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The 2030 Agenda was launched in 2015 with hope. The UN 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) represent the change 
needed to create the future we want. We have now reached the 
halfway point and if we are to achieve the goals by 2030, we need 
to raise our ambitions. 

The SDGs provide a unique chance for all sectors to rally around 
a common global agenda. The private sector was at the table in 
2015, and it remains a vital catalyst for global action. Companies 
– no matter how small – need to engage with the SDGs, not just 
for society and the planet: Future success will be the reward 
of those who place sustainability at the core of their business 
model. Sustainability is a competitive necessity and a key driver 
for innovation and long-term success.

We are already seeing companies penalised for failing to address 
the transition to a zero-carbon economy or ignoring the negative 
societal impacts within their organisations. By integrating the 

FOREWORD 

Steve Kenzie 
Executive Director at the UN Global 
Compact Network UK 

SDGs into their business strategy and operations, SMEs can lower 
costs and risk, strengthen customer loyalty, unlock new revenue 
streams, and improve relations with employees, suppliers, and 
other stakeholders. 

Research shows that sustainability strategies offer SMEs a 
competitive advantage; however, SMEs consistently report 
difficulties taking action in this area. Our role at the UN Global 
Compact Network UK is to build a coalition of responsible 
businesses, inspire them with the ambition to contribute to 
the Goals, and then, with tools and knowledge, enable them to 
convert that ambition into action.

To that end, we have partnered with our Network member, 
Irwin Mitchell, in developing the SDG Playbook for SMEs to 
help smaller companies discover the competitive advantages 
associated with embracing the SDGs. We hope you will find it 
useful.

https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/12/16/6408/htm
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10551-012-1603-0
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Environmental, social, and governance (ESG) issues are becoming 
increasingly important for businesses of all sizes in the UK and 
across the world in an era where business leaders can’t ignore 
the need to be responsible and evolve around a clear purpose.

Adopting an ESG framework encourages businesses to truly 
understand the short and long-term implications of their actions 
across their entire value chain. It requires businesses to 
consider the impact of their operations on different stakeholders 
– employees, partners, suppliers, investors, shareholders, 
and communities. It’s underpinned by having policies, plans, 
and practices that go beyond compliance to truly embed a 
commitment to doing business responsibly into organisational 
culture, to not only meet regulations, but exceed them.

The benefits of building an effective ESG strategy are significant. 
Cost reductions, business growth and customer acquisition, 
future-proofing, risk management, and better talent attraction 
and retention are just some of the reasons why it should be high 
on our list of priorities.  

At Irwin Mitchell, we are passionate about doing business 
responsibly – it’s at the heart of our values and purpose, and sits 

 
Vicky Brackett   
Group Chief Commercial Officer
Irwin Mitchell

FOREWORD 

at the very core of everything we do. As part of our commitment 
to helping businesses across all sectors and sizes, whether 
they’re based in the UK or overseas, achieve their ESG ambitions, 
we’re proud to have partnered with the UN Global Compact 
Network UK on this playbook.  

One of the huge benefits of the UN Global Compact and the 
framework of the SDGs is that the principles can be adapted to 
help every business make a positive societal and environmental 
difference. The playbook is intended to provide a step-by-step 
guide to support businesses getting started on the journey with a 
process map, practical suggestions, and shared examples from 
other organisations.

As one of the UK’s largest full-service legal and financial firms, 
we understand, both from our clients and through our experience 
of building Irwin Mitchell’s Responsible Business strategy, the 
unique challenges facing SMEs looking to embed a robust ESG 
framework. Our dedicated teams are committed to helping 
businesses to identify, assess, and address ESG issues in a 
manner that aligns with their business goals, purpose, and legal 
obligations. 
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In 2015, the UK Government joined every other country worldwide 
and committed to Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development, and through it the 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs).  

The Goals provide a holistic framework that defines our global 
priorities and aspirations for 2030. They represent a crucial 
opportunity to end extreme poverty, fight inequality and 
injustice, and protect our planet. Achieving the Goals requires an 
unprecedented effort across all aspects of society – and business 
sits at the heart of it.

The SDGs are not just another sustainability framework, but the 
only universally agreed blueprint to turn meaningful ambition into 
transformational change. 

Yet, with just seven years to go and already halfway through the 
2030 Agenda, we are far from achieving the Goals in the UK.

THE UK’S PERFORMANCE ON THE SDGS 

In 2022, the UN Global Compact Network UK engaged a wide 
range of stakeholders in an open, transparent, and inclusive 
process to take stock of the UK’s progress in achieving the SDGs. 
Measuring Up 2.0 provides a Goal-by-Goal assessment of the UK’s 
performance against the 17 Goals and their associated targets. 

Of the 132 Targets relevant to the domestic delivery of the SDGs, 
we found that the UK only performs well on 17%. There are gaps 
in policy or inadequate performance for 64% of them, and 11% 
where there is little to no policy to address the Target and where 
performance is poor or declining. 

This represents a missed opportunity for society and for business.

The SDG Stocktake, produced by Accenture in partnership 
with the UN Global Compact, offers an appraisal of the 
private sector contributions to the SDGs thus far and charts 
out a detailed path for businesses to make an accelerated 
impact ahead of 2030. 

The Stocktake found that 96% of business leaders agree 
that businesses play a crucial role in achieving the Goals. 
The report highlights examples of businesses engaging 
effectively to contribute to the Goals as well as how they 
are measuring and reporting on their impacts. 

The report also sets out ten key pathways, from innovating 
responsibly to protecting nature, as well as supporting 
policymaker asks, to accelerate the ambitious action 
needed by the private sector to move us forward, faster.

SDG STOCKTAKE:  
THROUGH THE EYES OF  
THE PRIVATE SECTOR

INTRODUCTION

SDG STOCKTAKE  
THROUGH THE EYES OF THE PRIVATE SECTOR 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjIxoqU7seBAxUzQUEAHTutD4IQFnoECA8QAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fsdgs.un.org%2F2030agenda&usg=AOvVaw3sijbbYEWTr7ksX0x_82S7&opi=89978449
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjIxoqU7seBAxUzQUEAHTutD4IQFnoECA8QAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fsdgs.un.org%2F2030agenda&usg=AOvVaw3sijbbYEWTr7ksX0x_82S7&opi=89978449
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjTvpCd7seBAxUhX0EAHa8GDoIQFnoECB8QAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fsdgs.un.org%2Fgoals&usg=AOvVaw2OAoADkursLaeVqubOJGAq&opi=89978449
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjTvpCd7seBAxUhX0EAHa8GDoIQFnoECB8QAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fsdgs.un.org%2Fgoals&usg=AOvVaw2OAoADkursLaeVqubOJGAq&opi=89978449
https://www.unglobalcompact.org.uk/measuring-up/
https://info.unglobalcompact.org.uk/e/823403/sdg-stocktake/5vvttf/1677774696?h=jjCfhonuk95nYrfkHQIwRTzJpiK5ZKoVtPknMHz3tIo
https://www.accenture.com/gb-en
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There is a data gap or the Indicator does not measure relevant data for the UK domestic context and data is unavailable 
for a more accurate Indicator 

 The UK is performing well and has appropriate policy in place to address the Target

There are some gaps in policy coverage, the UK is not performing well enough, or performance is deteriorating

   There is little or no policy in place that adequately addresses the Target, performance is very poor or deteriorating    

The Target is not considered relevant to the UK domestic context or scope of this project
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There is a multifaceted business case for smaller companies 
to embrace sustainability. Stakeholders – from regulators to 
investors to customers to employees – expect all companies 
to be improving their sustainability performance and they are 
ready to reward companies that embrace this agenda and punish 
those that do not. The SDGs provide a widely recognised, holistic 
sustainability framework for businesses of all sizes.

MITIGATING RISK FROM LEGISLATION

Although the UK government has been disappointingly quiet about 
domestic delivery of the SDGs, they haven’t been inactive. Every 
Government department produces an Outcome Delivery Plan, 
which explicitly describes how they are contributing to achieving 
the Goals. This is influencing policy and can be expected to do so 
in the future. As the only universally agreed roadmap, internalising 
SDG-aligned goals and targets can help SMEs anticipate 
regulatory, policy, and market developments in a way that other 
sustainability frameworks cannot.

Even if regulations do not apply to SMEs directly, increasing 
legislation around the themes of the SDGs means larger companies 
are undertaking more rigorous scrutiny of the smaller companies 
in their supply chains.

The Modern Slavery Act, which addresses SDG 8, requires 
businesses within the scope of the Act to publish a public 
Statement about the steps they are taking to ensure there is no 
forced labour in their supply chains. These companies may not be 
willing to work with SMEs that do not have evidence of engaging 
their supply chain with proactive steps to eradicate forced labour. 

Similarly, in 2019, the UK legislated a binding target to reach net 
zero by 2050 in alignment with SDG 13. All sectors of the economy 
and all companies, no matter how small, will have to decarbonise 
to meet this target. 

The business case

In its What’s Now & What’s Next report, Irwin Mitchell 
explains some of the most pressing obstacles businesses 
face in meeting their ESG targets this year, how to remain 
compliant with upcoming legislation, and the long-term 
benefits of doing business responsibly. 

The report explores SDG-aligned issues such as how you 
can meet the Government’s new biodiversity targets, and 
why it matters to your supply chain, where you need to be 
aware of the threat of Modern Slavery in your supply chain, 
what economic challenges businesses are likely to face this 
year, how upskilling colleagues can help fill the skills gap 
preventing the UK from reaching net zero, and how you can 
build a business that stands the test of time.

WHAT’S NOW AND WHAT’S NEXT?

Furthermore, larger companies currently subject to mandatory 
Taskforce for Climate-related Financial Disclosures (TCFD) 
regulations with significant scope 3 emissions are legally required 
to measure and report on these emissions. This is leading to 
increased demand upon companies of all sizes in their supply 
chains to disclose climate-related data, set emissions reduction 
targets, and decarbonise.

Irwin Mitchell has listed the key legislation required for regulatory 
and legislative compliance across the ESG space for businesses in 
the UK. It cannot be stressed enough that even when regulations 
do not apply directly to SMEs, they may still have an impact on 
smaller companies through their value chains.

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2015/30/contents/enacted
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/net-zero-strategy
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/net-zero-strategy
https://foleon.irwinmitchell.com/esg-whats-now-whats-next/
https://www.fsb-tcfd.org/
https://www.irwinmitchell.com/business/esg/legislation-library
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BUILDING REPUTATION

Businesses that integrate the SDGs into their operating methods 
and culture are better equipped to create value and secure long-
term success. The SDGs provide a framework for businesses to 
become better at what they do. Now, more than ever, stakeholders 
not only expect, but demand that companies make a positive 
impact on society. 

The 2023 Net Positive Employee Barometer survey found that two-
thirds of UK employees want to work for a company that positively 
impacts the world, and almost two-thirds say efforts by businesses 
to tackle environmental and societal challenges do not go far 
enough. Many employees who responded to the survey believe 
their senior leaders do not care. By prioritising the 2030 agenda, 
SMEs can combat this perception, and improve organisational 
talent acquisition and retention. 

REDUCING COSTS

Integrating sustainability measures aligned with the 
environmentally focused SDGs (Goals 6, 7, 12, 13, 14, and 15) 
helps to reduce operational costs by encouraging more efficient 
use of materials and resources, such as energy and water. The 
UK Business Climate Hub has more information on the benefits of 
installing renewable energy systems and heat pumps, as well as 
the behavioural changes that can save SMEs money, and reduce 
carbon emissions. 

ACCESS TO FINANCE 

Aligning with a globally recognised movement can help SMEs 
secure sustainable financing options. Increasingly, investors in 
the UK, particularly those that are signatories to the UN-supported 
Principles for Responsible Investment (PRI), use environmental, 

NatWest’s A Springboard to Sustainable Recovery report 
found that the UK’s six million SMEs can achieve 50% of 
the UK’s Net Zero decarbonisation goals by decreasing their 
own emissions. However, the report found that SMEs lack 
access to the funding, knowledge, and training needed to 
support progress.

As a result, in 2022, NatWest launched its Green Loans 
and Green Asset Finance propositions for qualifying SMEs. 
Together, the propositions aim to help qualifying SMEs 
finance business assets to support their sustainability 
ambitions, such as solar panels, electric vehicles, or heat 
pumps on commercial buildings, ensuring that more small 
businesses can access funding to help transition to more 
sustainable practices, in turn reducing costs in the long term.

SUSTAINABLE FINANCE FOR SMEs

social, and governance (ESG) or SDG-related criteria to assess 
risks and opportunities associated with their investments. 

In June 2020, PRI published a five-part framework for investors 
to understand and shape the real-world outcomes of their 
investments in line with the SDGs.

Companies with high ESG scores experience lower costs of capital 
compared to companies with poor scores. Innovative financing 
mechanisms such as sustainability-linked loans or green bonds 
are made to support companies working towards sustainability 
commitments. 
 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwjW8vmdotb-AhWBbcAKHZroBGsQFnoECBwQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.paulpolman.com%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2023%2F02%2FMC_Paul-Polman_Net-Positive-Employee-Barometer_Final_web.pdf&usg=AOvVaw1ay49JLYFI7ytzWGhaV7I2
https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda
https://www.accenture.com/us-en/insights/strategy/delivering-promise-sustainability
https://www.accenture.com/us-en/insights/strategy/delivering-promise-sustainability
https://businessclimatehub.uk/
https://www.unpri.org/
https://www.natwest.com/business/insights/sustainability/climate/springboard-to-sustainability-report-shows-smes-opportunities.html
https://www.natwestgroup.com/news-and-insights/news-room/press-releases/climate/2022/may/green-loans-and-green-asset-finance-launched-for-businesses.html
https://www.natwestgroup.com/news-and-insights/news-room/press-releases/climate/2022/may/green-loans-and-green-asset-finance-launched-for-businesses.html
https://www.unpri.org/sustainable-development-goals/investing-with-sdg-outcomes-a-five-part-framework/5895.article
https://www.msci.com/www/blog-posts/esg-and-the-cost-of-capital/01726513589
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FOUR STEPS TO  
INTEGRATING THE SDGS 

Integrating the SDGs into core business functions offers SMEs a 
competitive advantage and an opportunity to future proof their 
business. However, SMEs consistently report difficulties with 
where to start. 

This playbook signposts resources that can provide further 
guidance for organisations looking to deepen their understanding 

STEP ONE: MAPPING IMPACTS AND IDENTIFYING PRIORITIES 

How to assess the positive and negative impacts your business operations have on the SDGs. 

STEP TWO: SETTING AMBITIOUS GOALS 

How to set sustainability goals at the level of ambition needed to achieve the SDGs, and strategically integrate 
them across your business. 

STEP THREE: COMMUNICATING AND REPORTING

How to communicate to stakeholders the importance of taking action for the SDGs and the positive impact this will 
have on your financial performance.

STEP FOUR: PARTNERSHIPS FOR THE GOALS

How to engage in partnerships that help build brand reputation, mitigate risk, reduce operational cost, and advance 
action for the SDGs.

of the SDGs, and how to take action on them. A full list of 
resources is provided in the Appendix. 

While acknowledging that a one-size approach does not fit all, and 
that the scope of the SDGs can be daunting, we have simplified 
SDG integration for SMEs into four key steps, and provide a 
systematic process to implement the SDGs:
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Step one: Mapping impacts  
and identifying priorities 

measure impact. It is vital that all of your business impacts are 
identified. Wherever possible, impacts should also be quantified 
and backed up by robust and credible data.  

While it might be tempting to focus only on the positive impacts, 
only through acknowledging negative impacts can companies 
start to bring about the transformative change necessary to 
unlock finance options, improve employee retention, reduce 
operational costs, and mitigate risk. 

The first step to integrating the SDGs in any organisation should 
be to assess the positive, and negative, impacts your business is 
currently having on the SDGs throughout the entire value chain 
and then identify areas to prioritise for action. 

Businesses face increasing demands from their stakeholders 
to be more transparent about their ESG performance. Mapping 
impacts demonstrates that a company is aware of and managing 
its ESG-related risks and opportunities. It is also essential 
preparation for likely future requests to report on progress and 
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VALUE CHAIN

RAW  
MATERIALS DISTRIBUTION

PRODUCT  
USESUPPLIERS

INBOUND  
LOGISTICS

COMPANY  
OPERATIONS

PRODUCT 
END OF USE

Promote Gender Equality

Pay and Promote a Living Wage Ensure 100% Resource Recovery

Accelerate Climate Action

+ POSITIVE IMPACT

- NEGATIVE IMPACT

DEFINING PRIORITIES 

Identifying priorities in line with company objectives enables 
organisations to map the impact of the SDGs across the value 
chain. This exercise does not need to be a detailed analysis of each 
SDG at each stage of the value chain; instead, it should be a high-
level map of operations, and where impacts can be expected.  

For example – you may identify the opportunity to reduce 
negative impact through the supply chain by asking suppliers to 
disclose their wage policy, to ensure payment of living wages to 
those beyond your direct employ. In your company operations, 
you could focus on advancing gender equality by increasing 
female representation across all levels of management and 
paying equal wages for work of equal value. 

You could also focus on advancing climate action, by adopting a 
science-based emissions reduction target. Or, you could reduce 
negative impacts by improving the reusability and recyclability of 
your products. This assessment across the full value chain may 
reveal opportunities for impact that would otherwise be missed. 
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MAPPING IMPACT 
While analysing impact areas, organisations should take their 
context into account. For example, if your business has labour-
intensive operations in regions with a low standard of labour 
rights and low wages, this will likely demand prioritisation. By 
extension, this will likely be determined by your industry. 

To help illustrate the role each industry can play in achieving the 
SDGs through setting goals aligned with the SDGs, the UN Global 
Compact has prepared an analysis of relative industry impact 
and priority areas across the SDGs. It highlights areas where 
businesses can have the most significant impact through direct 
operations, products and services, or influence across the broader 
value chain (from suppliers to end consumers). Considering the 
industry impact areas above, SMEs can identify where positive 
impacts might be advanced, and negative impacts reduced. 

ASSESSING MATERIALITY 

No one expects an SME to address all of its impacts right away, 
but stakeholders want to see progress. A materiality assessment 
will allow you to make informed decisions about where to focus 
your limited resources for maximum impact. The following 
questions can be used as a helpful starting point as you assess 
materiality: 

• What risks are most common in your industry right now? Are  
 the current risks likely to be the same in the future? Consider  
 both people and planet.

• How severe are those risks? Both to your company and the  
 wider industry? 

• Which SDGs are most relevant to those risks? 

Considering the answers to those questions, and the identified 
priorities, SMEs can outline where positive impacts can be 
advanced, and negative impacts can be reduced. Organisations 
can then move on to Step Two: Setting Ambitious Goals. 

Industry Impact

Copyright © 2023 UN Global Compact. All rights reserved.

Companies are encouraged to judge materiality from two 
perspectives: 
 
1. The impact on the company’s value 
2. The environmental and social impact of the company  

The Global Reporting Initiative expanded its definition of 
materiality to urge companies to report on those topics 
that reflect impacts on the economy, environment, and 
people, including human rights, more closely aligning with 
the SDGs. The double materiality requirement applies to 
companies with business activities in the European Union 
(EU), who are already subject to Non-Financial Reporting 
Directive (NFRD) from 2024 onwards. Listed SMEs are 
expected to report on double materiality beginning in 2026. 

While reporting regulations relating to double materiality 
do not apply directly to SMEs yet, mapping impacts from a 
double materiality perspective at this stage can help SMEs 
anticipate reporting requirements demanded from larger 
organisations as they audit their supply chains, as well as 
better prepare for the future when similar demands are 
made of SMEs. 

DOUBLE MATERIALITY 

NOTE: THE BENCHMARKS ARE LISTED IN ABBREVIATED FORM, FOR THE FULL  NOTE: THE BENCHMARKS ARE LISTED IN ABBREVIATED FORM, FOR THE FULL  
DESCRIPTIONS PLEASE REFER TO SDG AMBITION BENCHMARK REFERENCE SHEETSDESCRIPTIONS PLEASE REFER TO SDG AMBITION BENCHMARK REFERENCE SHEETS

https://www.globalreporting.org/media/jrbntbyv/griwhitepaper-publications.pdf
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjy4bb729yBAxXCXEEAHSlaBDAQFnoECCMQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.europarl.europa.eu%2FRegData%2Fetudes%2FBRIE%2F2021%2F654213%2FEPRS_BRI(2021)654213_EN.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3fC5hHsDEg0b350TsVL-5J&opi=89978449
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjy4bb729yBAxXCXEEAHSlaBDAQFnoECCMQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.europarl.europa.eu%2FRegData%2Fetudes%2FBRIE%2F2021%2F654213%2FEPRS_BRI(2021)654213_EN.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3fC5hHsDEg0b350TsVL-5J&opi=89978449
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The SDG Action Manager, developed by the UN Global Compact and B Lab, is a web-based impact management solution that 
walks companies through the mapping process from start to finish, as well as helping you to track progress.  

The tool enables companies to: 

Find your starting point. Learn which SDGs matter most to you based on your company profile, and how to take action.
Understand and share your impact. Get a clear view of how your operations, supply chain, and business model create positive 
impact, and identify risk areas for each SDG.

Set goals and track improvement. Stay motivated and visualise your progress on the dashboard.

Collaborate across your company. Invite colleagues to join the SDG Action Manager, contribute expertise, and see real-time 
progress and performance.

Learn at every step. Determine high-impact action based on thought-provoking yet actionable assessment questions, 
benchmarks, and improvement guides.

TOOLS FOR MAPPING PRIORITIES AND BEYOND 

https://unglobalcompact.org/take-action/sdg-action-manager
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Once SDG impacts have been mapped and priorities have been 
defined, it can still seem challenging to set ambitious goals and 
implement them strategically. 

The UN Global Compact, in consultation with business leaders 
and partner organisations, has developed 13 SDG Ambition 
Benchmarks, to simplify the task and translate ambition into 
action. These benchmarks are supported with comprehensive 
reference sheets that include clear pathways and sample actions 
for companies to take, as well as how companies can assess 
progress against those goals. 

The benchmarks focus on the areas of the SDGs where the 
private sector could have the greatest impact and create 
significant momentum in global efforts to achieve the Goals by 
2030. 

In light of the industry impact mapping exercise, the UN Global 
Compact Network UK has identified three priority areas where 
SMEs can realise business benefits while also advancing the 
SDGs: Gender Equality (SDG 5), Climate Action (SDG 13), and 
Living Wage (SDG 8). These areas might not be the priorities 
that you have selected above. If your organisation has chosen a 
different impact area, you can use the SDG Ambition Benchmark 
reference sheets to help you set and achieve ambitious goals. 

G E N D E R  B A L A N C E  A T  A L L  L E V E L S  O F  M A N A G E M E N T

 
Industrial Goods & Services: According to the the World Economic 
Forum (WEF), women’s representation in this sector is just 16 per cent.7 
However, there has been a steady increase in the share of female  
talent — women now make up the majority of the college-educated work-
force. Industry leaders must continue to work to make STEM careers more 
attractive to female talent and adopt more inclusive workforce cultures.

Technology: Today, women account for 25 per cent of computing-related 
workforce and only 12 per cent were women of color in 2020.8 Adopting 
flexible work times, maintaining robust employee networks, and investing in 
personal development programs can create inclusive pathways to achieve 
gender balance in the technology sector.9 

BUSINESS IMPACT ON GENDER 
BALANCE IN LEADERSHIP
Despite progress, women remain critically under-
represented in decision-making roles. Target Gender 
Equality, a UN Global Compact Impact Initiative, calls 
on and supports companies to set and meet ambitious 
targets for women’s representation and leadership in 
business. Additionally, the Women’s Empowerment 
Principles (WEPs), outline business policies and 
practices to level the playing field through gender-
sensitive recruitment and retention, equal pay, 
equal access to training, networking and mentorship 
opportunities, support for working parents and 
caregivers and establishing a zero-tolerance policy 
against violence and harassment at the workplace. 
Thousands of companies have signaled their  
support for the WEPs by signing the CEO Statement  

of Support.

Benchmark Information
The gender balance at all levels of management benchmark helps 
organizations assess and achieve gender equity at all levels of leadership. 
Achieving this benchmark calls for a range of actions to create inclusive 
workplaces. It requires business to address key barriers to women’s 
participation in the labour force and create an inclusive workplace where 
all employees are respected and empowered. In addition to recruitment 
targets, establishing gender balance goals for managerial positions greatly 
enhances overall gender balance metrics. While SDG 5.5 calls for women’s 
full and effective participation and equal opportunities for leadership, 
including in economic life, by 2030, companies are encouraged to set more 
ambitious timelines to achieve gender balance in management.

Business leaders increasingly report that gender equality is a priority, 
yet less than 30 per cent of companies have set time-bound, measurable 
goals and targets.1 Furthermore, as a direct result of the coronavirus 
pandemic, women in the workforce were 28 per cent more likely to lose 
their job compared to men.2 By setting ambitious targets and taking action 
to achieve gender balance in business leadership, companies directly 
contribute to the achievement of Global Goal 5: Gender Equality. 

Further, a growing body of evidence supports the link between greater 
gender diversity and improved environmental, social and governance (ESG) 
performance. For example, one study found that having more women in 
business leadership is associated with reduced greenhouse gas emissions, 
stronger worker relations and reduced incidence of fraud.3 

Among other things, in order to attract and retain top female talent, 
businesses must focus on pipeline development, hiring and promotion, 
adoption of inclusive workplace policies and performance reward 
structures, family supportive practices, elimination of sexual harassment, 
and offering equal pay for work of equal value.work of equal value.

of companies globally have a female CEO4

of board seats globally are held by women5

of senior management consist of women6

5% 

26% 

25% 

S D G  A M B I T I O N    B E N C H M A R K  R E F E R E N C E  C O N S U L T A T I O N  D R A F T

BENCHMARK

GENDER BALANCE AT  
ALL LEVELS OF MANAGEMENT 

SCOPE         Operations           Products & Services           Value ChainTIMELINESDG IMPACT 2030

1, 4, 8, 10, 16

In partnership with:

Illustrative Industry Impact

1 0 0 %  O F  E M P L O Y E E S  A C R O S S  T H E  O R G A N I Z A T I O N  E A R N  A  L I V I N G  W A G E

BUSINESS IMPACT  
ON LIVING WAGE 

More than 9,000 employers in the UK have 
been accredited and certified by the Living 
Wage Foundation for paying a living wage.2 

These leading employers and service providers 
publicly join the independent movement 
of organizations, businesses and people 
campaigning for a wage that is sufficient to live 
on and also offers accreditation for the same.

ACT (Action, Collaboration, Transformation) 
is a ground-breaking agreement between 
global brands, retailers and trade unions to 
transform the garment, textile and footwear 
industry and achieve living wages for workers 
through collective bargaining at the industry 
level linked to purchasing practices. ACT 
is a collaboration of 20 global companies 
representing a broad range of brands and labels 
and IndustriALL Global Union representing 
garment, textile and footwear workers from 
around the globe.

BENCHMARK

Benchmark Information
This benchmark calls businesses to pay all their employees — regardless of 
their employment status — a living wage. This is defined as: “the remuneration 
received for a standard workweek by a worker in a particular place sufficient 
to afford a decent standard of living for the worker and her or his dependents. 
Elements of a decent standard of living include food, water, housing, 
education, health care, transportation, clothing, and other essential needs 
including provision for unexpected events”.1 

Achieving this target requires that companies develop and incorporate 
different elements of a fair compensation policy. All departments in the 
company should get involved to ensure consistency in the implementation  
of the strategy. 

Living wage underpins several of the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), in particular Goal 1 “End poverty in all its forms everywhere” and 
Goal 8 “Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth,  
full and productive employment and decent work for all”. Wages are  
among the most important conditions of work and a major subject of 
collective bargaining. 

Governments have an important role to play in wage fixing and supporting 
wage-fixing mechanisms at a sectoral level. More than 170 countries have 
one or more minimum wages set through legislation or binding collective 
agreements. In many countries however, companies must go beyond existing 
legislation on wages because minimum wages do not always allow for a 
decent living. Businesses can ensure that all their employees, regardless 
of their contractual arrangements, have the income to support their needs 
and those of their dependents, raising standards of health and well-being. 
Companies should strive to achieve this benchmark by 2030 in line with the 
2030 Agenda. 

The scope of this ambition comprises employees and contractors in direct 
employ of the business. However, the ambition should be progressively 
extended to a fair compensation commitment for all workers in the entire 
supply chain of a company. This will require companies to adopt or improve 
their procurement practices, and engage with relevant stakeholders, 
including industry peers, suppliers, governments, workers’ organizations, 
international organizations, investors, and civil society organizations. 
Anchoring the work at the local level will be crucial for success.

100% OF EMPLOYEES ACROSS THE  
ORGANIZATION EARN A LIVING WAGE

of all workers worldwide do not earn enough  
to escape poverty3

decrease in normal weekly wages in the US 
among workers in the lowest earnings decile 
since 20004 

of UN Global Compact respondents are 
working towards living wages across  
their operations5 

19% 

-3.7% 

19%

S D G  A M B I T I O N    B E N C H M A R K  R E F E R E N C E  C O N S U L T A T I O N  D R A F T

SCOPE         Operations             Products & Services             Value ChainTIMELINESDG IMPACT
20301, 2, 3, 4, 5,  

10, 13

In partnership with:

S C I E N C E  B A S E D  E M I S S I O N S  R E D U C T I O N  I N  L I N E  W I T H  A  1 . 5 ° C  P A T H W A Y

ILLUSTRATIVE INDUSTRY IMPACT
Energy: Decarbonization of the energy sector 
is essential to reducing energy-related carbon 
emissions.13 One study found that 71 per cent of global 
emissions can be linked to 100 energy companies.14 
Increased efficiency, adoption of renewables, carbon 
pricing, and carbon capture are among the many ways 
in which companies can contribute to the low-carbon 
energy transition.15

Industrial Goods: GHG emissions related to 
industrial processes account for about 5.5 per cent 
of global emissions, growing by 174 per cent between 
1990–2020, primarily due to increased refrigeration 
and production of Hydrofluorocarbons (HFCs).16 
Switching to low-carbon alternatives for use in 
industrial application could slow this growth trend.

BUSINESS IMPACT  
ON CLIMATE CHANGE
The private sector plays a key role in reducing 
emissions in line with climate science as 73 per 
cent of GHGs are produced by the energy sector 
alone, inclusive of manufacturing, transportation, 
generation and fugitive emissions.7 According to the 
2021 UN Global Compact-Accenture CEO Study on 
Sustainability, 55 per cent of companies presently 

report their Scope 3 GHG emissions.8

Benchmark Information
Adopting this benchmark helps business assess their operations against 

the latest climate science, validated by the Science Based Targets 

initiative (SBTi).1 The SDG Ambition Benchmark on science-based 

emissions reduction in line with a 1.5°C pathway provides business critical 

strategic knowledge in setting a science-based emissions reduction target 

and the technical know-how in understanding the role systems play in 

measuring progress and performance. The SBTi has established a range of 

criteria to ensure alignment with scientific consensus on what is needed to 

halt global warming at 1.5°C. A science-based target is inclusive of Scope 

1 and Scope 2 GHG emissions. Scope 3 emissions must be included when 

a company's relevant scope 3 emissions exceed more than 40 per cent 

of total Scope 1, 2, and 3 emissions, or if a company is involved in the sale 

or distribution of natural gas and or other fossil fuels.2 Near-term (5-10) 

year timelines are required3 and the long-term target of reaching net-zero 

emissions in every sector and industry by 2050 helps businesses manage 

long-term risks and opportunities.4

Assessing Against the Benchmark
Performance on the benchmark — achieving an emissions reduction in line 

with a 1.5°C pathway — performance on the benchmark can be assessed 

in line with the Paris Agreement's goal to halve annual greenhouse 

gas emissions over the next 8 years.5 However, most companies today 

establish their own baseline reduction goals consistent with their strategy 

and operations. Today, only 2 per cent of CEOs who believe the have taken 

sufficient climate action have validated their targets with the SBTi. In 

order to meet the SDG Ambition benchmark, businesses must reduce 

emissions in line with a 1.5 degree celcius pathway and validate that their 

targets are consistent with SBTi criteria.6

of cumulative global emissions come  
from just 20 companies9

jobs are projected to be lost due to global 
warming by 203010

increase in renewables for top 
multinationals would save 1 billion metric 
tons of GHG emissions (equivalent to the 
2020 emissions of the United States)11

of global emissions come from only 8 
supply chains12

35% 

80m 

20% 

>50%

S D G  A M B I T I O N    B E N C H M A R K  R E F E R E N C E  C O N S U L T A T I O N  D R A F T

SCOPE         Operations             Products & Services             Value ChainTIMELINESDG IMPACT

BENCHMARK

SCIENCE BASED EMISSIONS REDUCTION 
IN LINE WITH A 1.5°C PATHWAY 

5–10 Years 3, 9, 12, 14, 15

In partnership with:

Step Two:  
Setting and Achieving  
Ambitious Goals 

https://unglobalcompact.org/library/5790
https://unglobalcompact.org/library/5790
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Target Gender Equality, an accelerator programme of the 
UN Global Compact, is designed to enable companies to 
set and reach ambitious corporate targets for women’s 
leadership and gender equality in the workplace. 

Over three years, the programme has generated hundreds 
of case studies and corporate good practices from 
companies of all sizes. Explore the case studies here.

GENDER EQUALITY CASE STUDIES

The Women Empowerment Principles (WEPs) Gender 
Gap Analysis Tool helps companies identify their gaps and 
opportunities regarding gender equality in the workplace, 
marketplace, and community. Simply put, in order to set 
ambitious yet realistic targets for gender equality, you have 
to know your starting line. 

The tool is free and anonymous. Answering just 18 
multiple-choice questions will get you a personalised 
heat map and breaks down gender equality strategies 
into distinct stages of commitment, implementation, 
measurement, and reporting.  

SMEs can strengthen their commitment to SDG 5 by 
signing up to the WEPs, a set of Principles established by 
the UN Global Compact and UN Women, offering guidance 
to businesses on promoting gender equality.

THE WOMEN’S  
EMPOWERMENT PRINCIPLES

Promote Gender Equality (SDG 5)
Irwin Mitchell’s podcast explores how diversity and inclusion can 
improve productivity and employee retention, and lead to growth. 
Using the pathways and metrics in the Gender Balance at all 
Levels of Management Benchmark, and the Equal Pay for Work 
of Equal Value Benchmark, SMEs can unlock the economic and 
social benefits of full and equal participation of women in the 
workplace.  

https://www.unglobalcompact.org.uk/target-gender-equality/
https://unglobalcompact.org/take-action/target-gender-equality/impact
https://weps-gapanalysis.org/
https://weps-gapanalysis.org/
https://www.weps.org/about
https://podfollow.com/1460154477/episode/4acab42a082a3f319513ab69b5d1188e8d7ad799/view
https://info.unglobalcompact.org/l/591891/t-all-levels-of-management-pdf/4xh4bc
https://info.unglobalcompact.org/l/591891/t-all-levels-of-management-pdf/4xh4bc
https://info.unglobalcompact.org/l/591891/on-Benchmark-Reference-She-pdf/56x91k
https://info.unglobalcompact.org/l/591891/on-Benchmark-Reference-She-pdf/56x91k


B U S I N E S S  I N T E G R A T I O N R A I S I N G  A M B I T I O N

G E N D E R  B A L A N C E  A T  A L L  L E V E L S  O F  M A N A G E M E N T

HUMAN RESOURCES

Fundamental: Salary and bonuses by 
level by gender

Aspirational: Employee benefits by gender 
and geography (e.g. health insurance, 
subsidized transport etc.)

Increase in recruitment balance

TRAINING & 
DEVELOPMENT 

GENDER BALANCE AT ALL LEVELS OF MANAGEMENT

NEW GOAL IN LINE WITH BENCHMARK’S LEVEL OF AMBITION

Fundamental:Applications by level by 
gender; New recruits by level by gender

Aspirational: Interview panel composition; 
Candidates interviewed by gender; Investment 
in external training 

Implement policies that address 
systemic barriers to inclusion

TIME & EXPENSES (T&E) 
/ PAY-AS-YOU-EARN 
(PAYE) 

Fundamental: Promotions by level by gender; 
Employee turnover by category

Aspirational: Flexible work plans by gender; 
Hours of I&D gender training; Employee value 
by training

CORPORATE 
CITIZENSHIP

MARKETING

Mandate 
equal pay for 
equal work 
by creating 
a dedicated 
corporate 
policy

Conduct 
annual 
compensa-
tion and 
opportunity 
review and 
accredited 
audit

Establish 
reporting/
remediation 
processes  
for breach  
of protocols

Implement 
policies that 
address 
systemic 
barriers to 
inclusion (e.g. 
flexible work 
plans)

Deliver 
employee 
training on 
inclusion 
and gender 
equality, from 
leadership 
down

Create 
initiatives 
encouraging 
progression 
(e.g. 
leadership 
programs)

Implement require-
ments for gender 
diversity in candidate 
pools and interview 
panels

Invest in pipeline 
development and 
training to increase 
female talent pool 
especially in certain 
fields such as STEM

INTEGRATING AND VISUALIZING 
HOLISTIC COMPENSATION GAP

Employee compensation data (e.g. salary, 
bonuses, benefits) likely to be fragmented 

across different systems. HR software 
solutions can pull into cohesive data set.

How might you create a holistic 
and real-time view of employee 
compensation? 
The definition of the applicable data 
structures and the right level of details will 
provide the ability to understand employee 
total benefits (not just salary) and identify if 
compensation and leadership gaps exist.

KDD1

CHALLENGING BIASES IN TALENT  
MANAGEMENT & STRUCTURE

New processes and analytics tools to track 
possible sources of bias (e.g. review panels, 

uptake of flexible work plans) and leveraging 
learning systems to gain visibility over 

employee decisions and possible progress

How might you automate the assessment 
of bias across the business?
Creation of processes and systems to track 
activities in areas where biases exist (e.g. 
gender balance on panels, employee engage-
ment with unconscious bias training) to inform 
impactful decision making and adjustments to 
current initiatives.

KDD2

TARGETING RECRUITMENT  
ACTIVITIES FOR BALANCE

“Recruiting” functionality in core HR 
systems enable businesses to track data 
related to recruitment efforts, including 

community engagement (external training, 
marketing) to monitor impact of actions 

How might you optimize recruitment 
efforts to increase pipeline diversity?
Building systems to identify and optimize 
recruitment activities for increasing female 
applicants. This includes appropriate mapping 
of recruitment initiatives, like career events, 
to ensure impactful employee engagement 
tracked in the system.

KDD3

Eliminate gender pay gap

E
X

A
M

P
LE

 A
C

T
IO

N
S

PA
T

H
W

AY
S

K
E

Y 
D

ES
IG

N
 D

EC
IS

IO
N

S 
(K

D
D

)
SY

S
T

EM
 

O
P

P
O

R
T

U
N

IT
IE

S 
B

U
SI

N
ES

S
 P

R
O

C
ES

SE
S 

RAISING AMBITION

SU
B 

G
O

A
LS

M
E

T
R

IC
S

* 

WORKFORCE EQUALIZATION

Analysis of existing compensation structures  
and packages, and executing equal pay for  

equal work

RETENTION & PROGRESSION 

Focused talent management efforts to retain 
and reward employees without  

discrimination or bias

RECRUITMENT 

Increase gender equal pipeline through 
strategic recruitment campaigns application 

and interview decision making 

BUSINESS INTEGRATION

* All KPIs and metrics listed are directional, drawing on existing reporting standards.  
Each organization should adopt goal-setting measures aligned to their reporting methodologies and business context.  

SDG AMBITION APPROACH    
Example detail below follows the approach outlined in the SDG Ambition Integration Guide  
and supports ideation for benchmark integration.

VIEW THE
INTEGRATION GUIDE

Source: SDG Ambition Benchmark Reference Sheets

Copyright © 2023 UN Global Compact



B U S I N E S S  I N T E G R A T I O N R A I S I N G  A M B I T I O N

E Q U A L  P A Y  F O R  W O R K  O F  E Q U A L  V A L U E

TALENT POLICY & PROCEDURES
Establish the relevant Human Resources led 

initiatives and governance mechanisms to tackle 
gender bias across the talent life cycle

REPORTING & COMMUNICATION

Regularly disclose progress on equal pay to 
the broader ecosystem and foster a culture of 

transparency

Fundamental:  Salary and bonuses by gender

Aspirational:  Employee benefits by gender  
and geography (e.g. health insurance,  subsidized 
transport etc.)

Fundamental: New staff by Gender; Promotions 
by level and gender

Aspirational: Candidates interviewed by gender; 
Flexible work plans by gender; Hours of  diversity 
and  inclusion  gender training

Fundamental:  Progress in closing pay gap  
by department

Aspirational: Changes to staff turnover by 
gender; Resulting changes to job satisfaction 
surveys

MARKETING & 
COMMUNICATIONS

HUMAN 
RESOURCES

COMPENSATION 
ADMINISTRATION

TRAINING &  
DEVELOPMENT

WASTE 
MANAGEMENT 

LEGAL & 
COMPLIANCE

Proposed Roadmap of implementing  
a pay equity programme:

1. Establish a Pay Committee 
2. Undertake a Gender Neutral Job Evaluation  
      to help  set up a rational and fair pay structure, 
      including identifying jobs where men and women
      are doing work of equal value  and comparing  
      their remuneration.
3. Estimate  wage gaps for jobs of equal value and
      making pay adjustments

AUTOMATING CALCULATIONS OF 
REMUNERATION GAP

Data analytics, tools and systems can 
help simplify the process of calculating 

employee compensation data (e.g. salary,  
bonuses, benefits), providing HR with real 

time visibility of the pay gap

How might you aggregate and automate 
the relevant pay and compensation gap 
calculations?
Having completed a comprehensive gender 
neutral job evaluation, companies must define the 
key metrics to track for their pay gap analyses and 
employ technologies and tools to automate this 
monitoring process. This methodology should be 
both transparent and auditable, and should alert 
HR and leadership to instances of inequity.

KDD1

CHALLENGING BIASES IN TALENT  
MANAGEMENT & STRUCTURE

Redesign key talent functions to improve 
Diversity and Inclusion alongside equity 

whilst attracting top talent and improving 
the overall employee experience

How might you restructure your talent 
processes to  eradicate bias and track  
progress?
Standardisation of recruitment and promotion 
procedures, such as formalising interview 
questions and reviewing promotions, alongside 
taking proactive measures to identify and 
optimize these procedures to increase female 
candidates. Additional targeted action should 
be taken in accordance with the outcomes of the 
Pay Gap analyses such as correcting individual 
scenarios of unequal remuneration.

KDD2

INTEGRATING GENDER GAP  
ANALYSES IN REPORTING

Effective reporting and transparency can 
improve brand reputation, attract top talent 

and encourage wider progress across the 
industry and ecosystem

How might you optimize reporting 
content and cadence to foster a culture of 
transparency?
Companies must align on one or a number of Pay 
Gap reporting frameworks, to communicate year-
on-year progress towards their goals. and how 
best to link this to business value metrics such as 
productivity, job satisfaction scores, increase in 
job applications and retention rates. Companies 
should also consider other external communica-
tions, such as redesigning job advertisements and 
contracting policies.

KDD3

Conduct regular audits on pay equity 
(at least every five years )

Equal Gender balance in promotional shortlists Annually review and publish salary ranges
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IDENTIFY RELEVANT AMBITION BENCHMARKS BASED ON PRIORITIES

NEW GOAL IN LINE WITH BENCHMARK’S LEVEL OF AMBITION

RAISING AMBITION

SU
B 

G
O

A
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M
E

T
R
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S

* 

ADDRESS DISCRIMINATION IN REMUNERATION 
Ensure that women and men receive equal 

remuneration for the same or similar work and 
for work  that is different but of equal value.

BUSINESS INTEGRATION

*

Report on 
Gender Pay 
Gap analyses 
to explain the 
causes of any 
pay gaps
shown and the 
action plan to 
close them 

Publish salary 
ranges with 
external job 
postings

Publish pay 
gap metrics in 
annual report 
to communi-
cate progress 
and positive 
impact on your 
company and 
culture

All KPIs and metrics listed are directional, drawing on existing reporting standards.  
Each organization should adopt goal-setting measures aligned to their reporting methodologies and business context.  

SDG AMBITION APPROACH    
Example detail below follows the approach outlined in the SDG Ambition Integration Guide  
and supports ideation for benchmark integration.

VIEW THE
INTEGRATION GUIDE

Reassess 
recruitment 
procedures for 
bias—opting  
for structured
interviews,  
skill and 
experience-
based assess-
ments and 
salary decisions

Review promo-
tion policies, 
i.e., including 
multiple  
women in 
promotional
shortlists and 
holding talent 
decisions via 
a Diversity 
taskforce

Human 
Resources to 
set aside budget 
for adaptations 
needed to rec-
tify outcomes 
of remuneration 
gap analyses

Source: SDG Ambition Benchmark Reference Sheets

Copyright © 2023 UN Global Compact
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SMEs can address stakeholder expectations, increase 
competitiveness, and anticipate regulatory, policy, and market 
developments by using the Science-based Emissions Reduction in 
Line with a 1.5C Pathway Benchmark. Adopting this benchmark 
helps business assess their operations against the latest climate 
science, validated by the Science-Based Targets initiative (SBTi). 
These targets have rapidly become the most effective and 
credible way for companies to align their corporate goals with the 
Paris Agreement, limiting warming to 1.5°C, and demonstrating 
their climate action credentials.

For more information on how SMEs can develop comprehensive 
environmental strategies, check out the UN Global Compact 
Network UK’s Environmental Sustainability for SMEs series. 

Forster Communications recognise that in addition reducing 
its own emissions, albeit on its relatively small carbon 
footprint as an SME, it has significant leverage and influence 
as a supplier and a buyer. 

In January 2020, Forster launched its Climate Positive Plan 
and was the first communications agency to include its 
whole value chain – employees, clients, and suppliers – and 
the wider community in its plans. As of September 2023, 
100% of its suppliers had committed to achieving net zero 
through Scopes 1 and 2 emissions by 2030. 

Forster is helping its clients improve their climate 
performance and has committed to only work with clients 
who have publicly committed to reducing their emissions. 
By choosing to have conversations with clients and 
encouraging climate action, the number of clients with 
emission reduction targets has increased from 52% to 82% 
over the last year, and the organisation is on track to reach 
100% in the coming months.

CASE STUDY: FORSTER 
COMMUNICATIONS 

The SME Climate Hub provides a one-stop shop to make 
a climate commitment and access best-in-class tools and 
resources. 

The tools and resources support measuring your emissions, 
developing your climate strategy, reducing your own 
emissions and the emissions in your value chain, and 
exemplifying complementary offset projects. 

SME CLIMATE HUB

Accelerate Climate Action (SDG 13)

https://info.unglobalcompact.org/l/591891/5-SDG-Ambition-SBTi-200923-pdf/4xh4c2
https://info.unglobalcompact.org/l/591891/5-SDG-Ambition-SBTi-200923-pdf/4xh4c2
https://sciencebasedtargets.org/
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement
https://www.unglobalcompact.org.uk/environmental-sustainability-for-smes/
https://forster.co.uk/
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwj2pLeA1M-BAxUVgv0HHRd_AbkQFnoECA0QAw&url=https%3A%2F%2Fforster.co.uk%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2023%2F07%2FClimate-Positive-Plan-2022-23_Forster-Communications.pdf&usg=AOvVaw2qrXCfskCq6AJhwOt7wSCH&opi=89978449
https://smeclimatehub.org/uk/


B U S I N E S S  I N T E G R A T I O N R A I S I N G  A M B I T I O N

All KPIs and metrics listed are directional, drawing on existing reporting standards.  
Each organization should adopt goal-setting measures aligned to their reporting 
methodologies and business context.  

S C I E N C E  B A S E D  E M I S S I O N S  R E D U C T I O N  I N  L I N E  W I T H  A  1 . 5 ° C  P A T H W A Y

MANUFACTURING 
OPERATIONS & 
SAFETY 

Fundamental:  
Energy consumption (by fuel 
type, emissions type)

Aspirational:  
Energy consumption by BU; 
Product; Activity

LOGISTICS, 
TRANSPORTATION 
& DISTRIBUTION

Fundamental:
Estimated upstream & 
downstream emissions

Aspirational:  
Subdivided by Scope 3 
activity (e.g. employee travel)

PROCUREMENT  
& SUPPLY CHAIN 

Fundamental:
Market-based & location-
based emissions

Aspirational:  
Electricity by BU; Product; 
Activity, Market instrument

Increase in GHG 
removal

WASTE 
MANAGEMENT 

Fundamental:
GHG removal by removal 
technology; Cost per tonne 
of GHG removed

Aspirational: 
Certification of removals

Net carbon 
impact

SALES & 
DISTRIBUTION 
MANAGEMENT

ENVIRONMENTAL 
MANAGEMENT 

Fundamental:
Annual carbon emissions  
vs. annual removals

Aspirational: 
Historical carbon emissions  
& historical net impact

Assign 
financial value 
to emissions 
from business 
activity, to drive 
reductions e.g. 
Internal Carbon 
Price (ICP)

Identify and 
target energy 
consumption 
savings and 
efficiency 
opportunities 
across the value 
chain 

Implement and 
track supplier 
GHG reduction 
strategies 

Increase share 
of low-carbon 
and renewable 
energy

Identify oppor-
tunities to drive 
GHG reductions 
through products 
and services and 
innovate low-
carbon offerings 

Mandate investment and 
strategies to scale natural 
carbon dioxide removal (e.g. 
afforestation, reforestation, 
soil carbon sequestration)

Mandate investment and 
strategies to scale use 
of carbon capture and 
sequestration technology, 
and track volumes of carbon 
removed, stored and/or 
recycled 

STREAMLINING DIRECT  
EMISSIONS TRACKING
Business systems can 
ultimately be automated in order 
to calculate direct emissions in 
real-time, rather than relying on 
manual data entry.

How might you automate 
data collection for emissions 
calculations?
Existing meters and data 
available in data historians can 
be leveraged to automate inputs 
into your emissions calculations. 
These data inputs will also 
inform how you configure your 
emissions calculations. 

KDD1

MANAGING SUPPLIER  
PERFORMANCE 
Greater engagement & transpar-
ency with suppliers through supply 
chain management tools and 
technologies.

How might you integrate with 
suppliers to improve visibility 
and emissions performance?
Defining processes for visibility of 
supplier emissions data, moving 
towards automation. This can be 
done with third-party integration 
(e..g sustainability rating agencies), 
or through direct data sharing 
from suppliers. 

KDD2

LEVERAGE EXISTING DATA  
AND PROCESSES FOR SCOPE  
3 EMISSIONS
Use existing data (e.g. product 
use log) to appraise scope 3 
emissions and build carbon 
intensity into data design.

How might you accurately 
measure scope 3 emissions?
For a complete view of scope 
3 emissions, it is important to 
understand the energy intensity 
of the materials used in product 
design, consumer use, and of 
your own internal operations (e.g. 
employee travel). 

KDD3

FORECASTING & SCENARIO  
MODELLING FOR REMOVAL 
STRATEGY
Leveraging tech such as 
predictive analytics to map 
existing pathway, informing 
removal strategies & timing.

How might you effectively 
forecast emissions to opti-
mize removal investment?
Setting up an ongoing, real time 
model for forecasting emissions 
helps identify gaps in achieving 
the 1.5°C pathway. This insight 
can help decision making on 
removal strategy based on the 
required GHG compensation.

KDD4

Reduction in scope 1 
emissions
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SDG AMBITION APPROACH    
Example detail below follows the approach outlined in the SDG Ambition Integration Guide and 
supports ideation for benchmark integration. It does not present criteria for setting an SBT.

SCIENCE BASED EMISSIONS REDUCTION IN LINE WITH A 1.5°C PATHWAY

NEW GOAL IN LINE WITH BENCHMARK’S LEVEL OF AMBITION

RAISING AMBITION

GHG REDUCTION
Reduce GHG emissions produced by business activity through 

the value chain In line with a 1.5 Degree celcius pathway 

GHG COMPENSATION
Abstract carbon from atmosphere through natural GHG  
removals and technologies to compensate for business 

emissions (excluding offsets)

M
E

T
R

IC
S

* 
SU

B 
G

O
A

LS Reduction in scope 2 
emissions

Reduction in scope 3 
emissions

BUSINESS INTEGRATION

* * *
Note: Approach under consultation with Science Based Targets initiative to ensure alignment

Reductions in Scope 1, 2, and 3 emissions must be in line with SBTi Criteria, provided here: 
https://sciencebasedtargets.org/resources/files/SBTi-criteria.pdf"

VIEW THE
INTEGRATION GUIDE

Source: SDG Ambition Benchmark Reference Sheets

Copyright © 2023 UN Global Compact
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Developing policies in line with decent work principles can be 
achieved through the 100% of Employees Across the Organisation 
Earn a Living Wage Benchmark pathways, which include 
evaluating wage policies and scaling policy outreach beyond 
direct employees.

The Living Wage Foundation establishes a real Living Wage rate for the 
UK. Unlike the Government’s National Living Wage, the real Living Wage 
for London and the rest of the UK is independently calculated based on 
what people actually need to get by. 

Since its establishment in 2011, over 300,000 employees have received 
a pay rise amounting to over £1.8bn as a result of the campaign, and 
93% of businesses have seen benefits since accrediting. 

The Living Wage Foundation has developed a number of resources to 
help organisations implement the Living Wage with guidance on the 
accreditation process, case studies, and advice from existing Living 
Wage providers. 

THE LIVING WAGE FOUNDATION

Provide and Promote a Living 
Wage (SDG 8)

While providing payment of living wages is often seen as a cost, 
it can offer many benefits to businesses – such as increased staff 
motivation, productivity, and improved supply chain relationships 
and performance – and should be seen as an investment. 

https://unglobalcompact.org/library/5887
https://unglobalcompact.org/library/5887
https://www.livingwage.org.uk/


B U S I N E S S  I N T E G R A T I O N R A I S I N G  A M B I T I O N

Awareness 
raising and 
communication 
on living wage 
commitment 
with staff 
and external 
stakeholders 
to reach global 
coverage

Engage with 
contractors 
about their 
wage policies

Engage with 
procurement 
and supply chain 
departments to 
discuss the impact 
of purchasing 
practices on wages  
in the supply chain

Engage with relevant 
stakeholders, includ-
ing industry peers, 
suppliers, 
Governments, 
workers’ organiza-
tions, international 
organizations, inves-
tors, and civil society 
organizations

1 0 0 %  O F  E M P L O Y E E S  A C R O S S  T H E  O R G A N I Z A T I O N  E A R N  A  L I V I N G  W A G E

Decide on the definition 
and calculation 
methodology, and 
identify a reliable 
external partner to 
support set up of 
operational processes

Develop internal man-
agement procedures, 
working group across 
functions such as 
Human Resources, 
Legal, Purchasing and 
Procurement

Ongoing monitoring of 
the living wage levels 
to reflect changes in 
the cost of living, taxes, 
credits and the cost and 
availability of public 
services

Fundamental: Employees below living wage; Employees on living wage

Aspirational: Annual breaches of living wage policy

100% OF EMPLOYEES ACROSS THE ORGANIZATION EARN A LIVING WAGE

NEW GOAL IN LINE WITH BENCHMARK’S LEVEL OF AMBITION

Procurement staff trained on sustainable sourcing and the link 
between purchasing practices and wages

Fundamental: Adoption of sustainable procurement practices by 
department; Contractors engaged on living wage policies; Suppliers engaged 
on living wage policies 

Aspirational: Suppliers providing a living wage; Contractors hired  
on/above living wage

How might you embed the living wage calculation into core  
HR systems and automate updates based on real-time 
macroeconomic data?
Once a living wage methodology is adopted and metrics for calculation 
defined, companies can leverage tools enabled by analytics and machine 
learning to automate the calculation of the benchmark, provide alerts in 
instances of non-compliance, and also pull in real-time data on indicators 
such as regional cost of living to ensure the living wage calculation remains 
up-to-date in all areas of operation.

KDD1

How might you evaluate your supplier network’s compensation 
policies and encourage supplier improvement?
Companies can tackle opaque supply chains by leveraging digital tools to 
produce risk profiles on suppliers based on areas of operation and products 
sold. Supplier improvement program can be formulated on supply chain 
management tools to engage a company’s most critical partners on 
opportunities to improve their compensation policies and ultimately achieve 
living wage coverage.

KDD2

Employees paid a living wage
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RAISING AMBITION

BUSINESS INTEGRATION

COMPENSATION 
ADMINISTRATION

WORKFORCE MANAGEMENT 
Assess living wage in all areas of operation, and raise wage for 

all employees who fall under respective minimum

POLICY EXTENSION & ADVOCACY 
Scaling and global outreach, cascade the policy 
beyond direct employees to influence business 

partners, contractors and other companies

M
E

T
R

IC
S

* 

AUTOMATE BENCHMARK CALCULATION WITH  
REAL-TIME REVIEW AND UPDATES

Tools and core systems can be designed to make calculations for all 
employees, as well as automate reviews and provide real-time flags of 

breaches of the living wage policy.

MACHINE LEARNING FOR SUPPLIER ASSESSMENT  
AND RISK CATEGORIZATION

Supplier data and characteristics can help identify partners or suppliers 
that may be at greater risk of not providing living wages. 

SU
B 

G
O

A
LS

HR ADMINISTRATION PROCUREMENT  
& SUPPLY CHAIN

LEGAL & 
COMPLIANCE

* All KPIs and metrics listed are directional, drawing on existing reporting standards.  
Each organization should adopt goal-setting measures aligned to their reporting methodologies and business context.  

SDG AMBITION APPROACH    
Example detail below follows the approach outlined in the SDG Ambition Integration Guide  
and supports ideation for benchmark integration.

VIEW THE
INTEGRATION GUIDE

Source: SDG Ambition Benchmark Reference Sheets

Copyright © 2023 UN Global Compact
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Step Three:  
Communicating and Reporting
As previously noted, sustainability is no longer optional, it is a 
competitive necessity. However, to realise all the benefits of  
being a sustainable business, it isn’t enough to just operate 
sustainably, it is also necessary to communicate about your 
activities and impacts. 

All businesses, including SMEs, need to present an authentic, 
transparent, and accountable narrative of how they are creating 
societal and planetary value for their stakeholders, addressing 
areas such as the environment, supply chain, and labour practices. 

This narrative will require data to support it. The UN Global 
Compact’s SDG Ambition Benchmarks suggest useful indicators 
to help you quantify the impacts of your activities.

COMMUNICATING THE BUSINESS CASE FOR 
YOUR SDG ACTIVITIES 

It is important to educate employees and stakeholders about the 
importance of taking action to secure the wellbeing of people and 
the plant. Effectively communicating the business case for SDG 
action can be broken down into four steps: 

• Understand how value is looked at from a sustainability lens  
 across Revenue/Cost/Trust/Risk. 

• Articulate the benefit by creating a value tree for your  
 SDG-related activities, outlining the business areas that will  
 be impacted. 

• Estimate the quantitative value of the proposed actions, while  
 accounting for investments required to achieve any benefits. 

• Build awareness and excitement for the value of adopting  
 sustainability goals at the level of ambition required to  
 achieve the SDGs, using the SDG Icons and graphics as a  
 communication tool, such as in Irwin Mitchell’s Responsible 
 Business Report.

When crafting messages, remember to tailor them to your 
audience. 

REPORTING

Sustainability reporting continues to develop at a fast pace, 
creating challenges for businesses trying to design coherent and 
consistent reporting that meets jurisdictional requirements, as 
well as investors’ and other stakeholders’ expectations. 

It’s crucial to ensure that when you report on your sustainability 
activities, there is no disconnect between what you say and what 
you do, as this may lead to accusations of greenwashing. 

Reporting on your sustainability goals at the level of ambition 
required to achieve the SDGs in a comprehensive, transparent 
way sets a baseline for you to continue to build an authentic 
narrative on the value you are creating for stakeholders as you 
progress, thus further helping secure buy-in. 

Resource-stretched SMEs may not have established reporting 
and data collection mechanisms in line with reporting standards 
that are required of larger companies, but might still be asked 
to provide this information as part of larger company’s scope 3 
reporting requirements, Modern Slavery Statements, or even just 
terms of engagement.  

The UN Global Compact Communication on Progress (CoP) 
enables participating SMEs of the UN Global Compact to:

• Measure and demonstrate progress to stakeholders and the  
 public on the Ten Principles and the SDGs in a consistent and  
 harmonised way.

• Build credibility and brand value by showing their  
 commitment to the Ten Principles and the SDGs.

• Receive insight, learn, and continuously improve performance  
 by identifying gaps, accessing guidance, and setting  
 sustainability goals.

• Compare performance against peers with access to one of the  
 largest free, public, and comparable corporate sustainability  
 data sources.

 

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/news/communications-material/ 
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/news/communications-material/ 
https://www.irwinmitchell.com/medialibrary/IrwinMitchellcom - NEW/documents and pdfs - NEW/IM Policies and Reports/Responsible Business Report 2022.pdf
https://www.irwinmitchell.com/medialibrary/IrwinMitchellcom - NEW/documents and pdfs - NEW/IM Policies and Reports/Responsible Business Report 2022.pdf
https://www.unglobalcompact.org.uk/sustainability-reporting/
https://www.irwinmitchell.com/news-and-insights/newsandmedia/2023/july/understanding-corporate-greenwashing
https://www.unglobalcompact.org.uk/communicating-progress/
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Step Four: Partnerships for the Goals  
The value of collaboration, and the importance of working 
together, is explicitly built into the design of Agenda 2030, with 
SDG 17 outlining various partnership targets. 

Engaging in partnerships for the Goals can help SMEs decide how 
to engage, as well as encourage a sense of shared responsibility 
across the business. 

SMEs can explore at least three types of partnerships to help 
build brand reputation, mitigate risk, reduce operational cost, and 
advance action for the SDGs: 

• Value chain partnerships, within which companies in the value  
 chain combine complementary skills, technologies, and  
 resources and bring new solutions to market; 

• Sector initiatives that bring several industry leaders together  
 in efforts to raise standards and practices across the entire  
 industry and overcome shared challenges; 

• Multi-stakeholder partnerships, where governments, private  
 sector, and civil society organisations join forces to tackle  
 complex challenges. 

The UN Global Compact Network UK offers engagement 
opportunities for SMEs to connect with peers from their own 
industry and across sectors to accelerate their progress towards 
sustainable business development. Through over a hundred 
events every year, the UN Global Compact Network UK creates 
networking opportunities to help you find strategic partners to 
advance the SDGs.  

For bespoke, tailored, guidance on implementing the SDGs 
in your organisation, join the SDG Ambition Accelerator. 
The programme is a three-month course to better equip 
you to set your own ambitious and realistic corporate 
sustainability goals. Learn more here.

SDG AMBITION ACCELERATOR

https://www.unglobalcompact.org.uk/
https://www.unglobalcompact.org.uk/sdg-ambition/
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APPENDIX

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

The following resources can help SMEs expand their knowledge of 
the SDGs, their importance, and how organisations can integrate 
them into core business functions. 

READ 

Ambition Guide: Setting Goals for the Decade of Action  
(United Nations Global Compact)

Measuring Up 2.0 (UN Global Compact Network UK)

SDG Stocktake (Accenture, United Nations Global Compact)

Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development (United Nations)

LISTEN 

Subscribe and listen to these podcasts that dive into important 
conversations around the SDGs and their implementation.

Outrage and Optimism 

Pod for The Cause from The Leadership Conference on Civil & 
Human Rights

SDG Insider (GRI)

The World We Want (RELX)

ACT

Climate Ambition Accelerator

Science Based Targets Initiative

SDG Action Manager

SDG Ambition Accelerator

SME Climate Hub

SDG Compass

Target Gender Equality Accelerator

Women’s Empowerment Principles

https://unglobalcompact.org/library/5791#:~:text=This%20publication%20establishes%20the%20initial,to%20have%20a%20substantial%20impact.
https://www.unglobalcompact.org.uk/measuring-up/
https://info.unglobalcompact.org/sdg-stocktake
https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda
https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda
https://www.unglobalcompact.org.uk/climate-ambition-accelerator/
https://sciencebasedtargets.org/
https://unglobalcompact.org/take-action/sdg-action-manager
https://www.unglobalcompact.org.uk/sdg-ambition/
https://smeclimatehub.org/
https://unglobalcompact.org/library/3101
https://www.unglobalcompact.org.uk/target-gender-equality/
https://www.weps.org/
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ABOUT THE UNITED NATIONS GLOBAL COMPACT

As a special initiative of the United Nations Secretary-General, the UN Global Compact is a call to companies 
worldwide to align their operations and strategies with Ten Principles in the areas of human rights, labour, 
environment and anti-corruption. Its ambition is to accelerate and scale the global collective impact of business 
by upholding the Ten Principles and delivering the Sustainable Development Goals through ambitious, accountable 
companies and environments that enable change. With more than 20,000 companies and 3,800 non-business 
signatories based in over 160 countries, and 62 Local Networks, the UN Global Compact is the world’s largest 
corporate sustainability initiative — one Global Compact uniting business for a better world. 

For more information, visit www.unglobalcompact.org 

ABOUT THE UN GLOBAL COMPACT NETWORK UK

The UN Global Compact Network UK is part of the world’s largest responsible business initiative, the United Nations 
Global Compact, connecting UK companies and other organisations in a global movement dedicated to driving 
sustainable growth. Through an extensive programme of activity, it promotes practical sustainability leadership, 
shared knowledge across sectors, and actively shapes the responsible business environment to create a world we 
want to live and do business in.

The United Nations Global Compact’s universally recognised Principles, rooted in UN treaties, provide a robust 
foundation from which it leads UK business action on the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

For more information, follow them on LinkedIn (UN Global Compact Network UK) and X (@globalcompactUK) or 
visit unglobalcompact.org.uk

ABOUT IRWIN MITCHELL

We’re legal and financial advisors with a difference.

Giving the best possible advice is about more than knowledge and expertise. It means understanding the people and 
businesses you work with as deeply as possible, whether in the UK or overseas. It means taking the time to listen to 
what matters most to them.

Our teams specialise in ESG-related services in a wide range of sectors, both in the UK and across the globe. 
We offer finger-on-the-pulse expertise, alongside our commitment to doing the right thing for our clients, our 
communities, and our environment.

With us by your side, you’ll have a trusted advisor and partner. If you’re a company just starting your journey 
and need guidance on how to comply with regulations, or you’re a larger business wanting to evolve your existing 
sustainability strategy, we’re dedicated to helping you deliver your robust ESG goals. This will set you up for the 
future and protect your reputation in the here and now.

Discover more at irwinmitchell.com/business/esg

The inclusion of company and individual’s names and/or examples in this publication is intended strictly for learning purposes 
and does not constitute an endorsement of the individual companies or persons by the UN Global Compact Network UK.

Copyright © 2023Ω

http://www.unglobalcompact.org
https://www.linkedin.com/company/un-global-compact-network-uk/
http://unglobalcompact.org.uk
http://irwinmitchell.com/business/esg
https://www.unglobalcompact.org.uk/
www.irwinmitchell.com/business/esg



