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Introduction
In 2015, the world united on the 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Now we are halfway to 
2030 – the year when we are supposed to reach the SDGs. Swedish businesses play an important role in making this a 
reality. 

The UN Global Compact Network Sweden, together with Ipsos, has researched the current situation for sustainability in 
Swedish enterprise, and what we consider to be opportunities and obstacles regarding a successful transition. Nearly 
900 companies of various sizes and from a wide range of industries – everything from service companies to 
manufacturing – participated in this survey which is, to the best of our knowledge, the largest of its kind. We have 
compiled the results here in this Transition Report.

We note with confidence that there is enormous commitment to sustainability. Nearly every company has high 
ambitions that are integrated into their strategies and goals. Swedish enterprise is simmering with ideas and innovations 
for more sustainable business models. At the same time, obstacles remain that prevent the transition from happening 
fast enough. While sustainability initiatives have been implemented at the highest level in companies, many perceive 
reaching the entire company as being difficult to achieve, and sustainability expertise being in short supply at the 
operational level. There are also worries that crises and economic downturns can affect investments in sustainability 
and hinder continued development.

Politicians want Sweden to be a leader in the transition when it comes to the SDGs and the 2030 Agenda. Swedish 
enterprise and politicians must help each other to make this a reality. According to companies, there is currently 
insufficient long-term planning from politicians, which they hold is the single largest obstacle in accelerating the 
sustainability agenda. Many also believe that laws and regulations make it more, not less, difficult to take initiatives in 
sustainability. When policy is unclear and inconsistent, it is difficult for companies to invest for the long term.

Sweden is sometimes considered too small a country to have a real impact, but a positive example can inspire others to 
change. Moreover, measures taken at the supplier level, as well as the export of sustainable products, also have a 
positive influence far beyond our borders. Our hope is that the Transition Report will provide insights as well as concrete 
suggestions, both for policy and companies, to further develop sustainability in Swedish enterprise. Halfway to 2030, it 
is time to significantly accelerate this transition.

Philip Thormark
Executive Director
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About the UN Global Compact Network Sweden

The UN Global Compact Network Sweden (GCNS) is Swedish enterprise’s largest sustainability collaboration. The 
network was founded in 2018 as the Swedish national network for the UN Global Compact and is today the natural 
meeting place for exchange and support regarding sustainability strategies. The work at GCNS is based on the UN 
Global Compact’s Ten Principles and the SDGs with the aim of helping Swedish companies and organisations 
accelerate their sustainability work and contribute to a better world. Today GCNS has over 500 members across 
the country.

The UN Global Compact is a special initiative from the UN Secretary-General. It is a challenge to companies 
around the world to adapt their operations and strategies to the Ten Principles within the areas of human rights, 
labour, the environment and anti-corruption, and to take measures that support the UN’s goals. With more than 
16,000 companies and 3,000 other organisations participating from over 160 different countries and 69 local 
networks, it is the world’s largest initiative for sustainable business.

About Ipsos Sverige

Ipsos Sverige is part of Ipsos Group SA, one of the world’s largest market research firms, founded in 1975 and 
listed on Premier Marché in France. The group has around 18,000 employees and operations in 90 countries. The 
Swedish company, Ipsos AB, has around 100 employees with offices in Stockholm, Härnösand and Lund. Ipsos is a 
market research firm that helps its customers understand their market, consumer behaviour and opinion through 
reputation assessments, brand tracking, and innovation and market surveys.

Ipsos Public Affairs specialises in the public sector and operations. The business area helps public sector 
companies, organisations and institutions learn about their market and stakeholders. The department investigates 
attitudes towards and opinions on public sector operations and companies in addition to conducting opinion 
surveys for newspapers, stakeholder organisations, non-profit organisations, government authorities and 
companies. Ipsos Public Affairs provides surveys on attitudes and image, segmentation and target group analyses, 
usability, opinion, reputation and corporate social responsibility (CSR).

THE TEN PRINCIPLES

HUMAN RIGHTS

1. Businesses should support and respect the 
protection of internationally proclaimed human 
rights.; and

2. make sure that they are not complicit in human 
rights abuses.

LABOUR

3. Businesses should uphold the freedom of 
association and the effective recognition of the 
right to collective bargaining; 

4. the elimination of all forms of forced and 
compulsory labour;

5. the effective abolition of child labour; and 

6. the elimination of discrimination in respect of 
employment and occupation.

ENVIRONMENT

7. Businesses should support a precautionary 
approach to environmental challenges;

8. undertake initiatives to promote greater 
environmental responsibility; and

9. encourage the development and diffusion of 
environmentally friendly technologies.

ANTI-CORRUPTION

10. Businesses should work against corruption in 
all its forms, including extortion and bribery.
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About the survey

17%

42%

40%

1%

Small enterprises

Medium enterprises

Large enterprises

Not categorised

Base: 876 companies

This report is based on a survey conducted by the sustainability network GCNS 
together with the market research firm Ipsos. 

It focuses on sustainability in Swedish enterprise, with the aim of gathering insights into the 
current situation, thoughts about the way forward and opinions about opportunities and obstacles. 

The report is based on a questionnaire with responses from 876 unique companies and eight in-
depth interviews with representatives from the business world. The hope is that these insights will 
help enterprises continue to develop their sustainability initiatives. 

2022 is a special year – it is both an election year and the halfway point on our journey 
to 2030, the year when we aim to achieve the SDGs. The questions in the survey therefore focus 
particularly on the rate of development and the obstacles and challenges enterprise faces in 
accelerating its transition to sustainability. 
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Conclusions



From strategy to action

The results show that companies largely see sustainability as an integral part of the company core – goals, visions and 
values. This should create the right preconditions for implementing a sustainable approach throughout all operations and 
transactions. At the same time, the results show that there are certain implementation problems ranging from the strategic 
to the operational level. 

Companies are increasingly stating that sustainability is integrated into more strategic processes such as developing 
business models, reporting and follow up, and various governance documents. However, it is not as fully integrated in the 
more dynamic, operational processes such as work routines and working methods. The respondents in the survey also 
estimate that management and ownership levels have a higher level of knowledge about sustainability than employees 
further down in the organisation at more operational levels. When it comes to the need for external support, well over a third 
of companies would like support when it comes to training personnel. This is evident in the fact that challenges remain in 
going from strategy to where sustainability comprises a natural part of the organisation and can be put into practice. 

Companies themselves are not unaware that there are challenges. Of the companies in the survey, some 99% see obstacles 
to accelerating the transition to sustainable business – and 26% see challenges integrating sustainability into the entire 
organisation in particular. Moreover, half of them lack resources for overcoming these obstacles by 2030. 

The survey indicates that a high level of integration of sustainability and an active sustainability agenda is correlated with 
having completed some form of risk analysis or establishing measurable goals. However, it is more unusual for SMEs to 
have measurable sustainability goals or to have carried out an analysis of their sustainability risks. Because companies of 
this size comprise the larger portion of Swedish enterprise, and Sweden’s economy, there is reason to investigate the need 
for support in transitioning sustainability into practice and making sustainability more operational and measurable over time. 

6
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Companies need to 
respond to consumers 
57% of companies in the survey understand that sustainability is important for responding to customers and consumers, 
and meeting their expectations. There is a great deal of importance ascribed to customers and consumers, and companies 
do not think that consumers will play a smaller role – 67% of companies believe that in the next five years, sustainability 
will be driven by demand from consumers and customers. 

At the same time, one third of companies see lack of consumer demand as an obstacle. To sum up, the results show that 
for many companies, demand is key when it comes to motivating and accelerating the transition to sustainable business. 

In the long run, demand from consumers and customers is about opportunities to unite sustainability with financial 
incentive – that is, profitability. This is an area where many companies today have challenges – 40% of companies want 
external support in uniting profitability and sustainability. The budget process is one of the areas where sustainability 
agendas are the least integrated – another sign that this is difficult for companies. 

Even if the will to pay for more sustainable products is increasing among consumers, it is a very slow-moving behavioural 
shift (Earth Day 2022, Ipsos Global Advisor). In other measurements on climate issues, Ipsos also sees that consumers 
today already believe that they do enough to counteract climate change, and that consumers think corporations and 
governments need to do more than what they are already doing today. This makes it difficult to convince consumers to 
purchase a sustainable product simply because of its sustainability. 

Meeting consumers where they are today requires support and innovative solutions that companies can use for cost 
savings that result in a sustainable transition. Support is also needed in positioning and marketing sustainability as a “co-
benefit” rather as “the benefit” to consumers. More drastic measures to address this problem could be to establish a 
given “sustainability level” for consumer products as a way to minimise price competition. 



The business community 
wants a shared vision
Companies are taking their role in the transition to a sustainable society seriously. They rank themselves third when it 
comes to parties they consider important for the sustainable transition. It is also clear that companies work actively with 
sustainability and do much to integrate sustainability into their various departments and operations. Consumers also hold 
companies responsible when it comes to sustainability. Many companies feel that they have moved past the initial phase 
and are ready to accelerate things where needed. 

At the same time, companies feel that they lack direction, influence and clarity in the sustainable transition. The business 
community has many directives to follow but feels that they lack input into the process. A large part of sustainability 
involves adhering to, and reporting on, various regulations and directives. At the same time, it is unclear if this is the best 
way to contribute. Many also feel that new requirements are implemented too often, which makes it difficult for companies 
to apply a long-term approach.

For some companies, the 2030 Agenda and SDGs provide good guidance and a way to structure their own overall 
sustainability agenda. However, many companies feel that the SDGs were not formulated for, or with input from, enterprise. 
Companies have difficulty seeing themselves in the 2030 Agenda since the SDGs seem to apply more to countries and their 
governments. One third of SMEs think the goals are difficult to understand. The SDGs are also difficult to apply in their 
sustainability agendas – only just over half of medium-sized businesses, and four out of ten small businesses, think they are 
a useful tool. 

A shared vision and direction can potentially be an important key to accelerating sustainability work within enterprise. For 
example, results from the survey indicate that the presence of clear norms and standards in an industry correlate with 
active sustainability efforts. 

To sum up, there is demand for a shared vision and direction for enterprise. This question is largely directed at politicians –
can they better support and clarify companies’ roles in, for example, the 2030 Agenda and create something long-term? 
Companies want clarity and unity regarding their role and task in the transition to a sustainable society. What do they need 
to focus on? Which long-term goals are prioritised?

8
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The present 
situation



HOW ACTIVELY DO COMPANIES WORK WITH 
SUSTAINABILITY?
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1%

1%

6%

3%

1%

4%

5%

32%

18%

37%

48%

64%

81%

58%

41%

Total

Large enterprises

Medium enterprises

Small enterprises

No No, but we want to Yes, somewhat Yes, definitely

Question:  Do you work actively with sustainability at your company?
Base: Companies, total (n= 876)

SIX OUT OF TEN COMPANIES SAY THEY WORK ACTIVELY WITH SUSTAINABILITY



HOW ACTIVELY DO COMPANIES WORK WITH SUSTAINABILITY 
TODAY?
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1
1
2
1
2
1
1
2
2
1
2
2
4
7

2
3

1
1

1
1

8
2

1
3

0
3

18

5
9

12
12
9

6
9

7
19

9
10

8
27

49

42
55

51
53
56

62
58

52
52

66
63
74

49
20

51
34
33
33
32
31
30
30

24
22
22

17
16
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Corporate vision, strategy and goals
Business model and strategy development

External communication/Marketing
Reporting and follow-up
Governance documents

The physical and psychosocial work environment
 Internal communication

Developing new products and/or services
Employer branding and personnel recruitment

 Daily work (procedures, working methods and processes)
Supply chain and purchasing process

Among employees
Budget process

Financial incentives (e.g. bonuses)

Unsure/don’t know Not applicable for our operations Not integrated at all Somewhat integrated Fully integrated

Question: How integrated is sustainability, and sustainability work, in the following parts of the company? 
Base: Companies, total (n= 876)

HALF OF COMPANIES SAY THAT SUSTAINABILITY IS ENTIRELY INTEGRATED IN THEIR CORPORATE 
VISION, STRATEGY AND GOALS BUT CERTAIN IMPLEMENTATION PROBLEMS REMAIN



KNOWLEDGE ABOUT SUSTAINABILITY IN THE 
ORGANIZATION 

OVERALL, EMPLOYEES ARE RELATIVELY KNOWLEDGABLE ABOUT 
SUSTAINABILITY – IN ALL LEVELS OF THE ORGANIZATION

However, companies have noted that owners and management are the most 
knowledgeable. 
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1

1

5

3

4

1

1

2

1

1

4%

6%

7%

9%

9%

11%

19%

16%

25%

25%

50%

53%

43%

48%

50%

33%

19%

28%

14%

10%

Senior management

Managers

Owners

Senior personnel

Junior personnel

Unsure/don’t know Very poor Fairly poor

Neither Fairly good Very good

Question: How would you rate the sustainability agenda, and knowledge about sustainability, at your company? 
Base: Companies, total (n= 876)

“I think the company has understand how important it is to 
understand... We had a meeting where we discussed how we would 
need to become even better at creating know-how about 
sustainability issues – what does the Taxonomy actually entail? 
What do the different climate goals entail? Which ones 
significantly affect the climate, and what does that suggest? We 
also need to increase expertise in the company and most are 
undergoing digital training in sustainability issue, but we would 
need to increase expertise overall regarding sustainability by 
inviting in a variety of researchers who can make it easy to 
understand how our world is being impacted. We need to increase 
everyone’s expertise, though every employee understands that it is 
important.”



13

Obstacles and 
important actors



WHICH ACTORS ARE THE MOST IMPORTANT FOR THE 
TRANSITION TO SUSTAINABILITY?

14 Question: And which of these do you think are the most significant?
Base: Companies, total (n= 876)

22%

18%

16%

16%

12%

7%

3%

1%

1%

1%

2%

Government

Consumers

Companies

EU

Capital market (e.g. investors)

Government agencies

UN

Media

Municipalities and regions

Local politicians

Other

Stakeholder organisations/non-profits

Universities/colleges



OBSTACLES TO TRANSITIONING TO SUSTAINABLE 
BUSINESS

15 Question: What do you see as the largest obstacle to accelerating the transition to sustainable business?
Base: Companies, total (n= 876)

51%

30%

30%

28%

26%

22%

22%

21%

19%

18%

17%

14%

14%

11%

8%

11%

1%

Political guidance is too short-term and unclear
Complicating laws, regulations and processes

Lack of demand from customers/consumers
More focus on short-term goals that are incompatible with long-term sustainability goals

Sustainability agenda not sufficiently integrated into the entire corporate organization
Technology not sufficiently advanced

Insufficient coordination between parties
Lack of clarity in the allocation of responsibilities and who is responsible for each role...

Energy prices
Lack of personnel with correct expertise

Personell/departments not sufficiently familiar with the sustainability agenda
Lack performance indicators that can be followed up over time

Absence of “green financing” and green innovation support
Insufficient support and prioritisation from senior management

Sustainability department is disconnected from other operations and lacks influence
Other obstacles

None of the above, see no obstacles

HALF OF COMPANIES SEE POLITICAL GOVERNANCE AS A SIGNIFICANT OBSTACLE



RESOURCES FOR OVERCOMING OBSTACLES

ONLY HALF OF COMPANIES ARE CONFIDENT THAT THEY HAVE THE RESOURCES 
NECESSARY FOR OVERCOMING THE OBSTACLES TO TRANSITION

Just over one fourth know that they lack either external or internal resources – or both – to 
overcome obstacles to sustainable business. 

One fifth are unsure whether or not they have the necessary resources to transition. This 
indicates that even if a company can identify obstacles, the way forward and necessary 
resources are still very unclear for many companies. 
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51%

12%

5%

11%

20%

Yes

No, we lack internal resources

No, we lack external resources

No, we lack both internal and external
resources

Don’t know/unsure

Question: If you think about the obstacles you see to the transition to sustainable business, do you think your company has the necessary means for overcoming them before 2030?
Base: Companies, total (n= 876)



NEED FOR EXTERNAL SUPPORT

JUST OVER 9 OUT OF 10 COMPANIES SEE A NEED FOR EXTERNAL 
SUPPORT TO DEVELOP THEIR SUSTAINABILITY AGENDA 

However, over half do not know where they can turn for access to the 
support and resources they need. 
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40%

36%

33%

32%

32%

29%

23%

22%

20%

6%

Support for uniting sustainable development with
other financial goals

Training personnel

Increased coordination between my company and
political decision-makers

Funding for sustainable development

Increased coordination with other companies and
organizations

Guidelines and guidance (standards, certifications)

Help measuring sustainable development in the
company

Better access to technology

Help analysing the company’s sustainability risks

No external support or resources required

Question: What do you think your company needs, in the form of support and resources, for developing your sustainability agenda?
Base: Companies, total (n= 876)

Nej Ja

55% of companies do 
not know where to 
turn for the support 
and resources they 
need. 
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Conclusion and recommendations
With this Transition Report, we hope we have given you knowledge about the current and new situations for 
sustainability work in Swedish enterprise. To wrap up, we have several recommendations. These are for 
companies and politicians, and we consider them important for accelerating efforts to reach the 2030 Agenda. 

To companies:

• Focus on reaching out to develop expertise across the entire company with your sustainability agenda. 
Sustainability agendas are already well integrated at the management level at many companies, especially at 
larger ones.

• Integrate sustainability into financial governance. For a sustainability agenda to go from strategy to practice, it 
needs to be part of the financial governance, such as in budgets and financial incentives.

To politicians:

• Listen to Swedish companies. They know what measures are required to accelerate their sustainability efforts. 
Policy needs to be a tool instead of an obstacle.

• Harmonise regulations. Too many different and incoherent regulations create a risk that sustainability will stall 
out in excessive bureaucracy.

• More long-term decisions and guidelines. Companies are prevented from investing in the long term when 
political decisions are unpredictable and change often.

• Prioritise sustainable alternatives. Public procurement and other financial tools can help prioritise sustainable 
alternatives and accelerate the transition.

This Transition Report will also help guide us forward at the UN Global Compact Network Sweden. Furthermore, 
the report shows us how we can best support Swedish companies to accelerate the transition. 

To close, we would like to thank Ipsos for an excellent partnership and all of the companies that took the time and 
energy to answer the questionnaire and participate in interviews. Thank you!

HUMAN 
RIGHTS

LABOUR

ENVIRONMENT

ANTI-
CORRUPTION




