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Abstract: Since 2016, the United Nations Global Compact (UNGC), one of the most prominent
worldwide corporate social responsibility and sustainability initiatives, has been linked to the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). However, despite the enormous scholarly interest in the
UNGC since the very beginning, its impact on the integration of the SDGs into the business activities,
risk management and reporting of its participants remains understudied. This paper examines
support and action for the SDGs among companies from the Visegrad Four (V4) countries. It
attempts to find out whether the recent UNGC efforts result in their mobilisation towards the SDGs’
implementation or merely creates a new space for instrumental adoption to improve image and
reputation. The paper adopts qualitative content analysis of 42 Communications of Progress (COPs),
submitted by 25 companies from the V4 in 2017–2019. The related self-assessments in the UNGC
Participation Database were also used. It reveals that the companies obviously fulfil their obligation
to report their activities related to SDGs but fail to provide relevant details. Moreover, divergences
between the challenges faced by V4 countries and the priorities of the companies related to individual
SDGs are also identified. This raises serious concerns about the UNGC’s practical effects.

Keywords: Sustainable Development Goals; United Nations Global Compact; Visegrad countries

1. Introduction

During the previous three decades, there was a revolutionary shift in the understanding of the
purpose of business and its role in contemporary societies. Compared to the traditional narrow focus
on “making profit”, emphasised since the early 1970s when Milton Friedman declared it the core of
entrepreneurial activity, a more comprehensive notion emerged, integrating economic activity with the
promotion of social values and sustainability. As a result, societal and environmental concerns have
been integrated both into the business operations of many companies as well as their risk management
(Hanggraeni et al. 2019; Belás et al. 2015). At the same time, a variety of tools emerged to assist and
promote the companies in their efforts.

The official launch of the United Nations Global Compact (UNGC) in 2000, a multi-stakeholder
corporate social responsibility (CSR) initiative under the umbrella of the United Nations, and the
auspices of the then Secretary-General Kofi Annan, entirely fits into this revolutionary context
(cf. Williams 2018). Its Ten Principles of human and labour rights, environmental protection and
anti-corruption were designed to guide businesses in developing local action for coping with the
global challenges of our time, introducing precautionary approaches to a broad range of societal and
environmental issues, and preventing severe failures, such as child labour or corruption.

In the following two decades, the UNGC has grown from an initial group of 44 large multinationals
(Brown et al. 2018) into the world’s largest CSR initiative, often being considered the most prominent
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one (Abdelzaher et al. 2019). Currently, it reports on over 12,000 participants (of which approximately
9500 are companies) from more than 160 countries (United Nations Global Compact 2018).

However, despite the prominent position of the UNGC within the contemporary global governance
architecture, there are serious doubts about its actual impacts in the contemporary scholarly literature
(cf. Ali and Frynas 2018; Schembera 2018; Lim 2017; Coulmont et al. 2017; Zilic et al. 2019). The
criticism points especially to the lack of intergovernmental legitimacy, the absence of oversight by the
UN General Assembly and the blue-wash phenomenon, i.e., participation to acquire public legitimacy
without any real intention to adhere to the Ten Principles of the UN Global Compact. Additionally,
the gap is addressed between the “say” and “do” steps in internal policies of subscribing companies,
weak accountability mechanisms, the ongoing exclusion of several groups of stakeholders as well as
slow progress on the integration of Ten Principles to business operations overall (Fortín and Jolly 2015;
Pingeot 2015). Last but not least, the problem of inconsistent participation has been discussed, but
there is little empirical evidence.

This paper examines the impacts of the UNGC’s attempts to promote Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) through their integration into the regular Communications on Progress (COPs). Its
purpose is to reveal the contribution of COPs to the implementation of SDGs, and to overcome
divergences between societal needs and business preferences. The study is focused on the V4 region,
i.e., the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia, as an example of post-transformation areas
facing many challenges in terms of responsible and sustainable business conduct. The countries
have been considered laggards in CSR and business ethics, due to the delay in spread of the
related concepts caused by the Cold War (Steurer and Konrad 2009), and also discrepancies in the
commitment of international companies operating on their territories as well as purely domestic firms
(Fekete 2005; Bohatá 2005; Lenssen et al. 2006). This creates favourable conditions for research to
capture the effects of various international CSR and sustainability projects as well as the constraints on
their proper implementation. Moreover, it promises to provide many incentives for further studies,
as there are many similarities between the V4 and other countries of Central and Eastern Europe
(Steurer and Konrad 2009).

To fulfil its aim, the paper employs qualitative content analysis of 40 Communications of
Progress (COPs) and the related self-assessments in the UNGC Participation Database, submitted by
25 companies from the V4 in 2017–2019. The remainder is organised as follows: Section 2 provides a
more detailed literature review and specifies the rationale of the study. Section 3 starts with a brief
overview of the V4’s involvement in the UNGC and then provides the background for the analysis
and explains our methodological approach. Section 4 explores the coverage of SDGs by the COPs
submitted to the UNGC from the “active” and “advanced” companies (i.e., business entities with over
250 full-time employees) domiciled in the V4. Sections 5 and 6 summarise key findings, in particular
the reluctant approach in the region to the UNGC project and its SDGs dimension, and discuss the
constraints of research concentrated on a small group of companies.

2. Literature Review and the Rationale of the Study

The relationship of business, society and the environment has been provoking the interest of
scholars since the debate on corporate social responsibility started in the 1970s (De Bakker et al. 2005;
Crowther and Capaldi 2008; Teck et al. 2019). In the last two decades, much attention has also
been devoted to the global initiatives supporting responsible and sustainable entrepreneurship. The
evolution and spread of some of them, such as the UNGC or the Global Reporting Initiative, have been
under intense scrutiny (Williams 2014; Brown et al. 2009). The same is also true for the geographical
patterns of participation, used in real business life (Ayuso et al. 2016; Marimon et al. 2012), and quality
of reporting (Schaltegger and Wagner 2006; Jamali and Mirshak 2007).

Nevertheless, regarding the UNGC, the research so far has identified many problems, in
particular, substantial cross-country differences in adoption and disclosure levels (Ali and Frynas 2018;
Schembera 2018; Lim 2017); insufficient quality of annual Communications on Progress (COPs), the
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primary tool for monitoring participants’ commitment to the UNGC Ten Principles (Coulmont et al. 2017;
Zilic et al. 2019); as well as numerous cases of companies adhering to the Principles for the instrumental
reasons of seeking protection from criticism and improving their reputation rather than having real
intentions of applying them in their everyday operations (Amer 2018; Wettstein et al. 2019). Moreover,
studies on the practical impacts of the UNGC on the business operations and risk management of
companies are almost non-existent (cf. Fortín and Jolly 2015; Shoji 2015).

The identified shortcomings sharply contrast with the prominent position of the UNGC, which is
considered the flagship within the UN–business interface and even a new form of global governance,
sometimes called inclusive multilateralism (Zemanová and Druláková 2016). Nor do they correspond
with the recent belief that the UNGC could become one of the most important pillars when
implementing the UN Post-2015 agenda and the SDGs (Fortín and Jolly 2015; Ayuso et al. 2016;
Coulmont et al. 2017). Thus, the need for scholarly research on the UNGC’s impacts and effectiveness
persists (Jastram and Klingenberg 2018; Orzes et al. 2018).

As there has been a clear connection between the UNGC Ten Principles and SDGs since their
adoption (cf. United Nation Global Compact 2014), boosting the engagement of business and driving
its action towards SDGs seemed a logical step. Thus, SDGs have been incorporated as an integral
part of the UNGC multi-year strategy, with the aim to raising awareness, attracting companies to join
and embedding SDGs into their operations. Since 2016, guidance by the UNGC has been completed
with monitoring the relation of the activities described in the COPs of its “active” and “advanced”
participants to particular SDGs in a SDGs questionnaire (United Nation Global Compact 2016).

The activity of the UNGC headquarters to support the implementation of SDGs has been
enormous, ranging from the dissemination of information through publishing methodical materials
and guidelines to the creation of an Action Platform. However, still, the previous problems with
the UNGC’s (unbalanced) impacts, intensively addressed in the related scholarly debate, make the
prospect of the SDGs’ support questionable. Can a shift in the priorities of companies be expected?
Will the UNGC’s efforts result in their mobilisation and change their business models towards the
SDGs’ implementation? Or does it merely create a new space for instrumental adoption to improve
image and reputation? These are the core research questions in the following study of the V4 countries.

3. Materials and Methods

Despite their on-going integration into the Western world and the European Union, the
post-transitional V4 countries, still bearing many burdens of their past in terms of business ethics
(cf., e.g., Kliestik et al. 2018, pp. 792–93), belong to regions with a very low participation rate in
the UNGC. With the exception of Poland, the countries can also be considered latecomers, as the
first private entities from Hungary only joined in 2005, and from the Czech Republic and Slovakia
in 2008, respectively. Until the middle of this decade, the numbers of participants from the V4 had
been growing (for details on the dynamics, see Zemanová and Druláková 2016). However, with the
exception of Poland, there has been a substantial decline in engagement since 2016. As a result, the
total number of entities involved has almost stagnated, and, as can be clearly seen in Figure 1, inactive
ones (i.e., in the language of the UNGC, delisted and non-communicating) have prevailed over those
that regularly submit their COPs, and, thus, remain in the UNGC Participants Database.
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Figure 1. Participants in the United Nations Global Compact (UNGC) from V4 countries by the end
of 2019.

By the end of 2019, the total number of active participants from the V4 amounted to 75. However,
as the UNGC also enables membership of subjects other than businesses (e.g., academic institutions
and non-governmental organisations), only 58 were companies or small and medium enterprises.
As of 31 December 2019, the distribution across countries was as follows: The Czech Republic 6
(1 company/5 small and medium enterprises), Hungary 5 (3/2), Poland 45 (22/23), Slovakia 2 (1/1)
(United Nations Global Compact 2019). This made the region’s participation in the UNGC unique
within the global CSR context, as the research so far reports larger firms to be more active in CSR
disclosure than smaller ones (Beck et al. 2018).

As for the SDGs’ performance, all V4 countries scored well in the 2019 SDG index. The Czech
Republic qualified in the Top 10 and the other states ranked between the 25th and 29th place
(Bertelsman Stiftung and Sustainable Development Solutions Network 2019). However, a closer look
reveals that, with a few exceptions (i.e., SDG 1–No Poverty–in the Czech Republic and Slovakia, and
SDG 15–Life on Land–in Hungary and Poland), they face persistent challenges in most of the priority
areas. Whereas the major ones in all countries relate to SDG 13–Climate Action–and significant ones
to SDG 11–Responsible Consumption, in some of them major challenges also remain in SDG 2–Zero
Hunger, SDG 4–Quality of Education, SDG 9–Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure, SDG 14–Life
below Water and SDG 17–Partnership for the Goals.

To answer the research questions, we first explored V4 countries’ strengths and weaknesses on
SDGs with the use of 2019 SDG Dashboards (ibid). We then compared them with the frequency of
references to each SDG in the UNGC questionnaire on the relation of activities described in COPs to
individual SDGs. The SDG questionnaire requires the identification of individual SDGs covered by
COPs from each Active and Advanced Participant, which is the multitude of company participants.
To get a more precise picture about the priorities and the role of the business, we then analysed the
COPs of V4 companies (i.e., according to UNGC rules, enterprises with at least 250 full-time employees
that were as of 1 September 2019 listed as active in the UNGC participants database). This dataset
comprised of initially 25 companies and 42 reports. However, it was necessary to exclude 10 Polish
companies, as they joined only recently and their first COPs were not due before 31 December 2019,
as well as another Polish company whose COPs were not accessible from the database. In total we
collected 42 COPs submitted in 2017, 2018 and 2019. This is summarised in Table 1.
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Table 1. Description of the dataset for the companies’ commitment analysis.

Country Companies COPs Co. Excluded COPs Excluded

Czech Republic 2 3 0 0
Hungary 3 9 0 1
Poland 22 28 10 5

Slovakia 1 2 0 0
Total 25 42 10 6

For each COP we recorded which SDGs were declared to be addressed. With the exception of six
reports (either in national languages or inaccessible from the UNGC participants database) (Table 1),
we further searched for references to SDGs in their content, using the key word “SDG” and, if no results
were shown, we also searched “sustainable development goal”/“sustainable development goals” and
then examined the related text.

4. Results

Although the performance of the V4 countries in SDGs is above average, as any other state in the
world they are still far from achieving most of them. Figures 2a, 3a, 4a and 5a summarise the current
situation according to the latest edition of the 2019 Sustainable Development Report (ibid) for each
country and SDG separately. Corresponding with Sustainable Development Report methodology,
performance is measured by the two worst indicators in each area and divided into four categories:
0—SDG achievement; 1—challenges remain; 2—significant challenges remain; 3—major challenges
remain. This means that the best performance is marked by the least and the worst one with the most
distance from the centre of the graph.

In the Czech Republic (Figure 2b), COPs submitted by companies in 2017–2019, according to the
responses to the UNGC SDGs questionnaire, tended to address more challenging SDGs for the country,
with the exception of SDG 13–Climate action. In addition, despite countries’ better performance in
this area, their COPs also covered activities related to SDG 8–Decent work and economic growth,
SDG 10–Reduced inequalities, SDG 11–Sustainable cities and communities, and SDG 12–Responsible
consumption and Production, which might have correlated with their specific CSR concerns. Similarly,
this was also true for Hungarian businesses (Figure 3b), with more emphasis on SDG 13–Climate
action, in comparison to the Czech Republic.
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Figure 2. (a) Czech Republic’s level of achievement; (b) Czech Republic’s companies’ coverage of the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (incident rate in COPs).
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Figure 3. (a) Hungary’s level of achievement; (b) Hungary’s companies’ coverage of the SDGs (incident
rate in COPs).
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Figure 4. (a) Poland’s level of achievement; (b) Poland’s companies’ coverage of the SDGs (incident
rate in COPs).
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Figure 5. (a) Slovakia’s level of achievement; (b) Slovakia’s companies’ coverage of the SDGs (incident
rate in COPs).

In contrast, data for Poland revealed more divergences (Figure 4). The country obviously faces
major challenges in regard to SDGs 2, 9, 12, 13, 14 and 17. However, only SDG 12 is among those most
frequently declared to be covered by activities reported in COPs. Surprisingly, (apart from SDG 12) the
highest number of COPs covered SDGs 8, 3, 5 and 4, where the country’s performance was substantially
better than in the previous cases.

Unlike the other V4 countries, there is currently only one company participant in the UNGC in
Slovakia, with 2 COPs recorded in the Participants database. The data retrieved for this participant
(Figure 5) showed that the range of the SDGs covered changes (which is also the case for many other
companies in the dataset) and only four SDGs were addressed in both years, including only one from
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the most urgent triad for Slovakia. SDG 9–Industry, innovation and infrastructure, where Slovakia
faces major challenges, was neglected.

What is more alarming is that only 13 COPs (i.e., approximately 1/3) in our dataset, submitted by
seven companies (approximately 40%), contained explicit references to SDGs. However, in most cases
these references included a very general description of the SDGs and the 2030 Agenda themselves and
a list of taken or planned action. The following parts from the Polish Grupa Lotos and IBA Group’s
2018 COPs are perfect examples:

“We have declared our support for Goal No. 9, regarding building stable infrastructure,
promoting sustainable industrialisation and supporting innovation. We want to implement
this goal through innovative development projects, for the benefit of our social environment
and business.

In addition to the declared Goal No. 9, we actively support the goals of reducing social
inequalities, sustainable industry, sustainable management of marine resources, halting
losses in biodiversity, productive employment and ensuring sustainable production patterns.
Our activities for innovation, including the development of electromobility, and those related
to the improvement of efficiency, combine with Goal No. 7 and Goal No. 13.”

“IBA Group employees’ ages range from 20 to 70+ years, which is not typical of young IT
companies. Ten of the company’s employees are older than 70. These are top-class mainframe
specialists. All employees have access to a benefit package that includes medical care, sports
classes, cultural activities, and financial assistance. Former IBA Group employees who retired
have access to the benefit package too.”

This makes the commitment and contribution to SDGs within the company segment as well as
practical impacts of the UNGC SDGs questionnaire highly questionable. On the other hand, most of the
reports with explicit references are of 2018 (5) or the first 8 months of 2019 (6). This might indicate that
the obligation to complete the questionnaire results in more interest in SDGs, at least when preparing
the subsequent reports, and there might be some space, thus, the project of integration of the UNGC
with SDGs might create some space for social learning.

5. Discussion

It is obvious that, as in the case of the UNGC project itself, the impacts on the implementation of
SDGs by companies involved in the UNGC in the V4 countries are negligible. The companies from
the V4 that qualify as active and advanced participants obviously fulfil their obligation to declare
which activities described in their COPs relate to SDGs. Nevertheless, the COPs do not go into the
necessary details. This might indicate little interest in SDGs, at least during the completion of COPs,
and the ex-post establishment of the linkage to the companies’ business. Combined with the low
participation rates from the V4 as well as divergences between the intensity of country challenges and
the priorities of the companies related to individual SDGs, the mobilising potential of the UNGC for
the implementation of SDGs by the companies from the region is almost zero.

Although some companies respond to the emergence of the SDGs questionnaire in the materials
accompanying COPs with the incorporation of general references, they rather link the SDGs with
their “business-as-usual” than with future plans and far-reaching changes. Thus, incorporating SDGs
for reputational reasons cannot be rejected. This fully corresponds with the previous criticism of the
implementation gap (Fortín and Jolly 2015; Pingeot 2015), and, in particular, the insufficiencies of COPs
themselves (Coulmont et al. 2017; Zilic et al. 2019). Nevertheless, findings presented in this study go
further, indicating that the expectations related to the importance of the UNGC for the implementation
of the SDGs by 2030 might be strongly exaggerated.

As this was only a preliminary study, we are aware of its limitations. Firstly, due to very little
interest in the UNGC project in the V4, our dataset was comprehensive but insufficient. We could
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only map the attitudes of the companies involved, with no possibility of greater generalisation for
the implementation of SDGs throughout CSR programmes in the region. Secondly, many of the
companies develop their activities both inside and outside V4 countries. Therefore, their commitment
to individual SDGs declared in the COP questionnaires does not necessarily have to relate to their
country of domicile. However, preventing this possible bias of the records in our dataset would have
required that our analysis of the COPs went into substantially more detail, which was beyond the scope
of this paper. Last but not least, we did not have any possibility of comparison with other regions, as
the research on this topic is in its very initial stage.

6. Conclusions

Without a substantial change soon, the COPs, as a tool for the implementation of the SDGs in
the V4, remain of little significance. In order to change this pessimistic outlook, it is necessary to
search for ways to activate the relevant stakeholders (the UN, the governments, companies themselves
and non-state entities) as fast as possible. The V4 lags significantly behind more advanced European
countries and will have to scale-up its efforts.

The prospects of the region remain somewhat uncertain unless new incentives come from the
relevant institutional and social background, and crucial stakeholders start performing proactively. In
absolute terms, it is currently only Poland that reveals more commitment to the UNGC and its Ten
Principles in comparison to other V4 countries. However, the picture is far less optimistic when related
to the size of its economy and the total number of companies.

Thus, the existing doubts about the limited contribution of the COPs to the implementation of the
SDGs, both globally and locally, seem highly relevant for the V4 region. Moreover, they are further
supported by the revealed discrepancies between the broad and comprehensive needs of the countries
and the narrow focus and preferences of their companies, concentrating primarily on goals closest to
the entrepreneurial activity.

Undoubtedly, the problems with SDGs’ implementation through the UNGC COPs, revealed by the
analysis in this paper, should be addressed by further research. There is much room for comparisons
on how various UNGC participants link their activities to individual SDGs and address the most
urgent challenges of their home states. Furthermore, broader attention should be paid to geographical
specifics and patterns to identify both the catalyst of and obstacles to a deeper engagement of business
in the ambitious SDGs agenda.
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