (2) 

Overall, all of the interviewees thought that integrating the SDGs into their company’s 

culture and strategy would not or did not have many barriers. All of the companies were 

already engaged with CSR activities and were participating in sustainability projects, so 

the interviewees thought that the SDGs did or would align with the company’s current 

work. Two of the interviewees mentioned that the SDGs were just social responsibility 

with a different name, so they felt that even though it would take some work, engaging 

with the SDGs would not pose any significant challenges. 

It depends on how you approach this. If you can connect it [the SDGs] 

with what the company is actually doing, I think it's fairly easy to bring 

it into the company culture. (1) 
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It’s [the SDGs] all of the milestones of what we are setting. It's part of a 

business strategy and what our core business of course is. (6) 

These [the SDGs] are very much engaged in our culture, because we are 

dealing in polluting business. (3) 

Overall, all of the interviewees saw obvious benefits of engaging in the SDGs.  Many of 

the interviewees saw the SDGs as something that already fit with their current work on 

sustainability issues and their core business. 

These are like a no brainer, because this is just the core of our business. 

(3) 

I think it's a no brainer to work with this. So yeah, I can't see any 

downside of that. I think it will only help us. (6) 

This interviewee (6) went on to explain that this was because their customers and the 

younger generation of workers want companies to be engaged with social responsibility. 

Another benefit that was mentioned by a few of the interviewees was that the SDGs are 

a good communication tool because of its visual appeal and that the SDGs are getting to 

be quite well known by most people. 

When asked about the obstacles to engaging with the SDGs most of interviewees had 

difficultly thinking of any major barriers to working with the SDGs and mostly identified 

benefits. Many interviewees saw the work or potential work that they would be doing or 

were doing with the SDGs as something that already fit with their current CSR strategy 

and the goals as achievable.  

I mean, you'll have challenges but no challenges that we won't be able 

to overcome because we're so strongly positioned and we will be able 

to meet all this I think. (4) 

I would rather see risks in not engaging. Because then we're just left 

behind. (3) 

However, some obstacles were mentioned. One interviewee who was still deciding on 

whether or not to engage with the SDGs thought that, as a reporting framework, it lacked 
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quantitative measurements and was concerned about investing time and resources into 

a temporary set of goals. Also, another interviewee thought that the large number (17) 

of SDGs was a downside, but also wondered if there could be fewer. Others mentioned 

that the challenges were more in making people aware of how the SDGs connect with the 

work that they are currently doing and getting people to see the bigger picture. 

I think they [the challenges] are at least not huge. I think it's more just 

changing the way of thinking. (2) 

The interviewees were asked about whether or not they will be collaborating with 

other entities to work on the SDGs. All of the interviewees said that they were not 

currently collaborating with anyone on the SDGs. However, all of the interviewees 

mentioned projects where they were collaborating with other companies, organizations, 

the government, and stakeholders on sustainability projects. Two of the organizations 

that the interviewees mentioned that were utilized for collaboration with others were 

FESTA, which is an organization that promotes CSR in Iceland (FESTA, n.d.) and Samorka, 

the industry group for electric and utility companies in Iceland (Samorka, n.d.-a).  

The [energy] companies signed the climate declaration for FESTA and 

the city of Reykjavík. FESTA was giving courses on how to account and 

set goals and follow them and, of course, there is Samorka. The power 

sector actually works close together within Samorka. (1) 

Because we are a small country, it's so easily to get to know someone 

[to collaborate with], so I think it's more professional that it's done 

through this organization [Samorka]. (2) 

The interviewee from Samorka shared some thoughts about what role the 

organization could play in the Icelandic energy sector’s engagement with the SDGs. So far 

the organization has mostly focused on educating people in the energy sector about the 

SDGs. 

That's an interesting question for Samorka, this organization. Should we 

be gathering information about this [energy sector work on SDGs]? The 

targets for an example. We're not currently doing anything like that, but 
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it's a question we should take up, whether we should do more about 

gathering information on what the companies are doing and helping 

more companies do it. I mean it's a very diverse sector when it comes to 

the size of the company so, you have to think about that, but it's a 

question I'll take up here. (4) 

When asked about if the company that the interviewees work for involved 

stakeholders in the company’s engagement with the SDGs, all of the interviewees replied 

no, but most of the interviewees described the company’s process for stakeholder 

engagement in general. 

But that project…went through at least two or three years where there 

were these discussions and working groups with the different 

stakeholders and the local community about what they thought was 

important and what would show if the area was sustainable or not, so I 

think it's really important that we did it in such close cooperation. (2) 

In every step of the way, we have to make sure that the stakeholders 

are ok. We did a big stakeholder analysis because we are ISO 9001 

certified, so have to make sure that all the [stakeholders] are happy all 

the time. (5) 

4.1.2 Drivers for Engagement with the Sustainable Development Goals 

This section will focus on the theme of drivers including drivers as a communication tool, 

as the interviewee’s idea, the influence of others engaging, support from leadership, and 

community responsibility. When the all of the interviewees were asked about why their 

companies were engaging, beginning to engage, or considering engaging with the SDGs, 

two themes emerged, which were the value of the SDGs as a communication tool and the 

influence of the government and peer organizations on engaging with the SDGs. One 

interviewee also made the connection to the SDGs as a strategy tool and many of the 

interviewees connected the SDGs to their company’s core business. Other drivers, such 

as the risks of not engaging, were not brought up when the interviewees were asked 

about what was driving engagement with the SDGs, but this could also be seen as a driver. 
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Throughout the interviews, community responsibility, also appeared as an underlying 

driver for engaging with the SDGs. 

I think the Icelandic energy and utility sector is really, samfélagsábyrgð. 

We take our community responsibility seriously (4). 

For two of the interviewees, the opportunity to utilize the SDGs as a communication 

tool for their company’s sustainability work was a clear driver. The fact that the SDGs are 

presented in a visually attractive format was noted as benefit to engaging with the SDGs. 

One interviewee pointed out that the SDGs could serve as a common language and get 

more people involved in their sustainability work. 

And like I said before the drive was to have more of the people engaged, 

to be able to talk about the goals with other people and with reference 

to goals that, I mean, almost everybody in Iceland at least know today. 

So that was the drive to visualize it more so that everybody could talk 

about it. (3) 

Another interviewee began looking into engaging with the SDGs because it would 

allow the company to show how their current sustainability work tied to a bigger 

framework. 

Because of that project [Carbon Free by 2040], that's why we want to 

do something more and we needed to show more of what we're doing. 

And that's why we want to try to link it together where we are standing 

in the SDGs. (5) 

Two interviewees mentioned that their company began looking into the SDGs because 

the Icelandic government and other peer companies in Nordic countries have engaged 

with them. Some of the companies who were interviewed are publicly owned, but none 

of the interviewees identified that they were directed by the government to engage with 

the SDGs, however it was a factor in some cases. Companies were not just influenced by 

others, peer companies or the government, but they also recognized themselves as 

influencers. One interviewee noted the influence that her company could have on other 

companies to engage with the SDGs. 
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…we are big and on Icelandic scale, so I think when other companies 

see that we are taking this focus they think, maybe it’s something we 

should do as well…We have a lot of venders, where we buy from and 

they have to sign contracts that they will work in an ethical [way] and 

[show that] they are  informed on how we work in terms of the Global 

Compact and the SDGs are a part of it, so we are saying to others if you 

want to do business with us you have to be aware of them. (2) 

In all of the interviews, the interviewees clearly stated how seriously their companies 

took their responsibility to society and their desire to do more and go beyond regulations. 

Several of the interviewees noted how their companies provided some of the basic 

services (electricity, heat, and water) that a modern society needs to function to highlight 

the seriousness of the responsibility that they had to society. One interviewee made the 

connection that the services that the company that she works for provides needs to be 

environmentally friendly and have a low carbon footprint, so that businesses using their 

services can have sustainable production and products. This mindset of community 

responsibility can be seen as an underlying factor for companies choosing to engage with 

the SDGs.  

Cities, they can’t improve without what we're producing and that is why 

it is so important. It matters how we do things because everyone both 

the inhabitants and the businesses, they get then a product that has a 

low carbon footprint, so that they can actually establish with something 

environmental friendly on that, using cold water and hot water. (1) 

4.1.3 Prioritizing the Sustainable Development Goals 

This section will focus on the theme of prioritization including how SDGs were prioritized 

and which ones were prioritized. All of the interviewees were asked about which SDGs 

their company had prioritized or which SDGs they thought the company would prioritize. 

Prioritization in this context is defined as which individual SDGs the company will focus 

on working towards and can make the most positive impact on through their core 

business activities. When prioritizing the SDGs, companies can focus on a few goals or 

connect their work to many goals that apply. Both of these strategies were discussed by 
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interviewees. Three of the interviewees felt that focusing on a few goals would be the 

best approach for the company that they represent.  

For my opinion, what would be in link with our strategy, so there may 

be five goals that link to what we are doing. (5) 

I don't want us to take too many goals, because it's not good to have 

the whole spectrum. And maybe just do a little bit. I think it'll be better 

for us to take some specific goals and just do them properly. (3) 

So in the beginning we just choose two of them and they were the two 

that the Icelandic government had given out……There was this 

discussion in board of directors and everybody agreed that we should, 

of course, also have number seven that is sustainable energy. (2) 

Other interviewees discussed how the work that their company does connects or 

could connect to many of the goals. 

We haven't actually decided if we're just going to pick one or two or 

three [goals] which suit us or if will just try to max ourselves out with all 

of it. (6) 

So actually, we are touching upon everything [all the SDGs]. You know, 

[the company produces] what a society needs to be able to function. (1) 

Two of the interviewees described how they would foster ownership of the SDGs with 

the employees in their companies in order to get buy in and help with the implementation 

of the SDGs. 

I'm going put these [SDGs] up, put the goals of the Icelandic nation 

beside them so they [management team] can read what the targets for 

the Icelandic nation are… Then below [that], I'm going to put down what 

the goals for companies within the sector…have been doing and how 

they are formatting them just to get them [thinking], so that they have 

some ideas. (3) 
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And what we did was, actually, that we had a workshop. And I met 

everyone in the company, and…[showed] what this is and why we're 

doing this, and what they would like to us to do…to accomplish these 

goals. So everyone contributed to…what we wanted to do. (6) 

All of the interviewees were asked about which SDGs their company prioritized and if 

their company had not yet prioritized the SDGs, which ones they thought that the 

company would prioritize. The number of SDGs that the interviewees chose to prioritize 

was between three and twelve goals. Gender equality (SDG 5) and climate action (SDG 

13) were prioritized by all of the interviewees. Affordable and clean energy was only 

prioritized by three out of the companies even though it is their core business. Reduced 

inequalities (SDG 10) and sustainable cities and communities (SDG 11) were only 

prioritized by one interviewee. Figure 6 shows the frequency that the SDGs were 

prioritized by the interviewees. 

 

Figure 6. Frequency of SDGs Prioritized by Interviewees 

Gender equality (SDG 5) and climate action (SDG 13) were prioritized by all of the 

interviewees. All of the companies already had commitments to reducing greenhouse 

gasses, which they discussed during the interviews. When asked about which SDGs would 

be prioritized, all of the interviewees (except for one who went through the goals in 
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numeric order to discuss which ones her company would prioritize) mentioned gender 

equality (SDG 5) first and it clearly seemed like a priority. 

Okay, we haven't gotten to that [prioritization of SDGs], but what I, 

what I can see for myself is that is the place that we're going to go 

through is gender equality. (3) 

Definitely gender equality as we have been able to eliminate the gender 

pay gap here at the company. 51% of managers are women. So actually 

we are actually in forefront. (1) 

And I think, it's really important for our sector to, when we look at the 

future, the best way to run our sector is with diverse workforce where 

everybody has the same chance to contribute. And what we've seen in 

our companies, that the companies that are more diverse, it really has 

a concrete benefits. So we're really moving towards that. We really 

mean that, which is a really big goal [gender equality] for us and we're 

making headway. (4) 

Industry, innovation, and infrastructure (SDG 9) was prioritized by three out of the five 

interviewees. All of the interviewees were asked about to discuss the company that they 

work for in regard to innovation since Icelandic energy companies are involved in 

innovative projects and Agenda 2030 specifically calls upon businesses to innovate to 

contribute to accomplishing the SDGs (United Nations, 2015). All of the innovation that 

was discussed was tied to their core business and the some of the targets in affordable 

and clean energy (SDG 7) especially in the areas of improving efficiency and the 

sustainability of use resources. 

And actually one of our goals is to actually use energy better and use 

innovation to do that. (1) 

We think that Iceland should focus more on innovation from the 

renewable energy sector because that's where we are strong. (4) 

No poverty (SDG1), zero hunger (SDG 2), quality education (SDG 4), peace, justice, and 

strong institutions (SDG 16), and partnerships for the goals (SDG 17) were not prioritized 
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by any of the interviewees in the interviews. Quality education (SDG 4) and partnerships 

for the goals (SDG 17) are prioritized in one of the company’s annual reports, but these 

were not mentioned in the interview as prioritized. One interviewee spoke about 

partnership for the goals (SDG17) when asked about any secondary priority goals. 

I would say, because you know, the nature of the sustainable energy for 

all, number seven, that we are an island and we are in a closed system, 

so it is not like that we can provide other countries with our energy, 

so…we have, in the back of our heads, we also have number 17 a lot in 

mind because like sustainable energy, we, even though we can’t export 

the energy, we can export our knowledge, so we have thought a lot 

about how we can give and cooperate. (2) 

4.1.4 Sustainability Issues  

This section will review the sustainability issues discussed in the interviews including; 

awareness, not wasting resources, climate change, supply chain issues, transportation, 

and gender equality. Climate change and gender equality were the issues discussed the 

most, but another theme that emerged was the issue of people wasting resources in 

general due to the fact the energy and water are inexpensive in Iceland. To a lesser 

extent, awareness and people’s mid-set about sustainability issues was discussed as a 

sustainability issue. Interviewees were also asked what they thought was the 

sustainability issue that energy companies in Iceland could make the most impact on, and 

their answers included climate change, gender equality, awareness, and there could be 

more collaborative research. Figure 7 shows the frequency that each sustainability issue 

was coded in the transcribed interviews (the number of times it was discussed in the 

interviews) and which SDG it aligns with. The top two prioritized SDGs from the 

interviews, gender equality (SDG 5) and climate action (SDG 13), align with the frequency 

that the sustainability issues were coded, however, the remainder of the issues coded 

align with responsible consumption and production (SDG 12), which was not highly 

prioritized by interviewees. 
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Figure 7. Frequency of Sustainability Issues Coded and Alignment with SDGs 

4.1.5 Statements on Reporting on the Sustainable Development Goals 

This section will explore the theme of reporting including how to report on the SDGs, 

other reporting standards, and the SDGs as a reporting framework. All interviewees were 

asked about reporting on the SDGs. Only two of the companies have started reporting on 

the SDGs and the rest of the companies were asked about how they would report on 

them. Some of the interviewees had a more quantitative approach to reporting on the 

SDGs, including reporting on the targets, while others thought that a more qualitative 

approach would be more appropriate to show the work that their company was doing on 

the SDGs. Most interviewees thought that the annual report would be the best place to 

report on their company’s progress on the SDGs, but other methods that were brought 

up included a separate report, the company website (not in the annual report), and the 

company intranet.  

I would like to do it just as separate report because if you implement 

[SDG reporting] on the annual report of companies, it starts to get lost. 

(6) 
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We have reported in just an open way in, describing what the work has 

been about, but not so much about special indicators. I think when we 

get to the GRI, it will be helpful because then you have more 

quantitative and defined indicators. But in my opinion it's more 

important that you show that you are working on it. Exact numbers, 

they are not maybe, I mean of course they help and it makes it 

comparable, but it's should not stand and fall with them. (2) 

Other reporting indicators, standards and guidelines were frequently discussed in the 

interviews. The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) standards were the most frequently 

discussed followed by the United Nations Global Compact principals, and the Nasdaq 

environment, social and governance (ESG) reporting guidelines. All but one of the 

interviewees mentioned that the GRI was an important standard to use. The Nasdaq 

reporting standards were seen as a way to communicate with shareholders and the ISO 

standard 26000 was often noted as the base framework for the company’s CSR activities. 

A few interviewees commented on the quality of the tools that other reporting standards 

had created to help companies work with the SDGs and how the SDGs and other 

indicators could both be used together. 

And actually Nasdaq did a great job when they were publishing the 

guidelines two years ago. They made a table where those Nasdaq 

indicators were also applied to the SDGs and the GRI [standards], so 

made a map for us. (1) 

…There are so many tools around and it's also been a thing that has 

gone in a circle. Sometimes you think you have found the solution and 

then you change your mind, but we could see that, if you do it in a 

standard way as the GRI, and they have now published a compass 

where you kind of mirror it over to the SDGs…when we get there it will 

be more easy for us to do it systematically (2) 

I think that's what the reason why we have to have both [GRI & SDGs]. 

Because GRI is for us to get to the goals. But this [SDGs] is like for the 

rest of the world of to see. (5) 
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4.2 Analysis of Reporting on the Sustainable Development Goals using 
the KPMG Framework or Modified Framework 

This section will only focus on the annual reports of the companies that were interviewed 

and not the information from the interviews. This is a separate section using a different 

method. The results of the analysis of the 2018 annual reports using the KPMG framework 

or the modified criteria described in sections 3.4 and 3.4 of this thesis will be presented 

in the following sections, 4.2.1 and 4.2.2.  

Only two of the companies interviewed have started reporting on the SDGs. The two 

companies that have begun reporting on the SDGs were evaluated with the KPMG 

reporting criteria (KPMG International, 2018) and the other companies were evaluated 

with a modified criteria to see if the SDGs that they prioritized align with their current 

work and to see if there is currently data available to measure the impact of the SDGs. 

The 2018 annual reports from each of the companies were used for the analysis. 

Companies will be identified as letters A through E.  

4.2.1 Reporting Quality Analysis of Currently Reporting Companies 

Overall, both companies who are currently reporting on the SDGs met about half of the 

criteria for quality reporting. In Table 7, green signifies that the company fully met the 

criteria, yellow signifies that they met some of the criteria, and red signifies that they did 

not met the criteria at all. There is also textual evidence from the annual reports or a brief 

explanation on how each company met, partially met, or did not meet the criteria. The 

companies will be identified as A and B. The scoring methodology is explained in more 

detail in section 3 of this thesis. 
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Table 7. Results of Analysis of Reporting Quality (criteria from KPMG International, 2018) 

 

Overall, company A’s report was able to demonstrate understanding since it met all of 

the criteria for this category. Here are some examples of how company A demonstrated 

understanding: 

The UN’s 7th Sustainable Development Goal on affordable and clean 

energy states that energy is central to nearly every major challenge and 

opportunity the world faces today and that every human being should 

be ensured access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern 

Theme Quality Criteria 
Results 

A B 

U
n

d
er

st
an

d
in

g 

1. Does the reporting 
demonstrate the business 
case for taking action on the 
SDGs? 

“trends in business and society 
require that company A is 
economically, environmentally and 
socially sustainable” 

Indirectly, the business case is made for 
working on some of the issues within the 
SDGs, but there is no direct statement 
that makes the business case for the SDGs 

2. Does the CEO and/or 
Chair’s message talk about 
the SDGs? 

Company A “is a participant in the UN 
Global Compact, a United Nations 
initiative, which has developed global 
sustainability goals” 

No, the SDGs are not mentioned in the 
CEO or Chair's address. 

3. Does the reporting assess 
the businesses’ impact on the 
SDGs? 

The company has assessed gender 
issues, both positive and negative 
impacts of activities on the 
environment and society are stated 

The company has assessed gender issues, 
both positive and negative impacts of 
energy production on the environment 
are stated 

P
ri

o
ri

ti
za

ti
o

n
 

4. Does the reporting identify 
priority SDGs for the 
company? 

Yes, the report identifies 3 SDGs as 
priorities and there is a separate 
section to discuss each one 

The work that the company does is linked 
to the SDGs, but it is unclear if all of the 
SDGs it links to are considered to be 
priorities 

5. Does the reporting explain 
the methodology the 
company used to prioritize 
the SDGs? 

No, the methodology for prioritization 
is not explained 

No, the methodology for prioritization is 
not explained 

6. Does the reporting identify 
specific SDG targets that are 
relevant to the business? 

No targets are identified in the report 
Yes, targets are linked to the company's 
activities and ESG disclosures. There is a 
separate section  

M
ea

su
re

m
e

n
t 

7. Does the reporting disclose 
SDG performance goals for 
the company? 

Examples: Improve gender balance, 
carbon neutral by 2030, specific goals 
related to SDG 7 within the report by 
not clearly stated in section on SDG 7 

Yes, targets are linked to the company's 
activities and ESG disclosures. There are 
some specific goals for issues that are 
related to the SDGs 

8. Does the company 
reporting set SDG 
performance goals that are 
SMART? 

Examples: 3 year action plan for 
gender mainstreaming, carbon 
neutral by 2030,  specific goals related 
to SDG 7 within the report by not 
clearly stated in section on SDG 7 

Yes, targets are linked to the company's 
activities and ESG disclosures 

9. Does the reporting detail 
the indicators that the 
company is using to measure 
the progress of its SDGs? 

Examples: PwC standard for gender 
pay gap, carbon footprint, CDP,  
percentage of electric vehicles in fleet 

Yes, targets are linked to the company's 
activities and ESG disclosures 
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energy by 2030. The goal also states that the percentage of renewable 

energy sources must increase substantially and that international 

cooperation is needed to improve access to research and technology in 

the field of environmentally friendly energy. (A) 

Climate change is one of the major challenges facing the world. Global 

business has a responsibility to do everything it can to prevent climate 

change. (A) 

The focus of this report was more qualitative and told the story of their commitment 

to the SDGs and how they were working on them. For one of the prioritized SDGs (SDG 

7), the specific performance goals were within the report, but not within the section on 

that SDG. The KPGM framework states that performance goals should be clearly linked to 

the SDGs that this should be clearly linked in the reporting, so that is why criteria 7 and 8 

received a yellow score (KPGM International, 2018). The company did not prioritize any 

of the SDG targets or explain its methodology for prioritization, which is why it received 

a red score for criteria 5 and 6.  

Company B showed strength in the measurement category since its report met all of 

the criteria in that category by linking the SDG targets to its ESG disclosures. This report 

told the story of this company’s work on the SDGs through a more quantitative approach 

than company A. There was a separate section that listed the targets that company B’s 

work contributed to, but it was unclear if all of the SDGs listed were priorities. There were 

statements within the report that made the business case for sustainable practices, such 

as stating how environmental affairs are important to society and therefore the 

company’s performance on them matters, but these statements are not directly linked 

to the SDGs. The SDGs were not mentioned in the CEO/chairperson’s address, however 

they were specifically mentioned the year before in the address in the 2017 annual 

report.  Just as in company A’s report, this report did not explain the methodology for 

prioritization.  

4.2.2 Prioritization Alignment with Current Reporting 

The three companies that have not started reporting on the SDGs, had their 2018 annual 

reports analyzed by a modified framework based on the KPMG framework (KPMG 
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International, 2018) to see how well the SDGs that were prioritized in the interview 

aligned with their core business and current goals. The potential for quality measurement 

was evaluated by seeing if the companies were currently providing measurements that 

related to the prioritized goals from the interview and the potential for their work to align 

with targets from the prioritized goals from the interview. It should be noted that the SDG 

prioritized in the interview reflect what the interviewee thinks the company might 

prioritize, but this work has not yet happened yet.  

Textual evidence to satisfy the modified criteria and which prioritized SDG that it 

aligned with were coded in the companies’ annual reports. For example, company C 

prioritized climate action (SDG 13) in the interview and the text that was coded as 

evidence that criteria two (Do the prioritized SDGs align with current goals) was met was:  

In 2015…set the goal of reducing emissions [CO2 per kilowatt hour] by 

40% by 2030. (C) 

Table 8 shows the results of the analysis.  In Table 8, green signifies that the criteria 

was met for all of the prioritized goals, yellow signifies that the criteria was met for some 

of the prioritized SDGs and red signifies that the criteria was not met at all for any of the 

prioritized SDGs. The table also includes a brief explanation of how each criteria was met 

or somewhat met for each company’s report. 
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Table 8. Results from the Evaluation of Annual Reports from Companies do not Currently Report on the 
SDGs (modified criteria from KPMG International, 2018) 

Relates to 
Category 

Modified Quality Criteria 
Results 

C D E 

Understanding 
1. Do the prioritized SDGs align 
with core business? 

Yes, all aligned Yes, all aligned 

There was no 
text found to 
support SDG 12 
aligning with 
core business 

Prioritization 

2. Are there any targets from 
the prioritized SDGs that align 
with the company’s current 
work? 

Yes, one or more 
targets from 
each of the SDGs 
aligned  

Yes, one or 
more targets 
from each of 
the SDGs 
aligned 

Yes, one or 
more targets 
from each of the 
SDGs aligned 

Measurement 

3. Do the prioritized SDGs align 
with current goals? 

Yes, all aligned Yes, all aligned Yes, all aligned 

4. Is the data available in the 
annual report to measure the 
prioritized SDGs? 

Yes, there was 
some qualitative 
and some 
quantitative 

Yes, there was 
some 
qualitative and 
some 
quantitative 

There was no 
data found to 
measure the 
progress of SDG 
9 

 

Overall, the reports met most of the modified criteria for the each of the SDGs that 

were prioritized in the interviews. Company E received two yellow scores because the 

criteria was met for some, but not all of the SDGs prioritized in the interview. There was 

no text found to support responsible consumption and production (SDG 12) aligning with 

company E’s core business. There was not any data found in the company E’s annual 

report that could be used to measure progress on industry, innovation, and infrastructure 

(SDG 9). The data available for the measurement of the SDGs varied in quality and was 

both qualitative and quantitative. The criteria that most frequently aligned with the 

prioritized SDGs was that the prioritized SDGs aligned with the company’s current goals 

and the SDG that most frequently met the criteria was climate action (SDG 13). 

To demonstrate understanding here is an example of text the aligns with 

understanding and criteria one (Do the prioritized SDGs align with core business). Here 

are some examples: 

Alignment with industry, innovation, and infrastructure (SDG 9): 
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Innovation and creativity are at the foundation of [company] where we 

constantly strive to find new ways to effectively utilize these resources. 

(C) 

Our goal is to utilize the natural resources we have been entrusted with 

in a sustainable manner, whilst maximizing the utilization of 

geothermal fluid, extracted from geothermal systems and supporting 

multi-purpose utilization. We support research, development and 

effective procedures to increase expertise in the field of geoscience. (C) 

To demonstrate prioritization here is an example of text the aligns with prioritization 

and criteria two (Are there any targets from the prioritized SDGs that align with the 

company’s current work). Here are some examples: 

Alignment with target 5.1 (End all forms of discrimination against all women and girls 

everywhere) 

…Equal Opportunities Policies implies equality in pay decisions and that 

employees are not discriminated against by gender….signed the UN 

WOMEN Convention on Gender Equality in 2011, which contains criteria 

that companies can use in order to promote women and increase their 

participation in the business sector (D) 

Gender division in the workplace over the years across the company as 

a whole has remained fairly unchanged but we aim to increase the 

number of women in the workplace to increase the diversity of our 

group. We want to draw more attention to women's industrial work, 

such as electricians, electric power stations, and electrical subjects 

related to electricity, thus helping to level out gender ratios within 

certain disciplines for a long time. (E) 

To demonstrate measurement here is an example of text the aligns with measurement 

and criteria three (Do the prioritized SDGs align with current goals). Here are some 

examples: 

Alignment with good health and well-being (SDG 3) 
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We strive to ensure the safety and well -being of our employees with 

good workplace facilities, education and training. We follow recognized 

safety and health standards. (D) 

Our vision and goal is that there will be no accident in the operation. 

Security issues are important in our eyes and always in priority, since 

nothing is more important than the fact that employees come home 

completely in both the soul and the body. (E) 

To demonstrate measurement here is an example of text the aligns with measurement 

and criteria four (Is the data available in the annual report to measure the prioritized 

SDGs?). Here is an example: 

Alignment with climate action SDG 13 

Based on the Icelandic electricity system, our carbon footprint increases 

by 16% between 2017 and 2018, the equivalent of 2018 was 7,493 tons 

of carbon dioxide (CO2), compared to 6,451 tons in 2017. (E) 

Two of the companies mentioned in their reports that they were beginning to engage 

with the UN Global Compact and one of these companies specifically mentioned the SDGs 

as part of this process. The mention of the SDGs was made in section for the statement 

by the CEO and Chairman of the Board and in a section on social responsibility.  

…will sign the UN Global Compact in 2019…and begin work on 

formulating CSR goals and coordinating with the UN Sustainable 

Development Goals (D) 
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5 Discussion 

This section will explore the answers to the research questions, how are Icelandic energy 

companies engaging with the SDGs and how are energy companies reporting on their 

work regarding the SDGs. The discussion will examine the themes of SDG engagement, 

drivers, prioritization, and sustainability as well as the reporting analysis in terms of 

understanding, prioritization, and measurement. At the end of the chapter the 

implications of the study will be discussed. 

5.1 Discussion on Engagement 

Overall, the Icelandic energy sector is beginning to engage with the SDGs. For the 

companies in this study, in the context of the SDG Compass (Figure 2), two of the 

companies are at step five (reporting and communication), two are at step two (defining 

priorities) and one is at step one (understanding the SDGs) (GRI et al., 2015). The major 

companies in the sector have begun engaging with the SDGs, but the some of the smaller 

companies have not. In general, the literature states that some of the barriers for small 

and medium sized enterprises to engage with CSR activities, which the SDGs can be 

considered a part of (Abshagen et al., 2018, Xia et al., 2018, Biermann et al., 2017), include 

that it is too costly, takes up too much time and human resources, or that it is not relevant 

to their business (Blowfield & Murray, 2014). Knowledge about the SDGs, their 

complexity, and scale may also be barriers for the smaller energy companies in to engage 

(Fleming et al., 2017). It is unknown what barriers that smaller energy companies in 

Iceland maybe facing, so further research on why these companies are not engaging with 

the SDGs is needed. 

Overall, none of the interviewees identified any major barriers to engaging with the 

SDGs since they thought that the SDGs fit with their core business and current goals. 

Some of the downsides of the SDGs that were noted in the interviews were similar to the 

downsides that described in the literature including that there are too many goals and 

the indictors for measurement are weak (Biermann et al., 2017, Kumar et al., 2016).  

However, many of the benefits for businesses to engage with the SDGs found in the 

literature were not mentioned by the interviewees (WBCSD, 2017). Benefits such as 

opening up new markets, improving their competitive edge, or gaining access to capital 
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were not discussed in the interviews (WBCSD, 2017). The benefits of better meeting 

customer expectations and of avoiding risk and the consequences of inaction were 

discussed in some of the interviews (WBCSD, 2017). It is unknown certain benefits from 

the literature were mentioned and why some were not. Many of the companies are fully 

or partly publicly owned, so even though they need to be profitable, providing good 

service to customers may come to the forefront of a discussion on the SDGs rather than 

the more financially related benefits. 

All of the interviewees discussed the SDGs within the context of CSR, which aligns with 

the literature that inter-links CSR and the SDGs (Biermann et al., 2017, Xia et al., 2018). 

One interviewee thought that the SDGs would enhance some of their current CSR work 

in regard to climate change, which is an example of how the SDGs can be beneficial in 

implementing CSR initiatives (Xia et al., 2018 & Schönherr et al., 2017). The interviewees 

were able to utilize or felt that they could utilize their current CSR systems to implement 

the SDGs.  

The need for sectoral and cross-sector collaboration has been highlighted in the 

literature as an important factor in accomplishing the SDGs (WBSCD, 2017, Van Zanten & 

Van Tulder, 2018). When asked about collaboration on the SDGs, the interviewees said 

that they were not collaborating with anyone else on the SDGs. It is not surprising that 

collaboration on the SDGs has not happened yet within the Icelandic energy sector. 

Globally, sector collaboration has been slow (PwC, 2018), so the interview findings align 

with the literature in this regard. Also, most companies, including the companies in this 

study, are taking their first steps with reporting on and engaging with the SDGs (PwC, 

2018), so it is understandable that companies would first focus on their company and the 

SDGs before trying to collaborate with others.   

Energy companies in Iceland are already collaborating on many projects and initiatives 

with each other, the government, and through organizations like Samorka (industry 

association for electric and utility companies) and FESTA (Icelandic organization for CSR) 

(Elders et al., 2014, Samorka, n.d.-b, FESTA, 2019). These networks could be used for 

collaboration on the SDGs. The SDGs have yet to be linked to what the energy sector as a 

whole is doing. One tool that could help with this could be creating a sector road map 

where the energy sector could build a strategy that would increase their positive impacts 
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on the SDGs while mitigating the negative impacts (WBSCD, 2017). Measuring the 

progress on the goals is an important factor in reaching the SDGs (Bierman et al., 2017) 

and having a road map for the sector can increase accountability and companies can pool 

together the resources needed to aggregate the data needed to measure the impact that 

the sector is having. This data could be useful for policy makers since energy impacts so 

many of the other SDGs (Santika et al., 2019, Nilsson et al., 2018). In order for the sector 

road maps to be successful, sector champions are necessary to help manage the initiative 

(WBSCD, 2018 a). Having sector champions increases accountability and inspires action 

(WBSCD, 2018a).  Samorka is positioned well to drive the coordination of a sector road 

map for the SDGs in the energy sector since they are already doing similar work and have 

established relationships with the companies and in the interview the representative 

from Samorka thought that it was an interesting question to see if they could be playing 

more of a role in the energy sector’s engagement with the SDGs, but there may be other 

entities that could also be appropriate to champion this effort such as FESTA or a 

governmental department. A cross-sectorial road map, such as the one created from the 

collaboration of the Columbian government and their private sector (Gobierno de 

Columbia & Deparmento Nacional de Planaeción, 2018) might also be an option. Having 

a road map for the Icelandic energy sector may also be a way provide some of the smaller 

companies the resources and tools to get engaged with the SDGs.  

5.2 Discussion on Drivers 

Some of the drivers for engagement with the SDGs that interviewees identified  are 

reflected in the literature. For example, all of the interviewees expressed a strong sense 

of community responsibility and wanted to do more than the regulations, which reflects 

the values of the SDGs already existing within the company (Fleming et al., 2017). Motives 

that were cited in the literature such as gaining efficiency or financing were not 

mentioned as motivating factors for engaging with the SDGs (WBSCD, 2018a, Hajer et al., 

2015). One the four targets in affordable and clean energy (SDG 7), the core business of 

energy companies, is improving energy efficiency, so it is unclear why the interviewees 

did not see this as a driver. In regard to finance as a motive, perhaps the financers that 

these companies work with do not require performance measurement on the SDGs, so it 

was not seen as a motive.  
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Innovation was discussed in the interviews, however, it was not linked to being a driver 

for engagement, which has been found to be a driver for companies to engage with the 

SDGs (WBSCD, 2018a, Hajer et al., 2015,). The interviewees spoke about using innovation 

to increase energy efficiency and ways to use resources more sustainability to solve 

energy related problems. Finding innovative solutions to social issues is one of the direct 

calls to action for business in the 2030 Agenda (United Nations, 2015), but it did not 

appear that the interviewees saw the SDGs as a way to increase the innovation at their 

companies. This is potentially something that could be strengthened in the SDG 

framework or in the tools and guides that have been created for companies to use when 

engaging with the SDGs. Sustainable consumption and production (SDG 12) partnerships 

for the goals (SDG 17) have been highlighted as particularly important goals for 

businesses to engage with (Hajer et al., 2015, KPMG & UN Global Compact, 2017), so 

perhaps industry, innovation, and infrastructure could have been emphasized more in 

the SDG tools and guides for businesses. Governments could also promote this goal to 

the business sector as well through policies. Tax incentives for businesses to increase 

research and development efforts have shown some success (OECD, 2018). Policies which 

promote digitizing some parts of the innovation process such as data sharing, e-learning, 

and online network platforms can bring down the cost of some parts of the innovation 

process, make global collaboration more feasible, and support knowledge transfer 

(OECD, 2018). 

The drivers that the interviewees did mention were probably their top drivers for 

engagement. To find out what other drivers might also apply, a survey with all of the 

drivers from the literature might be a more effective way to find to what extent all of the 

drivers apply. 

Two other drivers for engaging with the SDGs that emerged from the interviews were 

using the SDGs as a communication tool and engaging with them due to the fact that 

others were engaging with them. The driver of using the SDGs as a communication tool 

did not seem to appear in the literature. Using the SDGs as a communication tool, could 

perhaps be tied to the motivation to increase the company’s social license to operate 

(WBSCD, 2018a), but it’s unclear if this was a factor. Firm to firm peer pressure has been 

found to encourage firms to increase their CSR performance and conform to standards 
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(Yang et al., 2017). However, when the interviewees spoke about this, it was in regard to 

how they looked up to peer Nordic companies and wanted to do what they were doing 

because they thought they were good companies, not out of a sense of pressure. 

Engaging with the SDGs because others (peer companies, government) may be a 

reflection of cultural factors (society tendency towards consensus) and Iceland being a 

small society (Shortall & Kharrazi, 2017). This could be utilized as a strength to get more 

engagement with the SDGs. 

5.3 Discussion on Prioritization and Sustainability Issues 

It did not come as a surprise that the top two SDGs prioritized by the Icelandic energy 

companies were gender equality (SDG 5) and climate action (SDG 13). These two SDGs 

are prioritized by the Icelandic government (Government of Iceland, n.d.). These two 

SDGs are also the top two SDGs that companies who are part of the UN Global Compact 

in Iceland report on (UN Global Compact, n.d.). Climate action (SDG 13) is one of the top 

prioritized SDGs for companies globally and specifically for energy, mining and utility 

companies (PwC, 2018, WBCSD, 2018). All of the companies interviewed already had 

climate goals and commitments, so it was not surprising that this was one of the most 

discussed issues in the interviews. The reporting on climate change action (SDG 13) was 

more advanced than other goals which aligns with how other companies globally are 

reporting (PwC, 2018). Also, in this early stage of SDG reporting, some companies have 

prioritized the SDGs that align with their current CSR activities and existing reporting 

metrics (PwC, 2018), so the prioritization of climate action (SDG 13) and gender equality 

(SDG 5) could be a reflection of this tendency. 

Gender equality (SDG 5) is not a top priority SDG in companies globally (PwC, 2018 & 

WBCSD, 2018), but it is a high priority in Iceland at a government and societal level 

(Proposal for parliamentary resolution on a policy on Iceland's international development 

cooperation 2019-2023, 2019). Often, the SDGs that businesses prioritize are very 

different than the ones that their communities will prioritize (PwC, 2017), but Icelandic 

energy companies prioritizing gender equality (SDG 5) aligns with them taking their 

community responsibility seriously and they are creating shared value (Kramer & Porter, 

2011). Further research would be needed to see which SDGs the public would prioritize 

in Iceland. 
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Clean water and sanitation (SDG 6) received more discussion and was prioritized more 

than first expected since Iceland ranks quite high when it comes to suppling clean drinking 

water (Sachs et al., 2018). The energy sector in Iceland is also unique since many of the 

companies interviewed are not just providing electricity, but additionally hot water for 

heating and cold water for drinking, so clean water and sanitation (SDG 6) is part of their 

core business. Water is also central to much of the energy supplied in Iceland since much 

of the electricity comes from hydropower and geothermal resources. There are no 

specific targets related to using water for hydropower or managing a geothermal 

reservoir, but there are general goals surrounding sustainable use of resources in 

industry, innovation, and infrastructure (SDG 9), responsible consumption and 

production (SDG 12) and life on land (SDG 15) and these goals were prioritized by some 

of the interviewees. 

At first, it was also surprising that affordable and clean energy (SDG 7) was not more 

prioritized by the interviewees, but looking more closely at the goal, in the Icelandic 

context, one can see why maybe this goal was overlooked in the interviews. Iceland is 

meeting or is on track to meet the targets of this goal (Sachs, 2018). Also, since Iceland is 

an island and already has almost 100% renewable energy for electricity and heat 

(Orkustofnun, 2018) it is difficult for electricity companies to increase renewable energy 

and access to it, except in the transportation sector. Affordable and clean energy (SDG 7), 

was not the top priority globally for energy, utilities, and mining companies (PwC, 2018). 

It was the second most prioritized after climate action (SDG 13) (PwC, 2018), so the results 

from the interview match the literature in that regard. 

In Iceland, there is of course, room to increase renewable energy in the transportation 

sector. Also through partnership for the goals (SDG 17), energy companies can increase 

renewable energy in developing countries through knowledge sharing and financial 

investment. A connection between affordable and clean energy (SDG 7) and industry, 

innovation, and infrastructure (SDG 9) can be made from the interviews since the 

innovative projects that the companies are working on have to do with the aims of 

affordable and clean energy (SDG 7). 

Climate change was one of the most discussed sustainability issues, however, many of 

the other sustainability issues that were highlighted could be addressed by engaging with 
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the goal responsible consumption and production (SDG 12). It has targets that address 

sustainable use of resources (12.2), having sustainable procurement practices (12.7), and 

ensuring that people have access to information to lead sustainable lives (12.8) (United 

Nations, 2015). Responsible consumption and production was only prioritized by two of 

the interviewees, even though focusing on this goal could help energy companies make 

an impact on the other issues that they addressed in the interviews. Businesses are 

specifically called upon to stop unsustainable consumption and production processes in 

the 2030 Agenda and the literature highlighted this goal as one that can highly impact 

other goals (United Nations, 2015, Weitz et al., 2018, KPMG & UN Global Compact, 2017).  

The rebound effect is also a factor in Iceland (Atlason & Unnthorsson, 2017), but what 

role can energy companies play in addressing this issue? The relatively cheap energy that 

is driving these consumption patterns also does not encourage consumers to adopt 

energy conservation behaviors. The public wasting energy in Iceland was brought up in 

several interviews, however, solutions to or goals for this demand side problem were not 

discussed. Some energy companies in Iceland do have some information on their 

websites about energy conservation for consumers (Orkubú Vestfjarða, n.d.), which could 

be done more. This could contribute to a sustainable consumption mind-set for the 

public, but my not make a substantial impact since 77% of the energy in Iceland is 

consumed by industry (Orkustofnun, 2018). Often, this is seen as a way of exporting 

energy, since if this industry were located elsewhere in the world it is likely that this 

industry would be using fossil fuels instead of the renewable energy it has access to in 

Iceland. It is unclear what the best path for energy companies in Iceland to take in regard 

to this issue. 

Responsible production and consumption (SDG 12), also seems to be the only goal that 

addresses the interviewees’ concern that people are not aware of the effect their action 

have on the planet and people in other parts of the world. This topic does not quite fit in 

with quality education (SDG 4) as one might initially think since that goal mostly focuses 

on access to education, not educating people about sustainability. This makes it difficult 

for companies to know where to align their work with sustainability awareness or how to 

address this issue.  Perhaps the SDGs themselves can serve as the communication tool 

for awareness, which is what a few of the interviewees saw as a strength of the SDGs. 
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5.4 Discussion on Reporting 

How well are energy companies reporting on their work regarding the SDGs? Overall, 

according to the chosen framework, the companies in this study who are currently 

reporting on the SDGs are meeting about half of the criteria for what is considered quality 

reporting. This is comparable to how other companies scored on the KPMG framework in 

an analysis of companies globally and comparable to another report where companies 

were meeting about half the criteria in another SDG reporting framework created by PwC 

(KPMG International 2018, PwC 2018). The reporting performance of the two companies 

seems to be average. The framework used in this study, according to the authors, is just 

the first step in reporting on the SDG and not many companies are meeting this standards 

yet (KMPG International, 2018), so there is still much to learn and the criteria may change 

in the future.  

The approaches that the two companies took were quite different. One company had 

more qualitive information about their SDG work and the other had more quantitative, 

so they met they each ended up meeting different criteria. Both companies did well on 

assessing the business impact on the SDG which globally companies tend to do well on 

(KMPG International, 2018). Globally, companies are not performing well on the 

measurement criteria in the framework (KMPG International, 2018). One of the 

companies in this study did well in the measurement criteria because they choose to 

focus on the targets, which helped them meet most of the measurement criteria. The 

company that took more of a qualitative approach met all of the criteria for 

understanding, which globally most companies score poorly on (KMPG International, 

2018). Both companies need to explain their prioritization methodology and continue to 

meaningfully link the SDGs to their work. 

The companies who were not yet reporting on the SDGs met most of the modified 

criteria. These companies have not finished the work to prioritize and report on the SDGs, 

so it would be interesting to if the results of their work match what was discussed in this 

study. The non-financial reporting maturity of these companies showed that they have 

the potential to have high quality reporting on the SDGs. 

Some of the best practices and the pitfalls of sustainability reporting were reflected in 

the interviews. The interviewees mentioned some of the best practices to make 
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sustainability reporting successful including support from management and getting 

employee buy-in (Veleva & Ellenbecker, 2000). One of the criticisms of sustainability 

reports in general is the lack of standardization of indicators (Siew, 2015). This was 

reflected in the interviews since there was always some discussion of other reporting 

frameworks and some of the interviewees thought that the SDGs lacked measurement 

indicators. 

The tools for reporting on and engaging with the SDGs will continue to develop as 

more businesses use them and learn from their experiences. The tools reviewed in the 

literature review promoted understanding and thoughtful analysis of the SDGs, 

prioritization, goal setting, measurement, and reporting (GRI & UN Global Compact, 

2018a, GRI & UN Global Compact, 2018b, WBCSD, 2018b, KPMG & UN Global Compact, 

2017, Nasdaq, 2017, GRI et al., 2015, United Nations Global Compact, n.d.-b). The 

interviewees made a few positive comments about the tools that GRI and Nasdaq had 

created, but the main issues were with the SDG framework, since the targets are not 

made for businesses to report on. The SDG tools could highlight the importance of and 

give more guidance on how to engage with industry, innovation, and infrastructure (SDG 

9), responsible consumption and production (SDG 12), and partnerships for the goals 

(SDG 17) since these are goals where the private sector could make the most impact and 

be synergistic with other goals. This could be an area of further research to find out how 

effective businesses find all of the tools created for engaging with and reporting on the 

SDGs. 

5.5 Discussion Summary 

The Icelandic energy sector has begun to engage with the SDGs. This is just the beginning 

phase of SDG engagement, so the SDGs have not yet been strongly integrated into the 

business models and strategies of the companies, so there is a danger that they may just 

be seen as another reporting lens if there is not meaningfully engagement. However, 

Icelandic energy companies show a strong sense of community responsibility and genuine 

commitment to CSR activities, which will further the level of engagement that companies 

have with the SDGs in the future. Collaboration is the next step. There is a high level of 

potential for the sector to collaborate on the SDGs and make a stronger impact through 

the existing networks that they already cooperate through. In addition to their most 



 

65 

prioritized SDGs, gender equality (SDG 5) and climate action (SDG 13), and their core 

business, affordable and clean energy (SDG 7), Industry, innovation, and infrastructure 

(SDG 9), responsible consumption and production (SDG 12), and partnerships for the 

goals (SDG 17) could benefit the sector by being more highly prioritized. Improvements 

in industry, innovation, and infrastructure directly impact the targets of affordable and 

clean energy (SDG 7). Responsible consumption and production (SDG 12) is one of the 

goals that businesses in general are called upon to focus on and Iceland is the largest 

consumer of energy per capita, so there is room for improvement on consumer 

consumption habits. The issues of lack of awareness and wasting resources that were 

brought up in the interviews could be addressed by focusing more on this goal. Icelandic 

energy companies are already doing work regarding partnerships for the goals (SDG 17), 

but this goal could be prioritized more since this is a way that transfer knowledge and 

increase the impact of Icelandic energy companies on the SDGs globally. 

The reporting on the goals is on par with how average businesses around the world 

are reporting on the SDGs, thus there is room for improvement. The two companies who 

were reporting on the SDGs took different approaches, but both ended up meeting about 

half the evaluation criteria. The qualitative reporting was able to demonstrate an 

understanding of the SDGs whereas the more qualitative approach was able to show 

measurement and the contribution to the targets. The companies who are not yet 

reporting on the goals will need to demonstrate a deep understanding of where they can 

make the most positive impact on the SDGs, but also where they can mitigate the 

negative impact. Prioritizing targets to report on and ensuring top level support is an 

efficient strategy for meeting measurement criteria. 
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6 Conclusion 

This study contributes to growing field of study of the SDGs. This case study reveals how 

energy companies are engaging with and reporting on the SDGs in the context of Icelandic 

energy companies. The information from the study could be used by the Icelandic energy 

sector to improve their engagement with the SDGs, their reporting on the SDGs, and to 

foster collaboration on their contribution to the SDGs through a sector road map, since 

the interviewees revealed that energy companies in Iceland look to each other to see how 

they are engaging in CSR initiatives. For policy makers, this study presents some 

information on what SDGs energy companies are focusing on, which could help policy 

makers when they are strategizing and prioritizing the SDGs, since energy is related to 

many of the other SDGs. 

This study relied on qualitative research methods, which can be prone to researcher 

bias. The gathering and interpretation of the data was done by the researcher, which only 

reflects her perspective. Although, interviews were conducted with representatives of 

the energy companies that produce the majority of energy in Iceland and the sole 

transmission company, many of the smaller producers and distribution companies were 

not interviewed. As a result this study does not give a complete picture of all the energy 

companies in Iceland, and thus the information is not generalizable. Also, the information 

in this study only represents the opinions of the interviewees. The criteria chosen to 

analyze the annual reports required some interpretation by the reviewer which could 

have been done incorrectly. The timing of the study is also a weakness since three out of 

the five companies had not fully engaged with the SDGs, so a full reporting analysis could 

not be done with the chosen framework, but this creates an opportunity for follow up 

studies to see how reporting on and engaging with the SDGs in this sector is progressing. 

Another weakness of this study was that the all but one of the annual reports had to be 

translated into English, so some information could have been lost or misinterpreted. 

Further studies could build upon the work of this study and fill in some of the gaps that 

were found. More information is needed on why smaller Icelandic energy companies are 

not engaging with the SDGs. Also, more data is needed on which SDGs the public in 

Iceland would prioritize, so businesses can take this into account when they are 

prioritizing the SDGs so that they can better satisfy and identify their stakeholders’ needs. 
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To dive deeper into the drivers, benefits, obstacles, and other themes identified in this 

study, a survey could be conducted to determine a more inclusive list of factors relating 

to SDG engagement in energy companies or other sectors. Techniques for companies to 

better engage with and measure their impact on key SDGs for the private sector including 

industry, innovation, and infrastructure (SDG 9), responsible consumption and 

production (SDG 12), and partnerships for the goals (SDG 17) need to be tested. 

The Icelandic energy sector has a strong sense of community responsibility, is actively 

innovating, and has successfully collaborated on sustainable projects. Sharing this 

example and their knowledge of renewable energy could impact sustainable 

development globally. 
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Appendix 1 Interview Guide 

Interview Guide for: The Icelandic Energy Sector and the UN Sustainable Development  

(PwC, 2017 & GRI et al., 2015) 

Goals Master’s Research Project 

o Introduction and aims of the research- sign consent form. 

o Thanks and any questions 

 Introduction Questions 

o What is your position and a brief description of what you of here? How long have you 

been working here? 

Engagement 

o Has your company  engaged with stakeholders on this topic? 

o How do the SDGs align with your company’s business strategy and core business? 

o What benefits or risks do you see with your company engaging with the SDGs? 

o What obstacles are there to engaging with the SDGs? 

o Is your company collaborating with anyone else on the SDGs? 

o Is there support from the leadership for engaging with the SDGs? 

Drivers 

o Why did your company begin engaging with the SDGs? 

SDG Prioritization 

o What was the prioritization process for the SDGs?  

o Which SDGs did your company prioritize? 

Sustainability Issues 

o What do you believe are the biggest sustainability issues in Iceland and where can 

energy companies make the most impact? 

o What is your company’s strategy in regard to increasing renewable energy in the 

transportation sector 
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Reporting 

o How are you reporting on the SDGs?  

o Would you consider reporting on the targets? 

Other Topics to Discuss 

o Describe the role that innovation plays in your company. 

 

. 
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