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Each year, DILF and researchers from the Department
of Entrepreneurship and Relationship Management at SDU
in Kolding conduct several mini surveys focusing on different 
supply chain management issues. Respondents to these mini 
surveys are voluntary senior managers from various Danish 
companies represented as the Danish Supply Chain Panel.

This article presents the results of a mini survey dealing with 
the United Nations 17 sustainable development goals.
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DANSK RESUMÉ
DILF og forskere fra SDU gennemfører hvert 
år adskillige surveys, besvaret af Det Danske 
Supply Chain Panel, med fokus på forskellige 
problemstillinger inden for supply chain 
management. Denne artikel præsenterer 
resultaterne af et survey omhandlende 
relevansen af FN’s bæredygtighedsmål i 
supply chain management.  
 
Resultaterne indikerer, at respondenterne i 
høj grad finder det relevant at arbejde med 
og implementere bæredygtighedsmålene, 
men at der stadig er plads til en del 
forbedring i mange af virksomhederne. 
Ligeledes viser data, at ikke alle mål er lige 
relevante i de forskellige brancher, men 
at mål 12, 13, 9 og 7, som alle omhandler 
produktion, klimaændringer og innovation, 
er anset de mest vigtige.  
 
/Redaktionen  

1. Introduction
Sustainability and green supply chain manage-
ment have received increased interest during the 
last decade (Chai & Choi, 2020; Stentoft et al., 
2018;). In this vein, the United Nations’ sustaina-
bility agenda for 2030 has come into force since 
2016 (Cai & Choi, 2020). The 17 United Nations 
(UN) Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (see 
Table 1) were agreed on September 25, 2015, 
among the world’s heads of states and heads of 
governments during a summit in New York. The 
17 SDGs are decomposed into 169 sub goals and 
232 indicators that need to be achieved before 
the year 2030. The goals have been developed 
from a multi-stakeholder agreement between 
countries, designed to reduce unsustainability 
and promote sustainable development at a glo- 
bal level (United Nations, 2017).

Integrated efforts are needed to recognize that 
social, financial, and environmental development, 
peace, safety, and international collaboration 
are closely connected (United Nations, 2020). 
The SDGs can be seen as a global call for action 
to end poverty, protect the planet, and improve 
the lives and prospects of everyone, everywhere. 
UN reports that progress is being made in many 
places, but, overall, much more work needs to be 
done to advance the SDGs at the speed or scale 
required (United Nations, 2021). Hence, we find 
it interesting to see how Danish companies work 
with the 17 SDGs, which are in play, and to what 
degree, not least given the excessive exposure 
of the SDGs in the media. Thus, the purpose of 
this mini survey is to shed a little light on the cur-
rent state in a Danish context.

2. Perceived relevance and practice with 
UNs 17 SDGs
The respondents have been asked to evaluate 
their perceptions of the relevance and their ac-
tual practice of working with UN 17 SDGs. The re-
spondents made their evaluations on a five-point 
Likert-scale ranging from 1 (to a very low degree) 

to 5 (to a very high degree). In this study, averag-
es at 3.50 and above are interpreted as indicating 
a significant effect on that specific statement. 
The higher above 3.50, the higher the effect. As 
shown in Figure 1, with an average of 4.04, the 
respondents to a high degree find it relevant to 
work with the UN 17 SDGs. Concerning their ac-
tual practice with the UN 17 SDGs, the average 
score is, however, a little lower with an average 
at 3.65. Thus, the results indicate that the pa- 
nel does some work here but leaves a gap to be 
closed, compared to the perceived ‘ideal’.

Later in this article, we will further explore in 
which areas of the SDGs this work takes place. 
Asked about whether the SDGs are a part of KPI 
structures, the respondents reply that this is still 
not practiced (average of 2.40). One may won-
der why this is so low, especially compared to 
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Table 1. UNs 17 SDGs and their main content

17 Partnerships for the goals Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the 
global partnership for sustainable development.

16 Peace, justice and strong 
institutions

Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable devel-
opment, provide access to justice for all, and build effective, 
accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels.

15 Life on land Protect, restore, and promote sustainable use of terrestrial eco-
systems, sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, 
and halt and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss.

14 Life below water Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas, and marine 
resources for sustainable development.

13 Climate action Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts.

12 Responsible consumption 
and production 

Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns.

11 Sustainable cities and 
communities

Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient, and 
sustainable.

10 Reduced inequalities Reduce inequality within and among countries.

9 Industry, innovation 
and infrastructure

Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable 
industrialization, and foster innovation.

8 Decent work and economic 
growth

Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, 
full and productive employment, and decent work for all.

7 Affordable and clean energy Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern 
energy for all.

6 Clean water and sanitation Ensure availability and sustainable, management of water and 
sanitation for all.

5 Gender equality Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls.

4 Quality education Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote 
lifelong learning opportunities for all.

3 Good health and well-being Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages.

2 Zero hunger End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition, 
and promote sustainable agriculture.

1 No poverty End poverty in all its forms everywhere.

# Name Content

Source: https://sdgs.un.org/goals
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the high level of perceived relevance. One expla-
nation may be that companies may find it hard to 
operationalize the SDGs and hence quantify for 
follow up at the KPI level.

The panel members have also been asked to eva- 
luate the degree of relevance of working with 
the SDGs in their supply chains and their percep-
tions of the actual work level. As shown in Figure 
2, the respondents find it relevant with an aver-
age score of 3.86 and an average of 3.21 of the 
current level. It is interesting that the relevance 
score is lower for the supply chain area compared 
with the average of the overall general relevance 
from Figure 1. Even though this gap is not signi- 
ficant, it is there. One explanation may be that 
companies find it difficult to operationalize the 
SDGs into concrete actions in the supply chain, 
which also echoes the relatively low average of 
what the practice level indicates (3.21). There 
seems to exist an improvement potential here. 
Research and shared business practice may be the 

FIGURE 2. Relevance and practice of UN 17 SDGs in supply chains in general
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the supply chain
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FIGURE 1. Perceived relevance and practice of UN 17 SDGs in general
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instruments to stimulate more practice with the 
SDGs in the supply chains. According to Zimon 
et al. (2020), a direct link between good supply 
chain management practice and UN SDGs exists. 
However, this link is only scarcely researched (Cai 
& Choi, 2020). An attempt to investigate this in 
a Danish context is provided by Christensen & 
Hald (2021) in a recent DILF article.

In all, there are developed 17 SDGs that act as a 
universal call to action to end poverty, protect 
the planet, and improve the lives and prospects 
of everyone, everywhere. Many of the large 
companies and more SMVs in the Danish indus-
try have adopted one or more of the SDGs to 
work with. However, not all SDGs are equally 
relevant for all types of companies. It is there-
fore of special interest to unfold how the panel 
members perceived the relevance of each SDG 
and reflect upon to what degree their compa-
nies are practicing the SDGs. The answers from 
the respondents appear in Figure 3. As seen, four 
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SDGs obtain averages above 
3.50 for their relevance in the 
supply chains; Goal 12 - Re-
sponsible consumption and pro- 
duction with an average of 
4.00; Goal 13 - Climate action 
with an average of 3.91; Goal 
9 - Industry, innovation, and in-
frastructure with an average 
of 3.58 and Goal 7 - Affordable 
and clean energy with an aver-
age of 3.51. The averages for 
the actual practice are a lit-
tle lower than the perceived 
relevance, but the results in- 
dicate that the companies 
are spending energy on the 
SDGs. 

It can be argued that the 
highest-ranking SDGs in Fi- 
gure 3 all are areas of action, 
which are closely related to 
the scope of the companies, 
and in which the companies 
can reflect themselves. Fur-
ther, the goals are somewhat 
linked. The three first goals 
are about responsible pro-
duction, climate action, and 
industrialization and innova-
tion. All areas in which com-
panies also may see that they 
can have a direct impact, and 
which all are somewhat in-
terrelated in a company con-
text. Also, we cannot exclude 
some bias as we have asked 
the supply chain responsible 
in the companies. 

The goals least relevant, 
from a company perspec-
tive, are goal 1 – No poverty 
(2.37 in average) and goal 2 

FIGURE 3. Perceived relevance 
and practice of each SDG
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FIGURE 4. Organizational responsibility
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– No hunger (2.44 in average). These two goals 
are likewise the least addressed in practice. Even 
though such goals may be perceived as outmost 
important, such goals may also seem to be too 
abstract to adapt for companies, especially how 
to impact them.
 
3. Organizational responsibility for UN 
SDGs
The responsibility for implementing a practice 
that supports UN 17 SDGs can be organized in 
different ways in the companies. Figure 4 shows 
how this work is organized among the panel 
members. 45 percent of the respondents answer 
that the work with SDGs is distributed among 
the different departments within their organi-
zations. 23 percent answer “other” and specify 
that it is organized by QHSE, a sustainability and 
compliance department, HR, CSR department 
and that the process is driven by a steering com-
mittee established by the top management, but 
all departments have to contribute, thus also the 
supply chain. 14 percent of the respondents an-
swer that it is top management alone that has 
the responsibility.

Thus, we see a variety of practices for anchoring 
the work on SDGs. At first sight, it may seem sur-

prising that the organizational responsibility and 
anchoring of implementation is distributed in all 
departments in the organization in 45 percent of 
the companies. However, the majority of Danish 
companies are SMEs, which do not always have 
the resources to have a department being solely 
responsible for implementation. Another inter-
esting observation from Figure 4 is that only five 
percent of the companies directly report that 
they do not work with SDGs. 

4. Drivers and barriers for implement-
ing SDG practice
As previously shown in Figure 1, companies found 
it of high relevance to work with the UN SDGs. 
Hence, we find it relevant to investigate why 
they find it of relevance, i.e. what are the drivers 
for this interest? Figure 5 envisions the results of 
questions related to the drivers for working with 
the 17 UN SDGs. The respondents could mark up 
to five predefined drivers. The drivers customer 
demands and company ethics are the drivers that 
significantly stand out from the other drivers, 
as they each have been marked by 64 percent of 
the respondents. The high level of the driver cus-
tomer demands corresponds well to the high level 
of relevance found in Figure 1. If customers de-
mand it – we better look into it! 
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But not only complying with customer demands 
are driving the interest and perceived relevance 
of the SDGs. The numbers show that more intrin-
sic motivations, such as company ethics, also play 
a significant role. Hereafter follows demand from 
top management with 39 percent of the respond-
ents, positioning in the market with 38 percent, 
and image with 34 percent. Thus, four of the top 
five drivers are related to customer, market, and 
image aspects. There seems to be a brand and 
market value in demonstrating that the compa-
nies are focusing on the SDGs.

Another interpretation may be that companies 
have started to view adopting SDGs as a ‘license 
to operate’. Not least given the last five years 
massive focus on the need for action on climate 
and environment. Interestingly, none of the re-
spondents have used the “other” category to 
write cost reductions. If we had included this as 
an option for a choice, it cannot be excluded 
that some would have marked cost reductions 

as a driver. There are several examples of pro-
jects that minimize environmental impacts as 
well as reduce costs (e.g. changing from tradi-
tional lighting to LED at the company premises 
both saving cost on power as well as CO2 emis-
sion, or the current focus on food waste, which 
benefits the environment as well as cost).

As seen in Figure 1, there is a gap of 0.39 (4.04 – 
3.65) between perceived relevance and the cur-
rent practice of working with the SDGs. Looking 
at the supply chain, this gap is even larger (0.65). 
Hence, we find it highly interesting to investi-
gate what barriers for implementation compa-
nies face. The results are shown in Figure 6.

As seen in Figure 6, the supply chain panel, in 
general, reported a low degree of barriers for 
working with the UN 17 SDGs. However, it ap-
pears that lack of the right human resources to 
allocate to the work/lack of competencies to some 
degrees are faced by companies with the  

FIGURE 5. Drivers
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highest average score of 2.92 on a scale of 1 
(to a very low degree) to 5 (to a very large de-
gree). This is closely followed by a lack of hu-
man resources and lack of time with averages of 
2.85 and 2.81, respectively. Hence, in line with 
earlier supply chain panel surveys competencies, 
human resources and time are also in this survey 
the predominant barriers faced. Under other, 
some respondents have mentioned “inconsisten-
cy worldwide; primarily used for marketing purposes 
or certificates bought”; “suppliers are not ready to 
meet the company’s demand for a sustainable supply 
chain” and “premature technologies e.g. sustainable 
logistics”. In alignment with the findings in Fi- 
gure 1, in which we found that companies per-
ceive UN SDGs as highly relevant, we see in Fi- 
gure 6 that the barrier reported with the lowest 
score is not relevant for us/our supply chain.

5. External collaboration on SDGs
The supply chain panel was further asked to 
which degree they collaborate with external 

FIGURE 6. Barriers
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partners about the 17 UN SDGs. Figure 7 reveals 
that external collaboration only takes place to 
some degree with suppliers with an average of 
3.02 and with customers with an average of 2.98. 
Collaboration with third-party organizations and 
NGOs seems not to be a widespread practice 
with averages of 2.45 and 2.32, respectively. 

Given that the three most relevant SDGs report-
ed in Figure 3 (responsible production, climate ac-
tion, and industrialization and innovation) are not 
only internally related but likewise performance 
dependent on suppliers and customers, it is sur-
prising that collaboration up and down the sup-
ply chains are revolving around to some degree. 
One explanation can be that it is still difficult for 
the companies to operationalize the SDGs they 
work with. Hence, it is therefore also difficult 
to develop collaborative measures on how to 
do so.
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6. Conclusion
The purpose of this article was to report 
the results of a short survey distributed to 
the members of The Danish Supply Chain Pa- 
nel. The respondents find that the work on UNs 
17 SDGs is highly relevant, and they are also prac-
ticing work on the SDGs. However, the work on 
SDGs is still not yet a part of the companies’ KPI 
structures. Further, the respondents also find it 
relevant for the supply chain functions to focus 
on the SDGs. However, this is only practiced to 
some degree among the panel members and in-
dicates that more efforts should be addressed 
here. The SDGs with the highest relevance av-
erages are Goal 12 (Responsible consumption and 
production); Goal 13 (Climate action); Goal 9 (In-
dustry, innovation, and infrastructure), and Goal 7 
(Affordable and clean energy). Concerning the or- 
ganizational responsibility for working with the 
UN 17 SDGs, it is reported as being distributed 
among the different organizational departments 
among 45 percent of the respondents.

The main drivers for working with the SDGs are 
customer demand and ethics. The respondents 
only to some degree report that barriers exist – 
with the highest averages obtained by a lack of 
the right human resources to allocate the work, lack 
of resources, and too little time (too much focus on 
daily operation). Finally, the respondents are only 
to some degree focusing on external collabora-

tion about the SDGs with customers, suppliers, 
and other third-party organizations. We hope 
the results presented here can stimulate thought 
processes about the relevance and level of work 
on the UN 17 SDGs in your supply chains./

FIGURE 7. External collaboration on SDGs
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