
Vol.:(0123456789)

SN Bus Econ (2021) 1:35
https://doi.org/10.1007/s43546-021-00046-9

COMMENTARY

The reporting of sustainable development goals: 
is the integrated approach the missing link?

Sara Trucco1 · Maria Chiara Demartini2 · Valentina Beretta2 

Received: 22 May 2020 / Accepted: 9 December 2020 / Published online: 1 February 2021 
© The Author(s) 2021

Abstract
This commentary argues that the integrated thinking could support the simultane-
ous consideration of different stakeholders’ groups to ensure that the SDGs can be 
achieved as a whole. Prior research, indeed, has argued that social and environmen-
tal accounting should put forward actions against unsustainability. Recent literature 
and international bodies report action to mitigate the negative impacts of unsustain-
ability globally, such as the introduction of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) to set an agenda for the implementation of sustainable development. The 
implementation of the SDGs has not thus far resulted in the expected outcomes, 
since there is a lack of focus on how to identify interdependencies among different 
goals. Integration in SDGs has emerged as an approach to promote actions in this 
regard, but only a limited number of studies have put forward how integrated report-
ing and thinking can support the implementation of actions and the monitoring of 
their progress. Therefore, a paradigm shift in the implementation of an integrated 
approach in monitoring sustainable development worldwide should be promoted. 
This could have economic, financial and business consequences; for instance, to 
support national development plans by creating national financing frameworks, to 
improve internal decision making and information for investors, to effectively engage 
the public in sustainability practices such as a Green New Deal and to enhance the 
perspective of both public and private sector. The adoption of integrated report-
ing (IR) can describe the value creation process of an organization, by considering 
the influence of the external environment, relationships, and various resources. By 
including the concept of sustainable development, the revised IR Framework can be 
translated at various levels of analysis, by helping firms, local authorities, countries, 
or other stakeholders in developing proper strategies to improve their process of sus-
tainable development creation. Areas for fruitful future research can be addressed 
to identify those interdependencies among goals that could effectively enable the 
SDGs to be universal, indivisible, and interlinked. A further call for research could 
be focused on what interconnections in the SDGs could be developed across sectors, 
societal actors, and between and among low, medium, and high-income countries.
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Introduction

Social and environmental accounting (SEA) should take “challenges, problems, 
structures, systems, obstacles and conflicts associated with unsustainability in all its 
guises” (Bebbington, Russell, and Thomson 2017, p. 32) into account. Recent litera-
ture and international bodies are thus taking actions to try and identify, measure, and 
mitigate the negative impact of unsustainability globally (Gibbons et al. 2000). To 
this end, in 2015, the United Nations (UN) General Assembly issued 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), identifying 169 targets, and in this way, it set an agenda 
for the implementation of sustainable development worldwide (Bebbington and 
Unerman 2018). This could have economic, financial and business consequences 
(Barth et al. 2017; Lins et al. 2017; Bebbington and Unerman 2018; Bain et al. 2019; 
Nedopil Wang, Lund Larsen and Wang, 2020), such as supporting national develop-
ment plans by creating national financing frameworks, improving internal decision 
making and information for investors (Barth et  al. 2017), effectively engaging the 
public in sustainability practices such as a Green New Deal (Bain et al. 2019) and 
enhancing the relevance of the value creation for both public and private sectors. 
However, a large body of literature argues that the implementation of the SDGs will 
not result in the expected outcomes for a variety of reasons (Horton 2014; Le Blanc 
2016; Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen, Dahl and Persson 2018). This view is summarized in a 
Lancet article, which states that these goals are “fairy tales, dressed in the bureau-
cratese of intergovernmental narcissism, adorned with the robes of multilateral 
paralysis, and poisoned by the acid of nation-state failure” (Horton 2014, p. 2196). 
Secondly, from a more practical and operational perspective, other researchers have 
suggested that although the SDGs provide 42 targets on “means of implementation” 
included in the 16 SDGs, there is a lack of focus on how to identify “interdepend-
encies among goals” (Stafford-Smith et  al. 2017, p. 912), which could effectively 
enable the SDGs to be “universal, indivisible and interlinked” (Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals 2016, clause 71).

The need for an integrated approach in implementing and reporting 
the SDGs

A number of scholars have debated the need for integration from a public policy 
standpoint since sustainable development involves formulating strategies grounded 
on the assumption that local action has a global effect (Le Blanc 2016; Karlsson-
Vinkhuyzen, Dahl and Persson 2018). Hence, international and coordinated poli-
cies are expected to produce better outcomes than local and decoupled ones. Staf-
ford-Smith et  al. (2017) posited that more interconnections in the SDGs should 
be developed across sectors, across societal actors, and between and among low, 
medium, and high-income countries. Integration between SDGs has also been 
conceived as a way to develop accountability both globally and at a local level 
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(Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen, Dahl and Persson 2018). Thus, literature has investigated the 
role of integration in SDGs as an approach to plan actions to achieve sustainable 
development and accountability, while a limited number of studies indicate how 
integrated reporting may support the implementation of actions and the monitoring 
of their progress (United Nations 2015; United Nations Development Group 2017). 
Among these studies, even less research has been dedicated to the analysis of an 
Integrated Reporting (IR) Framework that could be applicable to different levels of 
analysis, from the global to the national and the corporate one. Indeed, a reporting 
system that adopts cascading indicators at different levels can ensure that trade-offs 
are reconciled by a common set of measures (United Nations 2015; United Nations 
Development Group 2017). Furthermore, it can also support corporations to engage 
more proactively with SDGs (Van Zanten and Van Tulder 2018) and to effectively 
produce sustainable development (Busch et al. 2016). Moreover, the types of inter-
actions of SDGs—from indivisible to canceling—will affect how SDGs and related 
targets should be reported (Nilsson et  al. 2016; Schmidt 2017). Therefore, adopt-
ing the IR Framework and adapting it to local specificities could help exploit inter-
dependencies among SDGs at the company level. As argued by Le Blanc, a sys-
temic response is required to support sustainable development (Le Blanc 2015). To 
this end, the SDGs and the Paris Agreement represent two steps towards this aim 
(Adams 2017). Despite the attention given to the development of sustainability cri-
teria for assessing the sustainability of performance of companies and countries (e.g. 
Schmidheiny et  al. 1997; OECD 2001; GRI 2002; AIChE 2004; IChemE 2002), 
aggregation is needed to ensure comparability of different entities’ performance 
through properly integrated reporting models (Krajnc and Glavič 2005; Griggs et al. 
2014; Adams 2017). In fact, the main goals, which aim at improving “social, eco-
nomic and environmental issues to achieve holistic sustainability” (Madar, Subari 
and Baqutayan 2017, p. 312), have rapidly been embraced worldwide because the 
need for sustainable development has become an urgent matter for the entire world 
(Madar, Subari and Baqutayan 2017). However, even if a shared focus upon these 
issues has been agreed, there is still a lack of exploitation of synergies and trade-offs 
between different areas (Sachs 2012).

Integrated thinking and reporting, and sustainable development 
goals: the missing link

Integrated thinking and reporting and the contribution to SDGs

Some studies argued that a reporting system is expected to track progression on 
the achievement of the SDGs and resolve trade-offs at the same time, by adopting 
a weighting system that clarifies interactions and priorities (Costanza et al. 2016). 
In particular, the integrated thinking approach and the related Integrated Reporting 
Framework by the International Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC) deserve further 
attention in the development of an IR Framework to monitor SDGs at different lev-
els of analysis (Adams 2017).
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Integrated Thinking has two features. The first is related to strategy, govern-
ance, past performance, and future plans to create long-lasting value (World 
Intellectual Capital Initiative 2013). The second is related to connecting depart-
ments, through the links among different internal units (Black Sun 2012; IIRC 
2013; World Intellectual Capital Initiative 2013; Dumay and Dai 2017). Inte-
grated Reporting supports and stimulates integrated thinking and decision-mak-
ing to create value over the short and long term (Cheng et al. 2014). In particular, 
IR is embedded in integrated thinking. According to Churet and Eccles, IR is 
only the visible part of what is happening below the surface (Churet and Eccles 
2014). The IR Framework clearly states that “the more that integrated thinking 
is embedded into an organisation’s activities, the more naturally will the con-
nectivity of information flow into management reporting, analysis and decision-
making. It also leads to better integration of the information systems that support 
internal and external reporting and communication, including preparation of the 
integrated report” (IIRC 2013, p. 2). However, the IR, to be effective across the 
entire firm, needs the commitment of the top management and the efforts inside 
the organizations to diffuse the integrated thinking, along with the awareness of 
different sustainability topics and a commitment to stakeholder engagement and 
responsiveness (Knauer and Serafeim 2014).

On the one hand, the integrated thinking can be adopted to link each of these 
areas to the others and to facilitate a holistic approach (Black Sun 2012; IIRC 2013; 
World Intellectual Capital Initiative 2013; Dumay and Dai 2017). Despite the fact 
that the main novelty in the SDGs is that they can cover the whole sustainable devel-
opment universe, the set of defined goals and targets does not reflect a systemic 
view of the mechanisms of the socio-economic engine worldwide (Le Blanc 2015). 
Indeed, while the political framework behind SDGs is clearly defined, this does not 
reflect the multiple links between different areas of interest and related stakehold-
ers represented by different sustainable goals. Subsequently, these links may not be 
channeled into the international political arena or considered when designing new 
policies (Le Blanc 2015).

On the other hand, the IR Framework can help by exploiting the areas that are 
connected by strong systemic links recognized by the scientific community but that 
are not operationalized in goals or targets of the various SDGs. As supported by 
Adams, the adoption of the IR Framework for monitoring SDGs can enhance the 
conceptual rigor that is required when integrated thinking is adopted (Adams 2017). 
To this end, since according to previous studies the same SDG can contribute to cre-
ating value in different capitals, the adoption of IR can support the identification of 
trade-offs and synergies among different SDGs. For instance, in the social and envi-
ronmental accounting literature, Adams proposed adopting the existing IR Frame-
work to monitor SDGs to promote the inclusion of risks and opportunities related 
to the external environment in the decision making processes of the organizations 
(Adams 2017). Adams pointed out that the IR Framework can be used to aid "under-
standing of trade-offs across the interdependent and potentially conflicting SDGs" 
(Adams 2017, p. 10). Hence, the adoption of this framework would allow the identi-
fication of multi-capitals that contribute to the development, synergies and depend-
encies, and conflicts among SDGs (Adams 2017). Additionally, a clear identification 
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of which and how SDGs are contributing to creating value for the various forms of 
capital has been provided in extant literature (Adams 2017).

Extending the IR framework: a paradigm shift in SDG reporting?

Despite the several benefits related to the use of the IR in sustainable development 
reported in previous studies (e.g. Eccles and Krzus 2010; Lai, Melloni and Stac-
chezzini 2016; Busco, Granà and Izzo 2018; Ghani et  al. 2018), the tool needs 
adapting to allow its utilization at various levels of analysis. This would enable 
exploiting all the potentialities that may be associated with the use of the IR Frame-
work for monitoring SDGs. In particular, studies have identified four areas that need 
improvements.

First, one of the main limitations associated with the actual IR Framework is 
that it is strictly related to the concept of value creation, with the dominance of the 
“economic value” (De Villiers, Rinaldi and Unerman). However, when considering 
the term “value creation”, we should recall that the IR Framework has been intro-
duced to report the value that is distributed to society (Brown and Dillard 2014; 
De Villiers, Rinaldi and Unerman 2014; Adams 2015; Flower 2015). This implies 
that not only economic value is the focus of the analysis. In this regard, in 2013 the 
IIRC introduced the concept of sustainability, intended as the efficient use of non-
financial resources that can ensure a sustainable planet and a stable economy (IIRC 
2013). To align the current IR Framework to these concepts and its adoption for 
SDG reporting, the term “value creation” should be re-defined to incorporate issues 
that are relevant to achieve sustainable development (Atkins and Maroun 2018).

Second, while according to the original focus (e.g. the stakeholder-inclusive 
characteristics of GRI G4), the IR Framework was addressed to the broad con-
cept of stakeholders, how the IIRC framework is currently conceptualized puts 
more emphasis on the economic value creation, and, therefore seems to be mainly 
addressed to shareholders (De Villiers, Rinaldi, and Unerman 2014). To adapt the 
IR Framework to the monitoring need of sustainable development, the target audi-
ence of the framework should be more similar to the one of sustainability reports, 
by including actors like local authorities, government, agencies, private sector, and 
civil society (Stafford-Smith et al. 2017).

Third, change can be driven by public commitment, both at the individual, cor-
porate or national level (Victor 1998; Biermann and Pattberg 2008). The actual IR 
Framework is not designed to detect public commitment, since it mainly adopts a 
firm-related perspective (IIRC 2013). However, sustainable development is not 
only a matter of organizations, but nations and individuals may contribute to the 
achievement of the defined targets, as well. Indeed, the revised IR Framework can 
be adapted at various levels of analysis, by helping not only firms but also local 
authorities, countries, or other stakeholders (e.g. in Universities; Veltri and Silvestri 
2015) in developing appropriate strategies to improve their process of sustainable 
development creation. The IR might help to highlight the relationships among firms 
and the external environment. Moreover, the IR Framework helps firms to pursue 
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and disclose aims, which are related not only to the firm but also to the environment 
and the community (Burke and Clark 2016).

By considering the value in terms of activities that can sustain and promote sus-
tainable development, the framework should be intended for adoption at various lev-
els of analysis. At the individual level, the SDGs have the indirect consequence of 
influencing how people live their lives (Kates, Parris and Leiserowitz 2005), and 
how they can contribute in adopting sustainable daily activities. Moreover, the way 
we live today affects how people will live in the future (Griggs et al. 2013). At the 
corporate level, Callens and Tyteca stated that “due to their central role in human 
activities and development, firms should play an important part in the attainment of 
sustainability goals” (Callens and Tyteca 1999, p. 41). The revised IR Framework 
for the monitoring of SDGs can be used to encourage firms to adopt sustainable 
practices from the planning phase (Adams 2017) and integrate them in the reporting 
cycle by highlighting how they can help achieve the targets. Finally, at the national 
level, countries have always been asked to design strategic and coordinated actions 
that could support sustainable development worldwide (Volkery et al. 2006). Since 
the IR Framework has been introduced also concerning a management accounting 
tool, not only as a reporting instrument (e.g. Haller and Staden 2014), by consider-
ing the value in terms of sustainable development, the revised framework can be 
used to define guidelines and strategies not only at the corporate level but also at 
national and international levels.

Fourth, some studies have investigated the role of the IR Framework in support-
ing SDG achievement and identified a process for the alignment of SDGs to cor-
porate value creation, drawing on the integrated thinking approach (Adams 2017). 
According to this process, the first step for the preparation of an IR begins with 
the understanding of “sustainable development issues relevant to the organization’s 
external environment” (Adams 2017, p. 22). This step sets the basis for the follow-
ing one, aimed at defining the “sustainable development issues that influence value 
creation” (p. 22), which in turn addresses the third one, namely “develop strategy 
to contribute to the SDGs through the business model” (p. 22). “Develop integrated 
thinking, connectivity and governance” (p. 22) is the next step and, finally, the pro-
cess ends with the preparation of the integrated report. Although straightforward 
in its theoretical formulation, this process seems to rely on traditional approaches 
to corporate sustainability, where corporations are reactive in their sustainability 
approach and consider responsibility for a narrow set of societal challenges (Doh 
and Guay 2006; Matten and Moon 2008; Van Zanten and Van Tulder 2018). In such 
a context, a company looks for a fit between its strategy and sustainable develop-
ment by adapting the latter to the former. Approaches like this have been labeled 
as “SDG washing” (Nieuwenkamp 2017, p. 1), i.e. aimed at covering up modest 
efforts towards sustainable development (Nieuwenkamp 2017; Eccles and Karbassi 
2018). To change the existing paradigm in corporate sustainability, a cultural change 
needs to be addressed and embraced. Thus, to effectively contribute to sustainable 
development, SDGs should be implemented as part of the corporate vision and mis-
sion. Former studies addressed some cases of multinational corporations that adopt 
such a transformational change towards sustainability, such as Philips and Unilever 
(Van Zanten and Van Tulder 2018), where companies adopted SDGs to reposition 
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themselves and respond to sustainability challenges. Hence, what is argued here is 
that the IR process could start with the identification of the corporate sustainability 
model, i.e. the way through which the firm is willing to proactively contribute to sus-
tainable development, and replace the business model with the sustainability model, 
where corporate strategy is no more merely aligned to, but inspired by SDGs.

A sustainable way forward

The number of companies that are facing sustainability issues, or at least aware of 
these topics, is growing (Knauer and Serafeim 2014). The implementation of sus-
tainable development is now perceived as a key issue worldwide. To this end, 17 
SDGs have been issued by the UN. To ensure reporting and monitoring of these 
goals, 169 specific targets have been set to be achieved by 2030 (Bebbington and 
Unerman 2018). Although the last goal (SDG 17) has been introduced to harmonize 
all the others, the adoption of integrated and systemic responses is needed to iden-
tify synergies and trade-offs among SDGs (Griggs et al. 2014; Norström et al. 2014; 
Le Blanc 2015) and to promote the SDG as a package, rather than the cherry-picking 
approach (Stafford-Smith et al. 2017). More specifically, the lack of SDGs integra-
tion has been singled out as one of the main challenges in their implementation. An 
isolated approach to the implementation of SDGs could result in under-exploitation 
of the SDGs synergies in the best case, to conflicts for the prioritization of one SDG 
over another, or one (a group of) country over another, or even one generation over 
the next in the worst case (Griggs et al. 2013). Thus, integrated action between dif-
ferent actors, in different sectors and countries is needed to assure that the SDG will 
be achieved as a whole, where integrated policy and leadership drive accountability. 
In this sense, the integrated thinking could support the simultaneous consideration 
of multiple issues when defining the value creation process both in the short and 
long term (Cheng et al. 2014), and, more specifically, the IR Framework proposed 
by the IIRC can be adopted by firms and adapted to local specificities to provide dif-
ferent types of information relevant to stakeholders in the same report by emphasiz-
ing the interconnections among SDGs each firm is experiencing.

This commentary contributes to advancing knowledge related to the relevance of 
the concept of integrated thinking in monitoring sustainable development. Notwith-
standing that the IR Framework is mainly adopted at the corporate level, possible 
adaptations of the existing IR Framework have been proposed to allow its use at dif-
ferent levels of analysis for supporting the monitoring of the achievement of various 
SDGs.

Practical advancements

Practical contributions that can be derived from this paper might include the promo-
tion of a paradigm shift in the adoption of the integrated approach; the description 
of the value creation process of an organization, by considering the influence of the 
external environment, relationships and various resources; and the adaptation of the 
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IR Framework to the local specificities and for the operationalization of the SDG 17. 
There are a number of practical considerations that may be derived from this paper: 
we discuss these one by one in the following.

First, a paradigm shift in the adoption of the integrated approach in monitoring 
sustainable development worldwide should be promoted. This is in line with previ-
ous studies (e.g. Adams et al. 2016; Adams 2017), suggesting that the value creation 
is no longer only strictly related to the accumulation of the financial capital, but, 
rather, social and environmental issues are increasingly considered and, therefore, 
the concept of value is conceived in a much broader way. In the light of adopting the 
IR Framework to monitor the SDGs, the concept of value has to be clearly defined. 
When considering social and environmental issues, the term value is used with ref-
erence to a sustainable development concept. Therefore, creating value implies con-
tributing to supporting sustainable development in the achievement of SDGs.

As reported in Fig. 1, the IR Framework should clearly state which sustainability 
model is at the core of the activity performed by different actors, such as individuals, 

Fig. 1  IR and SDG framework



SN Bus Econ (2021) 1:35 Page 9 of 13 35

corporations, local communities, and nations. By identifying the linkages between 
the entity’s activity and the variation in the capitals included in the IR, the accom-
plishment of the targets attached to SDGs will be more easily achieved. Therefore, 
through this aim society as a whole will shed some light on the potential synergies 
and inconsistencies between SDGs, hence contributing to the implementation of the 
17 SDGs. 

Second, the adoption of an integrated report can describe the value creation 
process of an organization, by considering the influence of the external environ-
ment, relationships, and various resources (e.g. IIRC 2013). The IR Framework is 
a good example of monitoring SDGs, but it is advisable to focus on a broader range 
of stakeholders. While some studies identified the focus on the value creation for 
shareholders as a limit associated with IR Framework, by focusing on a variety of 
stakeholders, the IR Framework can adequately support the monitoring of sustain-
able development.

Third, by adopting the concept of sustainable development, the revised IR Frame-
work can be adapted at various levels of analysis, by helping not only firms but also 
local authorities, countries, or other stakeholders (e.g. in Universities; Veltri and Sil-
vestri 2015) in developing proper strategies to improve their process of sustainable 
development creation.

Fourth, an adaptation of the IR Framework could be adopted to operationalize 
the SDG 17. While SDGs 1 through 16 are conceived as substantive goals, SDG 17 
is mainly aimed at harmonizing all of them. However, there is a general silence on 
how the interlinkages and interdependencies can be achieved, apart from the ambi-
tion of being universal, indivisible, and interlinked (Stafford-Smith et al. 2017). The 
revised framework allows the exploitation of the various interlinkages and interde-
pendencies across targets and goals through the multi-capital approach.

Theoretical advancements

This commentary opens avenues for theoretical advancements as well. In particu-
lar, further research would be useful to present some applications of the revised 
IR Framework regarding one or various SDGs. More specifically, it can be used to 
monitor the achievement of the 169 targets over the years, at different levels of anal-
ysis, and to identify whether there are (mis)alignments across countries. Besides, 
previous studies did not provide a complete overview of the awareness of this inte-
grated thinking across nations and/or at different levels of analysis. Therefore, fur-
ther investigation is also needed in this area. An impression management approach 
can be adopted by firms to provide stakeholders with a better image of themselves 
(Solomon et  al. 2013). However, future studies might also analyze this trend in 
the achievement of SDGs (Nieuwenkamp 2017). There are a number of possible 
research avenues that we set out in the following.

One avenue could be to investigate which “interdependencies among goals” 
could effectively enable the SDGs to be “universal, indivisible and interlinked” 
(Stafford-Smith et  al. 2017, p. 912), and, more specifically, what are the possible 
interlinkages and interdependencies through the multi-capital approach. From a 
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public policy perspective, the involvement of the formulation of strategies grounded 
on the assumption that local action has a global effect on sustainable development 
could be more deeply investigated. Considering more general perspectives, studies 
might be made on analyzing how interconnections in the SDGs could be developed 
across sectors, across societal actors, and between and among low, medium, and 
high-income countries. Sustainability and management accounting are ever more 
interconnected; nevertheless, a clearer investigation of their links is desirable. Con-
sidering the IR Framework, its implementation to different levels of analysis, from 
the global to the national and the corporate ones could be explored more thoroughly. 
Further research is needed to analyze how SDGs can be implemented into different 
kinds of enterprises, such as in small and medium firms. From a methodological 
point of view, the definition of how the indexes of each SGD could be developed can 
be strengthened. Finally, the linkages between corporate disclosure and SDGs could 
be investigated in greater depth.
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