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GLOSSARY

AI 	 Artificial Intelligence

BECCS 	 Bioenergy with Carbon Capture and Storage

BRC	 British Retail Consortium

CBI	 Confederation of British Industry

CCC	 Climate Change Committee

CCUS	 Carbon Capture, Utilisation, and Storage

CO2	 Carbon Dioxide
 	
COP	 Conference of the Parties

CoP	 Communication on Progress

CPG	 Consumer Packaged Goods

CSDDD	 Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive

CSRD	 Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive

EPR	 Extended Producer Responsibility

ESG	 Environmental, Social, and Governance

EU	 European Union

FfD4	 Fourth International Conference on Financing  
	 for Development

FHS	 Future Homes Standard

GDP	 Gross Domestic Product

GHG	 Greenhouse Gas

GISD 	 Global Investors for Sustainable Development 		
	 Alliance

GICS 	 Global Industry Classification Standard

Gt 	 Gigatonne

GVA 	 Gross Value Added

GW 	 Gigawatt

ICB 	 Industry Classification Benchmark

ISSB 	 International Sustainability Standards Board

LNOB 	 Leave No One Behind

mHRDD 	 Mandatory Human Rights Due Diligence

mHREDD 	 Mandatory Human Rights and Environmental  
	 Due Diligence

ML 	 Machine Learning

SDGs 	 Sustainable Development Goals

SMEs 	 Small and Medium-sized Enterprises

NGO 	 Non-governmental Organisation

TNFD 	 Taskforce on Nature-related Financial Disclosures

TW 	 Terawatt

UCL 	 University College London

WBA 	 World Benchmarking Alliance
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This is a decisive moment. The world is changing fast – from 
the accelerating impacts of climate change to shifting global 
markets and rising inequalities. With only five years left to deliver 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the question is not 
whether business should act, but how quickly and boldly it can 
transform.

The UN Global Compact exists to mobilise that transformation. 
Here in the UK, our Network brings together more than 900 
companies committed to aligning purpose with performance. 
By working with business leaders across industries, we are 
proving that sustainability is the foundation of resilience, 
competitiveness, and long-term prosperity.

Trailblazers & Transformers: UK Business Sectors Redefining 
Sustainability reflects this mission. It examines six sectors 
that will shape the UK’s progress and shows where leadership 

Steve Kenzie 
Executive Director at the  
UN Global Compact Network UK 

is emerging, where momentum is building, and where barriers 
remain. Crucially, it demonstrates that no sector can achieve the 
SDGs alone. To unlock systemic change, we must first understand 
the challenges each sector faces and then break them down 
collectively by leveraging the power of policy, finance, innovation, 
and cross-sector collaboration.

We are deeply grateful to University College London, Newcastle 
University, and Euromonitor International for their invaluable 
expertise in shaping this report. Their partnership reflects the 
spirit of collective action that will be essential for the years 
ahead.

The path to 2030 will not be easy, but it is filled with opportunity. 
If UK businesses act as trailblazers and transformers, and if 
we work together across sectors, we can deliver a future that is 
sustainable, inclusive, and prosperous for all.

FOREWORD 
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The UK stands at a pivotal moment in its sustainability journey. 
With just five years to achieve the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), business action will play a crucial role in 
determining whether ambition translates into measurable impact. 
Trailblazers & Transformers: UK Business Sectors Redefining 
Sustainability, assesses the performance of six priority sectors - 
Consumer Staples, Energy and Utilities, Consumer Discretionary, 
Industrials, Financials, and Technology and Telecommunications 
– against the SDGs.

Far from being abstract global commitments, the SDGs are 
practical tools for building resilience, competitiveness, and long-
term prosperity. Businesses that integrate sustainability into 
their core strategies are better positioned to innovate, attract 
investment, strengthen supply chains, and lead in future markets. 
This ‘ambition loop’ – where pioneering companies inspire 
stronger policy frameworks and ambitious government action 
empowers business – offers the fastest path to transformation.

KEY FINDINGS:

•	 Consumer Staples lead on SDG integration across value  
	 chains, but face persistent challenges around waste,  
	 affordability, and biodiversity.

•	 Energy and Utilities are frontrunners in decarbonisation yet  
	 must address affordability and equity to ensure a just  
	 transition.

•	 Financial Services hold unmatched influence through  
	 sustainable finance, but a gap remains between commitments  
	 and measurable impact.

•	 Technology and Telecommunications drive digital  
	 transformation and green innovation, but lag on transparency,  
	 human rights, and emissions management.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

•	 Industrials and Consumer Discretionary are advancing on  
	 circularity, renewable adoption, and governance, but require  
	 deeper action on labour standards, waste, and supply chain  
	 accountability.

Overall, UK businesses are relatively strong on social-
focused SDGs (decent work, equality, governance) but lag on 
environmental goals, particularly waste, water, biodiversity, and 
emissions.

The next five years are decisive. To deliver transformation at pace 
and scale:

•	 Businesses must go beyond compliance, embedding the SDGs  
	 into their core purpose and operations while scaling circular,  
	 low-carbon, and inclusive practices.

•	 Policymakers must provide coherent, long-term  
	 frameworks – including mandatory human rights and  
	 environmental due diligence, clear green finance definitions,  
	 and consistent recycling and waste standards.

•	 Investors must bridge the $4 trillion annual global SDG  
	 financing gap by directing capital toward inclusive, climate- 
	 resilient, and nature-positive solutions.

•	 Collective action across business, government, investors,  
	 and civil society is essential to amplify impact, unlock shared  
	 solutions, and ensure no one is left behind.

By acting as trailblazers and transformers, UK businesses 
can redefine sustainability as both a moral imperative and 
a foundation of resilience, competitiveness, and long-term 
prosperity. Achieving the SDGs is not only critical for society 
and the environment, but also the business opportunity of a 
generation.
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The world is undergoing profound change. From climate disruption 
to digital transformation, from shifting food systems to the urgent 
need for decent jobs and social protection, the scale of transition 
required is unprecedented. 

Meeting these challenges while securing long-term prosperity 
demands bold leadership from both government and business. 
Progress depends on collective action, creating a positive ‘ambition 
loop’ where pioneering business practices inspire stronger 
policy frameworks, and ambitious government action empowers 
companies to go further, faster.
The UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) under the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development provide the framework for 
this shared endeavour. Their interlinked objectives – eradicating 
poverty, reducing inequalities, advancing decent work, and 
safeguarding the environment – remain central to the UK’s 
prosperous future. 

Far from being abstract global commitments, they are practical 
tools for resilience, competitiveness, and long-term prosperity. 
The commitment at the heart of the 2030 Agenda to ‘Leave no 
one behind’ (LNOB) demands that the benefits of innovation and 
transition are shared fairly, helping to reduce inequalities within 
and between societies.

The UK is well placed to lead this transformation. The UK 
Government’s Modern Industrial Strategy sets ambitious 
goals; from doubling investment in advanced manufacturing 
and professional services, to scaling clean energy industries, 

INTRODUCTION

expanding digital and creative sectors, and cementing leadership 
in life sciences and financial services. When aligned with the 
UN’s six critical transitions – food systems, energy access, digital 
transformation, education, jobs and social protection, and climate 
and biodiversity – these ambitions offer a pathway to a competitive, 
inclusive, and sustainable economy. 

To support business innovation, the Government should provide 
long-term enabling conditions with clear sustainability standards, 
stable frameworks, and incentives that reward resilience and 
responsible growth.
Leading businesses are already driving sustainable development by 
scaling renewable energy, embedding circular economy models, and 
advancing social impact. They are the trailblazers and transformers 
driving innovation across sectors, ready to work alongside 
policymakers to unlock the pace and scale of change required. 

Trailblazers & Transformers: UK Business Sectors Redefining 
Sustainability explores the potential and progress of six sectors, 
namely (1) Consumer Staples, (2) Energy and Utilities, (3) 
Consumer Discretionary, (4) Industrials, (5) Financials, and (6) 
Technology and Telecommunications, in advancing sustainable 
development. It benchmarks progress, highlights barriers, and 
identifies how closer collaboration can unlock the pace and scale 
of change required to deliver the SDGs. 

The companies that embrace this transformation will not only 
deliver on the SDGs but also secure their position as leaders in the 
markets of the future.

https://sdgs.un.org/
https://www.undp.org/publications/what-does-it-mean-leave-no-one-behind
https://www.undp.org/publications/what-does-it-mean-leave-no-one-behind
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/the-uks-modern-industrial-strategy-2025
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal1
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal2
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal3
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal4
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal5
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal6
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal7
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal8
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal9
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal10
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal11
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal12
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal13
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal14
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal15
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal16
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal17
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PRIORITY SECTOR GROUPING

The Consumer Staples sector grouping includes businesses that provide essential 
products and services, such as food and beverages.

The Energy sector grouping covers traditional (oil, gas, and coal) and alternative 
(renewables, nuclear) energy production. The Utilities sector grouping includes 
companies providing supply and distribution of electricity, gas, water, or multi-
utilities.

The Consumer Discretionary sector grouping broadly covers businesses that provide 
consumer goods more sensitive to economic cycles, such as automobiles, household 
appliances, leisure goods (recreational products), media, and retail – including 
personal goods such as clothing, accessories, and footwear.

The Industrials sector grouping broadly covers businesses in construction and 
industrial goods and services, including industrial manufacturing, engineering, and 
infrastructure.

The Financials sector grouping covers banks, financial services, and insurance 
providers.

The Technology sector grouping includes businesses that provide software and 
computer services and/or technology hardware and equipment, such as electronic 
components. The Telecommunications sector grouping covers businesses that 
provide fixed/line, mobile voice, and data services (broadband etc).

CONSUMER STAPLES

ENERGY AND UTILITIES

CONSUMER DISCRETIONARY

INDUSTRIALS

FINANCIALS

TECHNOLOGY AND TELECOMMUNICATIONS
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APPROACH AND METHODOLOGY

This publication maps the performance of different sector 
groupings, as defined by the Industry Classification Benchmark 
(ICB), against the SDGs with the aim of understanding the 
UK’s sustainability transformation, highlighting sector-
specific challenges and opportunities. The analysis aimed to 
establish sectors as trailblazers (those leading the way on SDG 
performance), transformers (those driving momentum and 
accelerating the transition), and emerging (those in the early 
stages of progress, with significant potential to advance) in the 
implementation of the SDGs.

We have followed a mixed methods approach, including rapid 
quantitative data analysis, qualitative review, and case studies. 
The report draws on the collective support from our network, 
in particular, University College London (UCL) and Newcastle 
University, to provide an independent review of the performance of 
UK business sectors. UCL and Newcastle University were selected 
to lead the rapid analysis based on their relevant expertise in 
research and evaluation, as well as their previous involvement in 
the Measuring Up and Measuring Up 2.0 reports. These reports 
assessed the UK’s national performance against the 17 SDGs and 
their 169 targets in 2019 and 2022, respectively. The analysis was 
completed throughout July and August 2025 based on two primary 
data sources from the World Benchmarking Alliance (WBA) and 
UN Global Compact Communication on Progress (CoP). 

We recognise that gaps remain despite our efforts to address 
them. The SDG framework is both comprehensive and 
interconnected, with Goals and Targets designed to reinforce 
one another. The Goals set out a universal vision, while the 
Targets translate this into more specific areas for action. Their 
strength lies in their interoperability – the progress made on 
one Goal often drives advances across others, reflecting the 
systemic nature of sustainable development. However, many 
of the Targets remain less directly applicable or tangible for 
businesses. Our analysis and synthesis therefore focused on 

those most relevant to the final report, applying a methodology 
that highlights where business can meaningfully contribute 
while acknowledging the interdependencies across the Goals. 
We hope to build on this detailed research in future years and 
make it publicly available.

This report focuses on the implementation of the Goals within UK-
based organisations operating in different economic sectors. It will 
sit alongside the Measuring Up reports, which focus on the UK at a 
national governance level. 

PHASE 1 – INITIAL SCOPING, SECTOR MAPPING, 
AND SELECTION

We adopted a structured approach to sector mapping, drawing 
on established best practice and the collective expertise of our 
network. Sectors were defined based on established classification 
frameworks, namely the Industry Classification Benchmark (ICB) 
and Global Industry Classification Standard (GICS). UN Global 
Compact Network UK Participant data was analysed against 
both frameworks to identify sectors with larger representation. 
Alignment with the ICB was chosen due to it being a more 
established method of classification used within the UN Global 
Compact. Additionally, qualitative analysis of industry reports was 
used to estimate the impact potential of each sector grouping on 
the SDGs. 

Based on the results, six sectors were selected for detailed 
analysis, namely (1) Consumer Staples, (2) Energy and Utilities, 
(3) Consumer Discretionary, (4) Industrials, (5) Financials, and 
(6) Technology and Telecommunications. We acknowledge that 
not all SDGs are equally relevant for each sector. Thus, secondary 
industry data including the GISD Sector-Specific SDG-related 
Metrics for Corporate Reporting and ONS datasets were used to 
establish priority SDGs for each sector.

https://www.lseg.com/en/ftse-russell/industry-classification-benchmark-icb
https://www.lseg.com/en/ftse-russell/industry-classification-benchmark-icb
https://www.unglobalcompact.org.uk/measuring-up/
https://www.worldbenchmarkingalliance.org/
https://unglobalcompact.org/participation/report/cop
https://www.lseg.com/en/ftse-russell/industry-classification-benchmark-icb
https://www.msci.com/indexes/index-resources/gics
https://www.gisdalliance.org/sites/default/files/2021-10/GISD%20Sector-Specific%20Metrics%20-%20Final%20Report.pdf
https://www.gisdalliance.org/sites/default/files/2021-10/GISD%20Sector-Specific%20Metrics%20-%20Final%20Report.pdf
https://www.ons.gov.uk/
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PHASE 2 – DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS

Five datasets from the CoP were made available by the UN Global 
Compact for data analysis. The CoP is the primary mechanism for 
Participants of the UN Global Compact to demonstrate progress 
made against the Ten Principles in the areas of human rights, 
labour, environment, and anti-corruption, as well as the SDGs. 

As such, it was considered the most applicable data source for 
rapid review. First, the data was filtered to ensure that only UK 
organisations were included. Second, sector mapping was applied, 
where each organisation was classified according to the ICB. 
Third, responses against each question were given a rating – green 
(positive action), amber (some action but more can be done), or 
red (negative or no action). This allowed for datasets to be filtered 
based on sector, question, and response. A score for each sector 
was then calculated based on the proportion of green (scored 
at 1) and amber (scored at 0.5) responses against the total, 
allowing for comparison between sectors against each question. 
Questions were then mapped against the SDGs based on the 2025 
Communication on Progress Questionnaire Guidebook to provide a 
score for each sector to be calculated for each SDG.

The CoP data presents progress from organisations already 
interested and committed to sustainable development, and 
therefore it was important to include a secondary data source to 
ensure results can be contextualised. The WBA’s open datasets 
were selected following initial review. The WBA SDG2000 

list contains 2000 companies globally, which are associated 
with seven systems transformations for achieving the SDGs 
namely: financial, food and agriculture, digital, social, urban, and 
nature. Methodologies and results from each transformation 
assessment are publicly available on the WBA website. Out of 
85 UK-headquartered SDG2000 companies, 35 (41.2%) are also 
Participants of the UN Global Compact Network UK, with another 
9 (10.6%) affiliated with other UN Global Compact Country 
Networks. 

This overlap demonstrates that a reasonable portion of UK 
companies deemed most influential by WBA’s independent 
assessment are already party to the Ten Principles of the UN 
Global Compact. However, examining this overlap in reverse, only 
35 out of 437 companies (5.7%) participating in the UN Global 
Compact Network UK are part of the SDG2000. This indicates 
that the SDG2000 does not provide full coverage of the UN Global 
Compact Network UK Participant base. 

Participants of the UN Global Compact encompass a broad mix of 
organisations of varying sizes and influence, including businesses, 
academia, business associations, NGOs, and the public sector, 
which are not accounted for in the SDG2000. Yet, the SDG2000 
does prioritise globally influential companies which are likely to 
have outsized effects on SDG progress based on size, sector, and 
geographic spread. Therefore, for this report, focusing on the 
SDG2000 members provides a pragmatic balance between depth 
of impact and data quality.

Only 35/925 (3.8%) of Participants are also 
represented in the SDG2000. However, the SDG2000 
represents the most influential companies, so is 
arguably the most impactful subset of UN Global 
Compact Network UK Participants

35/84 (41%) of SDG2000 
companies headquartered in the 
UK are also Participants of the  
UN Global Compact Network UK

925 Participants of the UN Global 
Compact Network UK (as of June 2025)

84 UK-based Companies in 
the 2025 World Benchmarking 
Alliance SDG2000 3 

Foundations

1
Public  
Sector

1
City

10
Business

Associations

11
Academic 

Institutions

20 
NGOs

Overlap 
of 35

437 
companies

442
SMEs

https://unglobalcompact.org/participation/report/cop
https://unglobalcompact.org/what-is-gc/mission/principles
https://unglobalcompact.org/library/6107
https://unglobalcompact.org/library/6107
https://www.worldbenchmarkingalliance.org/sdg2000/
https://www.worldbenchmarkingalliance.org/seven-systems-transformations/
https://www.worldbenchmarkingalliance.org/benchmarking/methodology/
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The data of the WBA SDG2000 was used to focus analytical efforts 
on companies with the largest impact potential. The datasets 
were processed in the same way as the UN Global Compact 
datasets – firstly, filtering companies to ensure UK inclusion only, 
and secondly, mapping the sectors. Responses to WBA questions 
were pre-scored (usually 0, 0.5, or 1 out of 1) in the datasets. Each 
question was mapped against the SDGs. This mapping was based 
on qualitative assessment rather than a predefined framework. 
Scores for each sector against the SDG were then calculated on 
a scale of 0 to 1. This allowed for comparison of performance 
between sectors. 

PHASE 3 – INSIGHTS, WRITE-UP, AND REVIEW

Data from each dataset (WBA and CoP) were brought together in 
an impact framework table. Each sector’s results were mapped 
against each goal, alongside the priority SDGs, impact potential, 
and membership representation. In the process, additional quality 
assurance of the original datasets was undertaken to ensure 
data integrity. It was decided to group together Technology 
and Telecommunications in one, and Energy and Utilities in one, 
to avoid classification boundary issues as the data presented 
inconsistency in the classification of some large organisations 
which may span both domains. Goal performance was shown in 
two columns (WBA and UN Global Compact, respectively) per 
sector to facilitate comparison between the datasets. The lowest 
(within 10 percentile) scoring sectors for each SDG were shown 
as red (emerging) and the highest (within 50 percentile) scores 
were shown in green (trailblazing), with the median (30 percentile) 
scores shown as amber (transforming). Generally, WBA and UN 
Global Compact assessments were comparable; however, for 

some isolated SDGs and sectors, differences were observed. 
Deeper analysis was then undertaken on a question-by-question 
basis to establish why the differences might be arising. While the 
WBA scores have not been included in the summary table of the 
report, they were used in the analysis to generate insights as to 
whether participation in the UN Global Compact is representative 
of the larger corporations in the WBA and if there are areas where 
Participants of the UN Global Compact are performing better or 
worse. 

PHASE 4 – STAKEHOLDER INPUT AND REVIEW: 
CASE STUDIES AND DEEP DIVES

To strengthen the credibility and robustness of our methodology, 
we engaged key stakeholders, including UN Global Compact 
Network UK Participants and sector experts, through 21 online 
research calls. These discussions not only validated the sector 
selection process and helped address potential data gaps but also 
provided the foundation for the case studies featured throughout 
this report. Where limitations in available data were identified, 
these are noted transparently, alongside recommendations for 
further research.

We also conducted a targeted survey with businesses at the 
forefront of the transition. This captured both cross-sectoral 
sentiment and sector-specific perspectives, which, together with 
the research calls, informed the case studies and shaped the deep 
dive chapters. Each deep dive builds directly on these insights, 
combining stakeholder perspectives with data analysis to highlight 
opportunities, challenges, and examples of transformative practice 
across the six priority sectors.
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THE CASE FOR A SECTORAL LENS

Sector mapping provides a critical foundation for understanding 
and accelerating the UK’s sustainability transformation. 
The UK economy is highly diverse, with industries that carry 
distinct environmental footprints, social responsibilities, and 
opportunities for innovation. By looking at sectors individually, it 
becomes possible to identify where the greatest challenges and 
opportunities lie.

The scale and structure of UK business further underscore the 
importance of a sectoral approach. At the start of 2024, there 
were 5.5 million private sector businesses in the UK, of which 
99.2% were SMEs, 0.7% medium-sized enterprises, and 0.1% large 
businesses.

This distribution highlights both the breadth of the private sector 
and the diversity of sustainability challenges across company size 
and industry. SMEs often face capacity and resource barriers, 
while larger companies are more likely to influence supply chains, 
policy, and global markets. Sectoral analysis helps ensure that 
sustainability strategies are relevant across this spectrum.

The case is even stronger when considering the tenets of 
Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG):

•	 Environmental: In 2023, six sectors – energy (Energy and  
	 Utilities), transport (Industrials and Consumer Discretionary),  
	 buildings (Industrials), industry (Industrials), agriculture  
	 (Consumer Staples), and waste (Utilities) – accounted for over  
	 90% of the UK’s greenhouse gas emissions. With the rise of AI  
	 and the need for data centres, technology is also gaining pace  
	 as a prominent source of emissions.

•	 Social: Consumer Discretionary is the largest private-sector  
	 employer with around 2.8 million jobs, accounting for close to  
	 10% of jobs in the UK economy.

•	 Governance: Sectoral governance requirements are  
	 increasingly divergent. Financials face mandatory climate  
	 disclosures under the UK Green Finance Strategy and FCA  
	 anti-greenwashing rules, while consumer-facing sectors must  
	 comply with the Corporate Governance Code, the EU Corporate  
	 Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD), and mandatory  
	 human rights due diligence (mHRDD).

Crucially, mapping sectors reveals how economic activity connects 
to the SDGs, aligning the national agenda with global priorities. It 
provides evidence to design effective policies, enables businesses 
and policymakers to target interventions where they will have 
the greatest impact, and spotlights opportunities for cross-sector 
collaboration.

By shining a light on sector-specific drivers, barriers, and progress, 
this approach equips stakeholders to scale solutions that can 
deliver tangible sustainability outcomes, helping the UK maintain 
its ambition to lead in sustainable development.

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/business-population-estimates-2024/business-population-estimates-for-the-uk-and-regions-2024-statistical-release?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67e4060df356a2dc0e39b4cd/2024-provisional-greenhouse-gas-emissions-statistics-statistical-release.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67e4060df356a2dc0e39b4cd/2024-provisional-greenhouse-gas-emissions-statistics-statistical-release.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/689d9dc487bf475940723f6c/impact-of-growth-of-data-centres.pdf
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn06186/#:~:text=Key%20figures,as%20of%201%20January%202024.
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SECTOR SELECTION
To provide meaningful insights into the UK’s sustainability transition, 
six priority sectors were selected, guided by six key criteria:

REPRESENTATION IN UN GLOBAL COMPACT 
NETWORK UK
Sectors with strong representation in the UN Global Compact 
Network UK were prioritised, enabling the report to draw on 
a rich set of corporate disclosures, case studies, and insights 
from leading businesses, thereby enhancing its relevance for the 
majority of Participants.
 

IMPACT ON THE SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 
GOALS
Sectors were prioritised where business activities have a 
significant influence on national and global sustainability 
outcomes, including environmental, social, and governance 
dimensions.

ECONOMIC SIGNIFICANCE
Sectors that play a major role in the global economy in terms of 
employment, GDP contribution, and market size were prioritised, 
ensuring that interventions can create ripple effects across supply 
chains and communities.

FINANCIALS

TECHNOLOGY & COMMUNICATIONS

ENERGY & UTILITIES

CONSUMER STAPLES

HEALTHCARE

BASIC MATERIALS

REAL ESTATE

NOT APPLICABLE

CONSUMER DISCRETIONARY

7.6%

18.6%

20.8%

21.8%

7.8%

2.5%

10.5%

4.1%

6.4%

UN GLOBAL 
COMPACT 

NETWORK UK 
PARTICIPANTS

By Sector

TRANSFORMATION POTENTIAL
Sectors were evaluated for their readiness and capacity for 
meaningful change, including the scope for innovation, scalability 
of sustainable practices, and potential to influence wider systems 
and behaviours.

DATA AVAILABILITY AND TRANSPARENCY
Sectors were selected where sufficient public and corporate data 
exist to benchmark performance, analyse trends, and highlight 
exemplary practices, enabling evidence-based insights and 
actionable recommendations.

ALIGNMENT WITH GLOBAL AND NATIONAL 
BENCHMARKS
Sectors were assessed for alignment with the World 
Benchmarking Alliance methodologies and the UK Government’s 
Modern Industrial Strategy, ensuring that findings are relevant 
for both global sustainability benchmarking and domestic policy 
priorities.

By combining these criteria, the report focuses on six sectors 
where sustainability efforts can deliver the greatest tangible 
impact, provide clear guidance for action, and support cross-sector 
collaboration in line with national and global ambitions.

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/68595e56db8e139f95652dc6/industrial_strategy_policy_paper.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/68595e56db8e139f95652dc6/industrial_strategy_policy_paper.pdf


SECTOR PERFORMANCE AGAINST THE SDGS

Emerging Transformer Trailblazer No data

 

SDG

CONSUMER  
STAPLES

ENERGY & 
UTILITIES

CONSUMER 
DISCRETIONARY INDUSTRIALS FINANCIALS TECHNOLOGY 
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The table on the previous page summarises the relative 
performance of the six sectors of UK businesses in advancing the 
SDGs, categorising them as Trailblazers (green), Transformers 
(amber), and Emerging (red) in respect of each SDG.

This typology reflects both areas of strength and critical gaps 
that require further attention. Using our analysis and scoring of 
businesses’ reporting through the CoP questions, and combining 
this with input from stakeholders, we address the detailed picture 
for different sectors below.

TRAILBLAZING SECTORS

Trailblazing sectors lead the way on SDG performance, embedding 
sustainability deeply into their business models. They set 
benchmarks for peers, often shaping industry standards and 
influencing policy through proactive action. These sectors are 
characterised by results that are predominantly green and amber, 
reflecting strong and consistent progress.

CONSUMER STAPLES

The Consumer Staples sector is the only sector demonstrating 
leadership across all SDGs, suggesting companies are embedding 
sustainability across business models and value chains. Yet both 
the UN Global Compact Network UK and WBA datasets are based 
on small samples, making results more sensitive to outliers. Areas 
for progress include SDG15, particularly in relation to Scope 3 
emissions and supply chain impacts on land and water use, as 
highlighted by WBA’s Nature Benchmark.

Consumer trends add a contrasting picture. According to data from 
Euromonitor International’s Passport Sustainability system, which 
tracks products with sustainability claims across 25 markets and 
53 consumer packaged goods (CPG) categories, shows a decline 

in UK food and beverage products carrying sustainability claims, 
amid scrutiny over greenwashing and ‘greenhushing’. Looking at 
sales data, unlike global markets where sustainable products 
outperform, UK products without sustainability messaging are 
growing faster. 

This divergence questions whether the sector has reached a level 
of progress where sustainability is embedded to the extent that 
explicit claims are less necessary, or whether this signals a risk of 
lost momentum in sustainability communication and innovation. 
It also highlights a gap between corporate-level sustainability 
leadership and outcomes at the product and supply chain level. 
Strong workplace or community commitments do not always 
translate into how products are labelled, marketed, or delivered. 
The lack of robust UK labelling requirements compared to Europe, 
rising price sensitivity, and reliance on third-party apps compound 
the challenge. More integrated reporting frameworks could 
help bridge corporate and product-level sustainability, ensuring 
progress is fully recognised and communicated.

ENERGY AND UTILITIES

The Energy and Utilities sector demonstrates clear strength 
on environmental SDGs, with strong performance on SDG6, 
SDG12, SDG14, and SDG15. These results reflect the sector’s 
direct exposure to environmental regulation, decarbonisation 
targets, and biodiversity responsibilities. However, performance 
is weaker on the social side, with CoP questions that address 
SDG10 consistently scoring lower. Here, companies could do 
more to recognise the relationship between energy policies and 
social equity by addressing affordability, pricing, and investing in 
programmes that reduce inequalities. 

Both the Consumer Staples and Energy and Utilities sectors are 
central to the UK’s decarbonisation journey, with much of the 
progress to date attributed to the rapid decarbonisation of the 
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Source: Euromonitor International Passport Sustainability data updated in May 2025. Global includes 25 markets: Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Canada, Chile, China, 
France, Germany, Hong Kong, India, Indonesia, Italy, Japan, Mexico, Netherlands, Poland, Saudi Arabia, Singapore, South Africa, South Korea, Spain, Sweden, UAE, 
United Kingdom, USA; Food and Beverages includes 24 categories within Snacks, Cooking Ingredients and Meals, Dairy, Soft and Hot Beverages, and Staple Foods.
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https://www.carbontrust.com/our-work-and-impact/guides-reports-and-tools/what-are-scope-3-emissions-and-why-do-they-matter
https://www.carbontrust.com/our-work-and-impact/guides-reports-and-tools/what-are-scope-3-emissions-and-why-do-they-matter
https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/progress-in-reducing-emissions-2025-report-to-parliament/
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electricity grid, reinforcing the sector’s strong performance against 
the planet pillar. At the same time, relatively low representation 
within the UN Global Compact Network UK suggests there is 
scope for greater engagement, particularly from traditional energy 
subsectors such as oil and gas, to ensure sustainable consumption 
and development remain priorities irrespective of political shifts.

TRANSFORMING SECTORS

Transforming sectors are driving momentum and making a 
significant contribution to accelerating the UK’s sustainability 
transition. While they continue to face systemic challenges, they 
are advancing through innovation, collaboration, and efforts to 
scale promising initiatives. Their results typically show a balanced 
mix of green, amber, and red, highlighting both progress and areas 
needing improvement.

CONSUMER DISCRETIONARY

The Consumer Discretionary sector shows a mixed picture, with 
leadership emerging in several environmental goals. Strong 
performance is evident on SDG7, SDG12, SDG14, and SDG15, 
suggesting that companies are embedding sustainability practices 
around energy efficiency, resource use, and environmental 
impact management. Positives are also recorded on SDGs 6, 
7, and 11 to 15. However, there are clear weaknesses in social 
dimensions, including SDG1, SDG4, SDG5, SDG8, SDG10, and 
SDG16, reflecting gaps in commitments to poverty alleviation, 
human rights, working conditions, and equality. Data discrepancies 
between UN Global Compact Network UK and WBA highlight 
sector complexity. For example, performance on SDG1 differs, 
with WBA recording strong results on living wage while UN Global 
Compact Network UK responses indicate weaker performance on 
broader social and labour rights issues. This gap partly reflects the 
UK context, where structural challenges such as the prevalence 
of zero-hour contracts and limited statutory protections have 
constrained progress. Recent policy developments, particularly 
the Employment Rights Bill, which proposes stronger safeguards 
around insecure work, could help shift performance over time and 
strengthen alignment with SDG1.

INDUSTRIALS

The Industrial sector demonstrates moderate progress, 
reflecting awareness of sustainability risks and opportunities, 
though integration of the SDGs into core operations is still 
evolving. Notably, the sector shows positive steps on SDG15, with 
initiatives in areas such as responsible land use and biodiversity 
management. Weaknesses on SDG5 point to a persistent gap 
in subsectors such as construction, where analysis of CoP data 
highlights limited or no progress on gender equality-related 
disclosures, while poor performance on SDG13 reflects the 
sector’s carbon-intensive processes and slower transition 
pathways. Climate disclosure and decarbonisation commitments 
remain underdeveloped relative to other SDGs. Broader gaps are 
evident across both social commitments, for example, education 
and gender equality, and climate action, underlining the need 
for clearer roadmaps, disclosure standards, and consistent 
implementation.

EMERGING SECTORS

Emerging sectors are at an earlier stage of SDG integration, with 
progress to date more limited or uneven. However, these sectors 
hold significant potential to advance, offering clear opportunities 
to strengthen their contribution to the UK’s sustainability 
transformation. They are most often characterised by red results, 
indicating where greater focus and action are needed.

FINANCIALS

The Financial sector is performing relatively well on SDG9 and 
SDG5, reflecting progress on financing innovation and advancing 
diversity. However, performance is consistently weak on resource 
and environment-related SDGs, including SDG2, SDG6, SDG12, 
SDG14, and SDG15. These goals are consistently red, highlighting 
the sector’s struggle to directly link business models with natural 
resource and environmental impacts. While not traditionally 
identified as core priorities for the sector, further action is needed to 
ensure that financial institutions deliver maximum impact through 
investment, lending, and insurance in sustainable activities. Notably, 
SDG8, a priority goal for the sector, is also underperforming relative 
to other sectors, signalling a clear opportunity for improvement.

TECHNOLOGY AND TELECOMMUNICATIONS

Despite the sector’s significant market size and central role in 
enabling progress, the Technology and Telecommunications 
sector show systemic underperformance. Amber performance is 
observed only on SDG8 and SDG16, reflecting some recognition 
of governance and working conditions. Weak performance across 
the wider SDG spectrum is consistent with findings from the 
WBA, which highlights a lack of regulation and transparency on 
critical human rights issues such as digital inclusion for children, 
data privacy, and ethical AI, as well as environmental concerns, 
including the use of energy, water, and critical resources. The 
results suggest that, despite its potential to drive transformation, 
the sector lags in embedding sustainability at scale.

CROSS-SECTOR OBSERVATIONS

Across sectors, understanding of nature-related impacts and 
dependencies remains limited. WBA findings show that only 5% 
of companies assess their nature impacts, and fewer than 1% 
understand their dependencies. UN Global Compact Network 
UK data echoes this gap, with organisations scoring very low on 
Scope 1–3 emissions disclosure and providing little evidence of 
understanding pollutants’ impact on air and water quality.

UN Global Compact Network UK Participants are performing well 
against the WBA SDG2000, especially with regards to the People 
Pillar (SDG1-5, SDG10). However, when it comes to the Planet 
Pillar, UN Global Compact Network UK Participants’ performance  
is weaker. Across all sectors, the highest scoring SDGs from the 
UN Global Compact Network UK data are SDG1, SDG5, SDG8, 
SDG10, and SDG16, whereas lowest scoring SDGs are SDG12, 
SDG14, and SDG15, followed by SDG6. This further indicates that 
although some companies are trailblazers, the benchmark level is 
still low.  

https://bills.parliament.uk/bills/3737
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SECTOR DEEP DIVES

SECTOR OVERVIEW:  
ROLE IN THE UK ECONOMY AND SOCIETY

The UK’s food and beverage sector stands as the largest Consumer 
Staple sub-sector, with a turnover of nearly £104 billion and a 
workforce exceeding 4.2 million, representing 13% of all jobs 
nationwide. In 2024, the sector delivered a Gross Value Added 
(GVA) of £153 billion and exports worth £24.6 billion, underpinning 
local economies and communities across the country. 

The sector’s scale brings significant challenges. The UK wastes 
around 10.2 million tonnes of food annually – households account 
for 58%, with the rest from farms, manufacturers, hospitality, and 
retailers. Notably, 73% of discarded food is edible, and household 
waste alone represents £17.5 billion in lost consumer value per 
year, highlighting the paradox between abundance and global 
food insecurity. 

More pressing challenges lie within the industry’s control, 
particularly around health and wellbeing, with one in four UK 
adults classified as obese, and sustainable resource use as 
packaging drives plastic waste, affecting marine and terrestrial 
ecosystems. Innovation is addressing these challenges while 
generating business value. Companies like Gousto reduce food 
waste through precise portioning, while Oddbox recovers surplus 
produce.
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https://www.wrap.ngo/sites/default/files/2025-06/WRAP-UK-Food-Waste-and-Food-Surplus-Key-Facts-July-2025-v5.pdf
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn03336/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn03336/
https://www.gousto.co.uk/blog/sustainability
https://www.oddbox.co.uk/sustainability


17

Sustainability has shifted from a regulatory concern to a 
competitive imperative, especially in organic and higher-welfare 
categories, where consumers increasingly prioritise products 
produced without synthetic inputs, and with higher standards 
of animal health and wellbeing. Many large retailers demand 
ESG data that exceeds legislative requirements, compelling 
manufacturers to comply or risk market exclusion. Securing 
supply chain stability often involves paying farmers a premium to 
strengthen compliance and sustainability. At the same time, many 
agricultural supply chains remain vulnerable to labour risks, 
including modern slavery, underscoring the need for collective 
sector-wide action.

Post-Brexit regulatory divergence complicates market access 
and increases costs, while food-grade packaging standards 
hinder innovation in sustainable materials. Notably, 51% of 
supermarket food and beverage is unnecessarily packaged in 
plastic, representing 29.8 billion avoidable items annually, with 
processed foods featuring most prominently. Food and beverage 
packaging constitutes 83% of the UK’s household plastic waste, 
yet recycling rates remain low, with only 51–53.7% of plastic 
packaging recycled in 2024. Price competition acts as a double-
edged sword; pushing sustainability raises costs and sometimes 
turns price-conscious buyers away, posing commercial dilemmas 
for producers.

Hospitality often leads in sustainability but lacks the necessary 
structural support. Social enterprises face limited brand visibility 
and procurement barriers. Ultimately, coordinated action 
involving government, business, and consumers is required to 
transform practices and enable accessible, sustainable choices.

SDG IMPACT AND PERFORMANCE OVERVIEW

The UK food and beverage sector plays a pivotal role in 
advancing the SDGs, with clear progress emerging across health, 
environment, and resilience.

Regenerative agriculture is gaining momentum, emphasised by 
progress on SDG2 and SDG15. This trend is supported by the 
Sustainable Farming Incentive, which rewards practices that 
enhance soil health, biodiversity, and climate resilience. Interest 
among younger farmers is particularly strong, with events such 
as Groundswell drawing more than half of attendees from under-
50s, signalling a generational shift towards more sustainable 
farming. 

Ensuring access to nutritious food through SDG2 and SDG3 
remains a challenge. While 35% of UK consumers report 
that the cost of healthy food prevents them from eating well 
regularly, innovative partnerships are beginning to close this 
gap. In Liverpool, for example, an £8.5 million government-

There’s a race to the bottom on price. If we 
push sustainable practices, our cost base 
rises, so some customers pull back.” 
 
UN Global Compact Network UK Participant 
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https://www.dssmith.com/uk/media/our-stories/2024/10/material-change-index
https://www.dssmith.com/uk/media/our-stories/2024/10/material-change-index
https://www.dssmith.com/uk/media/our-stories/2024/10/material-change-index
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/uk-waste-data/uk-statistics-on-waste
https://www.argusmedia.com/en/news-and-insights/latest-market-news/2713605-uk-plastic-packaging-recycling-down-in-2024
https://www.argusmedia.com/en/news-and-insights/latest-market-news/2713605-uk-plastic-packaging-recycling-down-in-2024
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/POST-PN-0748/POST-PN-0748.pdf
https://groundswellag.com/
https://www.ft.com/content/7db49516-4863-45da-abe0-68066f66e275
https://www.ft.com/content/7db49516-4863-45da-abe0-68066f66e275
https://www.which.co.uk/policy-and-insight/article/supporting-consumers-to-make-healthier-food-choices-a1aiD7v7ZyQd
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backed mobile greengrocer initiative is tackling ‘food deserts’ by 
delivering fresh produce directly to underserved communities. 
According to Euromonitor International’s Passport Sustainability 
data, the ‘Diets’ claim group – spanning vegan, vegetarian, and 
plant-based – is the largest in UK food and beverage. This reflects 
growing consumer interest in health, ethics, and sustainability, 
alongside the rise of flexitarian lifestyles. Strong retailer 
investment in plant-based innovation has driven widespread 
adoption across categories like baked goods, snack bars, and 
confectionery.
 
On SDG12 and SDG13, the sector is demonstrating leadership 
in waste reduction and climate accountability. Through the UK 
Food Waste Reduction Roadmap, industry stakeholders have 
committed to halving per-capita food waste by 2030, in line with 
SDG 12.3, while also exploring decarbonisation strategies across 
supply chains.
 
Marine sustainability is another area of progress under SDG14. 
More than 40 retailers, including eight of the UK’s ten largest 
supermarkets, are members of the Sustainable Seafood Coalition, 
which requires sourcing policies and labelling standards that 
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strengthen consumer trust while reducing biodiversity risks. 
Euromonitor International’s Passport Sustainability data also 
shows that ‘Responsible Marine Sourcing’ is one of the fastest-
growing attributes for food and beverage in 2024.

Beyond farming and fisheries, biodiversity commitments are 
extending into landscape-scale conservation. Rewilding projects 
and habitat restoration initiatives, supported by the Biodiversity 
Net Gain framework, are aligning food production with ecosystem 
services to advance SDG15.

Taken together, these advances show how the UK food and 
beverage sector is linking sustainability with resilience, consumer 
confidence, and long-term business opportunity. While challenges 
remain around affordability, waste, and ecosystem pressures, 
the sector is positioning itself as a global leader in building 
sustainable food systems for the future.

POLICY AND BUSINESS ENVIRONMENT

The UK’s food and beverage sector operates within an evolving 
web of regulations, incentives, and shifting market expectations. 
Central government schemes like the Sustainable Farming 
Incentive (SFI) span over half of England’s farmed land, with 
funding set to rise 150% to £2 billion by 2028/29, representing 
the largest nature-friendly farming investment in UK history. 
SFI and related programmes, such as Countryside Stewardship 
and Landscape Recovery, reward leadership and drive water, 
carbon, and wildlife gains. However, policy complexity abounds, 
especially with sudden changes, including the SFI’s recent 
closure to new applicants and cap on funding until the next 
spending review.

Clarity and alignment with Europe 
on regulations is most helpful. If UK 
requirements match EU, we could 
streamline compliance.”  
 
UN Global Compact Network UK Participant 

“

https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2025/jul/08/liverpool-mobile-greengrocer-to-reach-food-deserts-with-aid-of-mapping-tool
https://www.wrap.ngo/take-action/uk-food-drink-pact/food-waste-reduction-roadmap
https://www.wrap.ngo/take-action/uk-food-drink-pact/food-waste-reduction-roadmap
https://www.wrap.ngo/take-action/uk-food-drink-pact/food-waste-reduction-roadmap
https://sustainableseafoodcoalition.org/
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/understanding-biodiversity-net-gain
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/understanding-biodiversity-net-gain
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/sustainable-farming-incentive-guidance
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/sustainable-farming-incentive-guidance
https://defrafarming.blog.gov.uk/2025/06/16/spending-review-2025-a-commitment-to-farming/
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/countryside-stewardship-get-funding-to-protect-and-improve-the-land-you-manage
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/apply-for-landscape-recovery-funding
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SDG IMPACT: 6, 12, 13

Founded in 2002, Belu is a pioneering social enterprise 
in the water and beverages sector, supplying mineral 
water and filtration systems while prioritising social and 
environmental impact over profit. From the outset, Belu 
committed to donating 100% of its net profits to WaterAid 
to further clean water, sanitation, and hygiene initiatives 
around the world.

On World Water Day 2025, Belu announced its contributions 
had surpassed £6.1 million, positively affecting over 
410,000 lives globally. This financial model, dubbed the 
‘Purpose P&L,’ channels all profits into sustainable causes, 
emphasising unrestricted giving that empowers WaterAid to 
allocate resources where they’re most needed.

Belu also leads in sustainable packaging and carbon 
reduction. It was the first water company to adopt 100% 
recycled plastic bottles, slashed carbon intensity by up to 
72%, and has recycled over 127 million bottles into new 
Belu bottles. 

Through its bold integration of purpose and enterprise, Belu 
exemplifies how businesses can drive meaningful societal 
change while innovating sustainably.

CASE STUDY: TURNING PROFIT  
INTO PURPOSE WITH WATER

Misalignment between UK and EU standards continues to 
create complications for exporters, hampering food security 
and economic opportunity. Businesses also face fragmented 
waste management requirements, such as Extended Producer 
Responsibility (EPR), Deposit Return Schemes (DRS), and 
Packaging Recovery Notes (PRN), which often suffer from 
inconsistent design and lead to unintended consequences. 
Simplifying these schemes, alongside standardised recycling 
infrastructure and clear consumer labelling, would improve 
participation and outcomes

Recent government strategy highlights collaboration with 
industry. As of 2025, a new Food Strategy Advisory Board 
(FSAB) brings together leaders from across business and policy 
to drive healthier, more resilient food systems.

MHRDD is essential for effective supply chain risk management, 
with genuine partnerships between companies and suppliers, 
particularly to address modern slavery. It must be supported 
by robust reporting and incentives for long-term, ethical 
contracts between food companies and farmers. There is 
growing support for blended finance models, sustainability-
linked loans, and mandatory corporate reporting on nature-
related impacts, aligned with the Taskforce on Nature-related 
Financial Disclosures (TNFD) recommendations. This would 
encourage companies to understand their impacts and 
dependencies on nature and integrate nature considerations 
into their decision-making. 

 

https://belu.org/
https://sustainablebusinessmagazine.net/netzero/world-water-day-2025-belu-hits-6m/#:~:text=Belu's%20%C2%A36.1M%20Gift,it%20aligns%20with%20their%20values.
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/extended-producer-responsibility-for-packaging-who-is-affected-and-what-to-do
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/extended-producer-responsibility-for-packaging-who-is-affected-and-what-to-do
https://defraenvironment.blog.gov.uk/2025/01/31/introducing-the-deposit-return-scheme-for-drinks-containers/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/packaging-producer-responsibility-monitoring-2024/packaging-producer-responsibility-monitoring-plan-2024
https://www.gov.uk/government/groups/food-strategy-advisory-board
https://www.gov.uk/government/groups/food-strategy-advisory-board
https://www.antislavery.org/take-action/partner/companies/monitoring-forced-labour/
https://www.blendedfinance.earth/supply-chain-innovations/2020/11/16/danone-dairy-contracts
https://www.blendedfinance.earth/supply-chain-innovations/2020/11/16/danone-dairy-contracts
https://assets.bii.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/23104557/Scaling-blended-finance.pdf
https://www.fca.org.uk/publication/correspondence/sustainability-linked-loans-market-2025-letter.pdf
https://www.fca.org.uk/publication/correspondence/sustainability-linked-loans-market-2025-letter.pdf
https://www.greenfinanceinstitute.com/
https://www.greenfinanceinstitute.com/
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SECTOR OVERVIEW:  
ROLE IN THE UK ECONOMY AND SOCIETY

Reliable and affordable energy is fundamental to daily life in 
the UK, powering homes, transport, businesses, industry, and 
digital infrastructure. The Energy and Utilities sector lies at the 
heart of the nation’s growth, climate resilience, and economic 
stability. Addressing climate change is a critical challenge, as 
energy consumption accounts for roughly two-thirds of global 
GHG emissions. As the UK targets net-zero emissions by 2050, the 
sector’s transformation becomes both vital and complex.

Significant decarbonisation progress has been achieved, especially 
in the electricity system. In 2024, renewables covered 50% of UK 
energy consumption, a dramatic shift toward cleaner sources. Yet 
other subsectors such as heating and transport continue to lag and 
require intensified efforts to close the gap. 

This pattern mirrors global trends. From 2019 to 2024, the 
expansion of clean energy technologies, including solar, wind, 
nuclear, electric vehicles, and heat pumps, prevented 2.6Gt of 
annual CO2 emissions worldwide. To put this in context, that 
reduction is roughly equivalent to India’s total emissions, the 
world’s third-largest emitter, or around 7% of total global CO2 
emissions in 2024. These figures demonstrate how scaling clean 
technologies can deliver national-scale emissions cuts within just 
a few years.

At the same time, 2024’s record-high temperatures drove 
increased electricity demand for cooling, adding an estimated 
0.23 Gt of CO2 emissions. Globally, the share of renewables in final 
energy consumption rose from 15.6% in 2015 to 17.9% in 2022. 
Meeting climate targets will require accelerating electrification, 
rapidly expanding renewable capacity, and reinforcing grid 
infrastructure, all while ensuring reliability and affordability.

Energy  
and utilities
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Achieving international COP28 commitments, such as tripling 
global renewable energy capacity to 11,000GW by 2030, will 
demand enormous expansion, with current plans leaving a shortfall 
of up to 4.2TW. Within the UK, new transmission infrastructure 
investment is essential but faces hurdles such as community 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/uk-energy-in-brief-2025
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/uk-energy-in-brief-2025
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2025/The-Sustainable-Development-Goals-Report-2025.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2025/The-Sustainable-Development-Goals-Report-2025.pdf
https://edgar.jrc.ec.europa.eu/report_2024#emissions_table
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2025/The-Sustainable-Development-Goals-Report-2025.pdf
https://trackingsdg7.esmap.org/sites/default/files/download-documents/sdg7-report2025-0728-v10-final-web_0.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/clean-power-2030-action-plan/clean-power-2030-action-plan-a-new-era-of-clean-electricity-main-report#:~:text=Metric%201b:%20'Clean%20sources%20produce,will%20be%20at%20least%2095%25.
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resistance, complicated planning processes, and devolved policy 
differences. Sustained higher electricity costs are also expected, 
with Ofgem estimating that households would see bills increase 
by £104 by 2031 to cover this investment. Supply chain risks and 
material dependency further underscore vulnerability, particularly 
given the reliance on critical minerals essential to the clean energy 
transition. Current geopolitical tensions and market concentration 
around these resources heighten exposure, raising concerns about 
supply security, price volatility, and the pace of decarbonisation.

Businesses play a pivotal role in this transition, acting as 
technology deployers, infrastructure investors, and green 
solution pioneers. Accelerated electrification, major investment 
in renewables, and comprehensive energy efficiency are essential 
steps forward. Solutions such as off-grid renewables offer vital 
routes to providing sustainable, affordable energy to underserved 
regions. Ensuring universal access by 2030 will depend on 
granular data, innovative financing, and technical expertise. 
Crucially, meeting the COP28 target to double energy intensity 
improvement (to 4% per year) requires unprecedented progress 
well above current rates.

SDG IMPACT AND PERFORMANCE OVERVIEW

The UK Energy and Utilities sector shows strong progress on 
environmental SDGs, underpinned by ambitious decarbonisation 

targets and robust regulation. The British Energy Security 
Strategy sets out to deliver 50GW of offshore wind, 10GW of 
low-carbon hydrogen, and a major solar expansion by 2030. The 
National Energy System Operator (NESO) and Ofgem reforms are 
streamlining grid access and enabling record investment, including 
a £24 billion upgrade to Britain’s electricity networks. These 
measures reinforce SDG13 and keep utilities central to the UK’s 
2050 net-zero target.

Environmental stewardship is also evident under SDG6, SDG14, 
and SDG15. Utilities such as Thames Water and Anglian Water are 
investing in nature-based solutions and catchment management, 
aligning with the requirements of the Environment Act 2021 on 
biodiversity net gain and water security. Organisations such as the 
Water Industries Research (UKWIR) bring together stakeholders 
across the sector to find sustainable and commercially viable 
solutions to the biggest challenges currently facing the UK and 
Irish water sector. At the same time, recent findings on sewage 
discharges and wider water pollution have underscored ongoing 
challenges in the sector. Serious pollution incidents are up 60% 
in 2024 from the previous year, with three water companies 
responsible for 81% of incidents, highlighting the urgent need 
for stronger accountability and enforcement. In response, the 
UK is enacting a major reform of water regulation. In July 2025, 
the Government announced that Ofwat, along with overlapping 
functions currently split across Ofwat, the Environment Agency, 
Natural England, and the Drinking Water Inspectorate, will be 
abolished and replaced with a single, powerful regulator for 
England, with similar reforms planned for Wales. This streamlined 
system aims to enhance consumer protection, strengthen 
environmental oversight, and accelerate investment in water 
infrastructure.

On governance, SDG16 scores strongly, supported by enhanced 
reporting frameworks, regulatory oversight, and board-level 
responsibility for sustainability. Infrastructure investment 
under SDG9 is notable, with smart grids, hydrogen pilots, and 
digital innovation reshaping resilience. The sector also supports 

“Innovation is not a shiny bubble… it’s 
a continual drive. It’s about how an 
organisation is open to doing things 
differently.” 
 
UN Global Compact Network UK Participant 

“

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld5901/ldselect/ldindreg/132/132.pdf
https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/press-release/ofgem-approves-initial-ps24-billion-operate-and-maintain-critical-gas-networks-and-upgrade-britains-electricity-supergrid
https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/press-release/ofgem-approves-initial-ps24-billion-operate-and-maintain-critical-gas-networks-and-upgrade-britains-electricity-supergrid
https://www.iea.org/reports/the-role-of-critical-minerals-in-clean-energy-transitions/executive-summary
https://www.iea.org/reports/the-role-of-critical-minerals-in-clean-energy-transitions/executive-summary
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/68587856b46781eacfd71de4/industrial_strategy_clean_energy_industries_sector_plan.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/british-energy-security-strategy
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/british-energy-security-strategy
https://www.neso.energy/
https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/press-release/ofgem-approves-initial-ps24-billion-operate-and-maintain-critical-gas-networks-and-upgrade-britains-electricity-supergrid
https://www.newcivilengineer.com/latest/water-companies-bolster-nature-based-solutions-adoption-through-600m-ofwat-fund-17-06-2025/
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/biodiversity-net-gain
https://ukwir.org/home-of-water-industry-research-projects-reports-tools
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-report-finds-systemic-water-company-failure-and-underperformance
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-report-finds-systemic-water-company-failure-and-underperformance
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/ofwat-to-be-abolished-in-biggest-overhaul-of-water-since-privatisation
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employment and skills under SDG8, with reskilling programmes 
emerging to meet the demands of the energy transition.

Impact on the ‘S’ in ESG is more fragmented. SDG5 is improving 
through initiatives like POWERful Women, yet gender balance 
in senior technical roles lags. SDG10 highlights persistent 
affordability gaps, with National Energy Action (NEA) estimating 
that 6 million households in the UK are in fuel poverty as of 
July 2025. Addressing these inequalities while consolidating 
environmental progress will be critical to ensuring the UK’s energy 
transition is both green and just.

POLICY AND BUSINESS ENVIRONMENT

The UK has major growth opportunities in clean energy subsectors, 
leveraging its coastal geography, world-class innovation base, 
high-value manufacturing strengths, and skilled energy workforce, 
evidenced in the national record of half of the UK’s electricity 
generated by renewables in 2024. Meanwhile, fossil fuels fell to 
a record low share of 31.8%, and the closure of Britain’s last coal 
plant in September 2024 marks a symbolic end to an era. 
National strategies, such as the UK Government’s Clean Energy 
Industries Sector Plan, set an ambitious vision, identifying key 

SDG IMPACT: 8, 13, 17

In 2023, the Scottish Business Climate Collaboration 
(SBCC), a coalition of leading companies including Diageo, 
ScottishPower, Bank of Scotland, EY, and others, launched 
the Climate Action Hub, a free and comprehensive virtual 
learning platform designed to support small and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs) in Scotland on their journey to 
net-zero.

The Hub is funded jointly by the Scottish Government and 
SBCC members, and delivered by Zero Waste Scotland, 
reflecting a collaborative model between public and private 
sectors. It offers a suite of CPD-accredited e‑learning 
modules ranging from climate science basics and carbon 
accounting to setting reduction targets and implementing 
action plans. Central to the platform is a carbon tool, 
enabling users to calculate their carbon footprint, identify 
hotspots, and develop tailored carbon reduction strategies.

By creating a user-friendly, structured journey, including 
assessment, learning, planning, and network building, the 
Climate Action Hub aims to embed carbon literacy across 
Scotland’s business ecosystem. This initiative enhances 
SME resilience, promotes cost-saving through efficiency, 
and accelerates the just transition towards a low-carbon 
economy.
 

CASE STUDY: THE SBCC CLIMATE 
ACTION HUB – EMPOWERING SMES 
ON THE PATH TO NET-ZERO

frontier technologies, offshore wind, nuclear, hydrogen, heat 
pumps, and carbon capture as growth engines for the clean energy 
economy. However, implementation gaps, evident in the UK lagging 
behind the EU and US in commercialising and scaling start-ups, 
along with ongoing regulatory uncertainty, continue to constrain 
investment. Carbon removal solutions like Bioenergy with Carbon 
Capture and Storage (BECCS) remain sector-ready but cannot 
scale without market mechanisms, investment certainty, and long-
term policy clarity.

The UK is set to publish an updated Critical Minerals Strategy, 
building on the first released in 2022. The new strategy is expected 
to define priorities for securing supplies of minerals vital to the 
clean energy transition, such as lithium, cobalt, and rare earth 
elements. Given the high concentration of global markets and 
their exposure to geopolitical shocks, a clear and well-resourced 
strategy will be essential to protecting industrial competitiveness 
and strengthening domestic resilience.

Policy collaboration platforms, including the Clean Energy Sector 
Council and Industrial Strategy Advisory Council, are positive 
steps, but fragmented and evolving sustainability disclosure rules, 
particularly uncertainty around the UK’s adoption of International 
Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB) aligned standards, create 
compliance burdens and weaken investor confidence. Businesses 
are calling for greater alignment between UK and EU carbon 
market frameworks, as well as clarity on reporting requirements.

Infrastructure delivery is another major policy challenge. 
Accelerating grid upgrades requires streamlined planning 
approvals, improved coordination between devolved 
administrations, and strategies to address public resistance. Land 
access, biodiversity enhancement, and nature-positive energy 
deployment also require more coherent and regionally coordinated 
policies to ensure a just transition.

If the UK is to realise the full economic and environmental benefits 
of clean energy, the UK Government must move from strategic 
intent to delivery: providing stable, consistent, and long-term policy 
signals that empower businesses to invest, innovate, and lead in 
the global clean energy transition.

https://powerfulwomen.org.uk/
https://www.nea.org.uk/energy-crisis/
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/uk-energy-in-brief-2025?utm_medium=email&_hsenc=p2ANqtz-8vbkKEw7U8nAYHiV7Go86UD2rvWjfV1zJHQkW05xb8mzV7T2T8po3NdsiIu-vhSmDJcYTBtxZmteyuGehvWXrC7RaeqLePdbGktrXdXsIFKyvB4-o&_hsmi=114668614&utm_content=114668614&utm_source=hs_email
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/digest-of-uk-energy-statistics-dukes-2025
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/68587856b46781eacfd71de4/industrial_strategy_clean_energy_industries_sector_plan.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/68587856b46781eacfd71de4/industrial_strategy_clean_energy_industries_sector_plan.pdf
https://sbcc.group/
https://sbcc.group/
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/sustainability/our-insights/poised-for-take-off-hyperscaling-the-united-kingdoms-climate-tech
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/sustainability/our-insights/poised-for-take-off-hyperscaling-the-united-kingdoms-climate-tech
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/68587856b46781eacfd71de4/industrial_strategy_clean_energy_industries_sector_plan.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/68587856b46781eacfd71de4/industrial_strategy_clean_energy_industries_sector_plan.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/62f36bafe90e07714288b188/resilience_for_the_future_the_uks_critical_minerals_strategy.pdf
https://www.rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/commentary/priorities-new-uk-critical-minerals-strategy
https://www.rusi.org/explore-our-research/publications/commentary/priorities-new-uk-critical-minerals-strategy
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/net-zero-council-relaunched-to-supercharge-clean-energy-superpower-mission
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/net-zero-council-relaunched-to-supercharge-clean-energy-superpower-mission
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/industrial-strategy-advisory-council
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SECTOR OVERVIEW:  
ROLE IN THE UK ECONOMY AND SOCIETY

The Consumer Discretionary sector plays a central role in 
shaping economic growth, employment, and consumer behaviour 
in the UK, with its diverse industries spanning retail, leisure, 
hospitality, and more. Within this, retail stands out as a significant 
sub-sector as the UK’s largest private sector employer, providing 
nearly 10% of all jobs in Britain, and generating £193.1bn in GVA 
to the economy annually. Beyond its economic weight, the sector 
touches the daily lives of every household and shapes global 
supply chains through its immense purchasing power. From high 
street staples to global e-commerce platforms, UK Consumer 
Discretionary influences how and what we consume, making the 
sector a critical player in delivering a fairer, greener economy. 

This influence, however, comes with major sustainability 
challenges. Environmental and social risks run deep across all 
value chains. From the offshoring of waste to the Global South, 
where communities disproportionately withstand the worst 
of the UK’s overconsumption, to raw material extraction that 
drives biodiversity loss and carbon emissions, the impacts are 
significant. 

In jewellery supply chains, for example, there can be up to 
11 intermediaries between a miner and a stonecutter, making 
transparency and human rights due diligence extremely difficult. 
Standards such as those established by the Responsible 
Jewellery Council (RJC) set industry-wide benchmarks for 
responsible operations, adopted by over 2,000 members from 
the global jewellery and watch sector. In addition, the RJC’s 
Voluntary Chain of Custody Standard outlines alignment for 
traceability to provide consumers and suppliers the assurance 
they need about how products and materials have been sourced, 
traced, and processed along the supply chain, from mine to retail.

Consumer 
discretionary
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Despite rising ambitions, progress is often stifled by fragmented, 
siloed action. Climate, water, and circularity efforts are too 
often treated in isolation, leading to trade-offs rather than 
systemic solutions. Meanwhile, sustainability teams rarely hold 
decision-making power over core issues like production volumes, 

https://brc.org.uk/market-intelligence/retail-in-numbers/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/grossdomesticproductgdp/timeseries/kl9e/bb
https://www.academia.edu/114901066/Blockchain_Chain_of_Custody_and_Trace_Elements_An_Overview_of_Tracking_and_Traceability_Opportunities_in_the_Gem_Industry?sm=b
https://www.responsiblejewellery.com/
https://www.responsiblejewellery.com/
https://www.responsiblejewellery.com/wp-content/uploads/RJC-2024-COC-Standard-24-12-10.pdf
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pricing models, or growth strategies. Marketing and finance 
departments often lack a shared sustainability language, and 
commercial teams remain driven by short-term sales targets.

The UK is moving towards implementing an Extended Producer 
Responsibility (EPR) scheme for textiles, which builds on 
the current EPR for packaging, but concerns remain about 
its ambition and enforcement. Conservative practices in 
manufacturing, poor labour standards, and extractive business 
models all persist, especially in sectors like fashion and 
homeware.

On top of this, the Consumer Discretionary sector must navigate 
increasing pressures, including but not limited to rising trade  
tariffs, cybersecurity risks (as recently experienced by major 
retailers like Marks & Spencer and the Co-op), and a rapidly  
evolving regulatory landscape. For SMEs, absorbing these  
shocks while meeting growing ESG expectations can be a 
serious challenge.

To remain competitive and credible, Consumer Discretionary 
must now go beyond compliance. It’s time to rethink value 
creation through the lens of regeneration, resilience, and long-
term impact, embedding sustainability not just in strategy 
documents, but in every department, decision, and product.

SDG IMPACT AND PERFORMANCE OVERVIEW

The UK Consumer Discretionary sector demonstrates clear 
progress in environmental stewardship and governance, while 
continuing to face significant challenges on equity, decent work, 
and sustainable consumption.

On SDG7, the sector is accelerating investment in renewable 
power and efficiency measures. Several leading supermarkets 

have committed to sourcing 100% renewable electricity for 
UK operations, contributing to the growth of the low-carbon 
economy, which supported 314,300 jobs in 2023. SDG14 
performance is strengthened by sector-wide plastic reduction 
pledges, with leading grocers eliminating single-use plastics, 
and piloting refill stations and closed-loop packaging schemes 
to reduce marine pollution. Governance under SDG16 has 
improved through enhanced supply chain auditing, ethical 
sourcing policies, and transparent sustainability reporting. 

In a recent survey from the British Retail Consortium (BRC) 
and BearingPoint, the majority of retailers who responded 
outlined that sustainability is a business driver and indicated 
that they have a roadmap with ambition levels beyond minimum 
compliance. Despite this, 65% of respondents said their 
business model has not changed, suggesting a gap between 
recognition and action. 

Social impact remains uneven. On SDG5, the gender pay gap 
in retail is showing its lowest-ever gap at 11.6%, down from 
12.3% in 2024, according to PwC. Bonus gaps remain across all 
sectors, linked to the underrepresentation of women in senior 
and full-time positions, yet retail shows the most consistent 
progress, cutting its median bonus gap to a record low of 18.3%, 
supported by transparent pay structures and inclusive career 
progression. This progress signals a shift from compliance to 
meaningful action. Companies are taking positive action and 
embedding equity into core practices, with standout examples 
like ASDA reporting a median hourly gap of zero, Costa fully 
closing its gap in their median hourly rate, and Currys reporting 
mean gaps that now slightly favour women.

Yet for SDG8, while the retail sector employs more than 2.8 
million people, it has shed more than 350,000 jobs since 2015 
as automation, online retail, and restructuring reshape the 
workforce. The BRC forecasts that a further 160,000 part-time 

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/extended-producer-responsibility-for-packaging
https://www.icaew.com/insights/viewpoints-on-the-news/2025/may-2025/what-to-learn-from-the-ms-and-coop-cyber-attacks
https://www.icaew.com/insights/viewpoints-on-the-news/2025/may-2025/what-to-learn-from-the-ms-and-coop-cyber-attacks
https://grocerytrader.co.uk/balance-power-why-big-brands-are-going-green-with-renewables/#:~:text=A%20major%20shift%20shaping%20the,Thompson%2C%20CEO%20of%20Balance%20Power.
https://grocerytrader.co.uk/balance-power-why-big-brands-are-going-green-with-renewables/#:~:text=A%20major%20shift%20shaping%20the,Thompson%2C%20CEO%20of%20Balance%20Power.
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/environmentalaccounts/bulletins/finalestimates/2023
https://www.bearingpoint.com/en-gb/insights-events/insights/the-imperative-to-act/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/10eKtMz6x4gv2JwEHh4l2zNkkJNiMOV6f/view?_hsenc=p2ANqtz-9i7n8zKKakY67otw7s7wgwwf92sp9UEfTmoWCrXl3QP7gOOmkzg9HxdYCSBWWIvs5qlTlr80jejrSChmpAtHhq9K_6X3gHKPX5bXvjSOgP4E3TjcQ&_hsmi=114797917
https://corporate.asda.com/newsroom/2025/19/02/asda-updates-on-2024-gender-pay
https://www.costa.co.uk/docs/costa-gender-pay-gap-2024.pdf
https://www.currysplc.com/media/gtienppt/currysgenderpaygap-2024-a4-final.pdf
https://brc.org.uk/news-and-events/news/corporate-affairs/2025/ungated/retail-has-lost-10-times-number-of-jobs-of-entire-uk-steelmaking-yet-policymakers-do-nothing/
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roles, more than one-in-ten, in the sector are currently at risk of 
being lost in the next three years. The Consumer Discretionary 
sector are now looking to the Employment Rights Bill as a 
means of Government action to tackle exploitative employers 
without hampering employment opportunities offered by 
responsible businesses. The prevalence of zero-hours contracts 
and lagging wage growth intensifies concerns over job quality. 
On SDG10, SMEs – integral to high streets – struggle with 
financing constraints and limited access to sustainable supply 
chains compared to multinational retailers.

Performance on other SDGs is mixed. SDG3 benefits from 
product reformulation and expanded nutritional labelling. 
Consumer Discretionaries are advancing SDG9 through 
automated warehouses and AI-driven logistics. Investment in 
community hubs contributes to SDG11, though unevenly. SDG12 
remains one of the sector’s most pressing challenges, with fast 
fashion’s waste and opaque supplier practices undermining 
progress. On SDG13, while some leading businesses have 
adopted science-based net-zero targets, uptake across the 
sector remains limited.

For the sector to fully align with the SDGs, it must embed 
measurable diversity and equity goals, extend sustainability 
initiatives to SMEs, and scale blended finance to support 
innovation. Addressing social shortcomings while consolidating 
environmental gains will be critical in ensuring the sector’s 
growth is both sustainable and inclusive.

POLICY AND BUSINESS ENVIRONMENT

The UK Consumer Discretionary sector is navigating a rapidly 
evolving policy landscape marked by increased regulatory 
ambition and growing pressure to embed sustainability across 
value chains. To accelerate the sector’s contribution to a fair 
and sustainable economy, government policy must move 
beyond intention to implementation, supported by strong 
partnerships with business. While many are taking action, 
voluntary commitments alone are not enough to shift markets 
at the speed and scale required. Stronger policy measures 
would ensure a level playing field for business while helping 
policymakers meet national climate and social targets, maintain 
regulatory consistency, and secure long-term competitiveness 
in the UK economy.

The UK Government’s 2023 Waste Prevention Programme for 
England: Maximising Resources, Minimising Waste strategy 
signalled an EPR scheme for textiles, but concrete details 
remain lacking. The sector, alongside organisations such as 
WRAP and the British Retail Consortium, are calling for an 
ambitious, mandatory EPR framework that includes fee systems 
to reduce overproduction and incentivise circular design and 
business models, but others say the framework needs teeth to 
impact volume and waste, rather than issue levies.

Meanwhile, the Digital Markets, Competition and Consumers Act 
grants the Competition and Markets Authority new powers from 
2025 to fine companies for misleading green claims, up to 10% 
of global turnover. France has taken this one step further with 
their 2025 Anti-Fast Fashion Bill, which provides a bold model, 
with eco-score labelling, advertising bans for ultra-fast fashion, 

SDG IMPACT: 3, 15, 16

In 2023, the London-based interiors and lifestyle brand 
House of Hackney made history by becoming the second 
company in the world, following beauty and household 
goods company Faith in Nature, to legally appoint Mother 
Nature and Future Generations as directors on its board. 

Motivated by a deep sense of regenerative accountability, 
the brand worked with legal collective Lawyers for Nature 
over six months to amend its articles of incorporation, 
defining the scope and impact of this new directorship 
and granting formal personhood to the natural world and 
future life. Char Love, Chief International Advocacy Officer 
at Natura, together with Brontie Ansell, Co-Director of 
Lawyers for Nature, pioneered the role of Independent 
Nature Director. From attending board meetings to 
challenging assumptions across departments, their voice 
ensures every strategic decision honours Nature’s rights 
and the wellbeing of future generations.

In practice, this governance innovation led House of 
Hackney to embed environmental considerations into KPIs, 
policies such as ‘Time with Nature’ and ‘Nature Fridays’, 
and join the #WeAreNature campaign, which pushed for 
redefining ‘nature’ in dictionaries to include humanity itself. 
Two years on, the initiative has inspired peers, activated 
systemic change, and positioned the company not just as 
sustainable, but as a regenerative brand using its creativity 
and structure to restore ecosystems and safeguard our 
shared future.

CASE STUDY: PUTTING NATURE 
ON THE BOARD – HOW HOUSE 
OF HACKNEY IS REDEFINING 
CORPORATE GOVERNANCE

and escalating product penalties. If the UK took a similar 
approach, particularly regarding advertising, this would not only 
ensure clear guidance, enforceability, and consistent messaging 
but also prevent messages that encourage overconsumption.

Momentum is also building for UK mandatory human rights and 
environmental due diligence (mHREDD) with potential alignment 
to the EU’s Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive 
(CSDDD). At the same time, business and parliamentary 
committees are calling for stronger enforcement of the 2015 
Modern Slavery Act through penalties for non-compliance, 
mandated reporting criteria, and independent assurance. Well-
designed legislation, developed in consultation with business, 
would level the playing field, and protect vulnerable workers.

While some UK retailers are adapting through digitalisation, 
innovation, and circular business models, SMEs are often 
constrained by supply chain complexity, limited traceability, and 
the rising cost of compliance, underscoring the need for clearer, 
more ambitious regulatory direction.

https://bills.parliament.uk/bills/3737
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/waste-prevention-programme-for-england-maximising-resources-minimising-waste/the-waste-prevention-programme-for-england-maximising-resources-minimising-waste
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/waste-prevention-programme-for-england-maximising-resources-minimising-waste/the-waste-prevention-programme-for-england-maximising-resources-minimising-waste
https://www.wrap.ngo/media-centre/press-releases/what-extended-producer-responsibility-epr-scheme-uks-fashion-and
https://brc.org.uk/news-and-events/news/sustainability/2024/brcs-governing-principles-for-a-uk-textile-epr/
https://unbxd.ams3.digitaloceanspaces.com/ukft.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/25162307/WEFT-EPR-variable-fee-white-paper.pdf
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2024/13/contents
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/competition-and-markets-authority
https://esgnews.com/france-targets-ultra-fast-fashion-with-eco-tax-ad-ban-and-transparency-rules/
https://www.houseofhackney.com/pages/nature-our-director
https://www.houseofhackney.com/pages/nature-our-director
https://wearenature.org/
https://www.voguebusiness.com/story/sustainability/handm-boohoo-face-off-with-uk-legislators-over-sustainable-fashion-policy?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.voguebusiness.com/story/sustainability/handm-boohoo-face-off-with-uk-legislators-over-sustainable-fashion-policy?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2015/30/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2015/30/contents
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SECTOR OVERVIEW:  
ROLE IN THE UK ECONOMY AND SOCIETY

The UK Industrial sector, encompassing the manufacturing 
and distribution of capital goods such as aerospace, defence, 
commercial vehicles, construction materials, and industrial 
machinery, plays a pivotal role in the national economy. 
Construction and manufacturing alone supports an estimated 
10 million employees, and 15.4% of GVA to the UK economy in 
2023, driving innovation, safeguarding national security, and 
regenerating regional economies. Beyond its economic weight, 
the sector underpins technological progress and supply chain 
integration across multiple industries.

While progress has been made, the sector is under mounting 
sustainability pressures. Decarbonising energy-intensive 
manufacturing remains a central challenge, particularly against 
the backdrop of rising global carbon emissions, which in 2024 
reached a record 37.6 billion metric tons despite the growth 
of clean energy technologies. Resource scarcity, particularly 
in affordable, high-quality steel and other critical materials, 
poses existential threats to production continuity, affecting 
competitiveness and long-term resilience.

Housebuilding, a critical sub-sector, illustrates the complex trade-
offs between environmental targets and economic imperatives. 
While new building regulations aimed at improving space and 
insulation standards advance certain sustainability metrics, they 
have unintentionally increased embodied carbon emissions by 
approximately nine tonnes per home, around 20% more, to meet 
these requirements, according to MJ Gleeson. This ‘carbon tunnel 
vision’ risks overlooking wider environmental effects and adds cost 
pressures, particularly for affordable housing projects.

Industry leaders increasingly recognise sustainability as both 
a responsibility and a business imperative. According to Made 
in Britain, 95–98% of members view sustainability as essential 
to future success. Circular economy principles, upstream–

Industrials

downstream partnerships, and innovations in digital traceability 
are seen as core strategies for addressing resource constraints 
and securing resilient supply chains. The sector is investing heavily 
in automation, AI, and advanced data systems to meet ESG 
compliance, though persistent skills shortages threaten progress.
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https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/employeesintheukbyindustry/2023
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/employeesintheukbyindustry/2023
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-8353/
https://www.iea.org/news/growth-in-global-energy-demand-surged-in-2024-to-almost-twice-its-recent-average
https://www.mjgleesonplc.com/sustainability/environment/
https://www.madeinbritain.org/
https://www.madeinbritain.org/
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SDG IMPACT AND PERFORMANCE OVERVIEW

The UK Industrial sector is central to SDG9 but has an impact 
across all SDGs. As major consumers of resources and energy, 
these industries directly impact SDG6, SDG7, SDG11, SDG12, 
SDG13, and SDG15 through pollution and resource use. Their 
environmental actions affect public health outcomes for 
SDG3, and shape SDG8 through job creation and economic 
contribution.

Progress has been mixed across key areas. Industrial air 
pollutant emissions continue to fall, having a positive effect 
on public health (SDG3). However, water pollution and 
consumption remain critical challenges for SDG3, SDG6, and 
SDG14. Industries such as the chemical sector are significant 
consumers of fresh water, not only as a raw material but also 
for cooling and safety processes. Thus, growth in industries 
such as the chemical sector directly leads to increased water 
demand. Similarly, concrete production alone accounts for 9% 
of global industrial water withdrawals, more than any other 
industrial material.

The consumption of other natural resources creates the 
largest environmental challenge for the sector (SDG12, SDG13, 
SDG15). Construction, demolition, and excavation account 
for 60% of UK material use and waste generation. Thus, the 
construction sector uses more raw material than any other in 
the UK, produces the most waste, and is also responsible for a 
quarter of the country’s carbon emissions. Some progress has 
been achieved, with industry initiatives such as the ‘Roadmap to 

Beyond Net Zero’ driving decarbonised electricity and transport 
networks, fuel switching, and greater use of low-carbon 
cements and concrete. However, there is significant potential for 
further transformation. 

A circular approach to construction could reduce resource 
consumption by a third, cut emissions, and ease pressures on 
land and water use, benefits essential for biodiversity (SDG14 
and SDG15). This direction is already being encouraged by local 
policy, such as Westminster’s ‘retrofit first’ strategy, and at the 
national level through measures embedded in the Future Homes 
Standard (FHS), and pilots of the UK Net Zero Carbon Buildings 
Standard (SDG11, SDG13). While the FHS is primarily focused 
on energy efficiency and overheating, it does include elements 
that align with circular economy principles, though these are 
not yet central to its regulatory framework.

As part of sustainable construction and regeneration, 
sustainable transport has been a key focus. EVs reached 
nearly a third of UK market share in early 2025, with charging 
infrastructure driving demand for batteries and components. 
Two new gigafactories will accelerate this shift, creating 18,500 
jobs (SDG8) and a specialised academy for upskilling workers 
(SDG4).

Within the workplace (SDG8), longstanding health and safety 
risks remain. The construction industry continues to be one of 
the UK’s most hazardous sectors, with 2021–2024 data showing 
an annual average of 78,000 workers suffering work-related ill-
health and 47,000 sustaining non-fatal injuries. In 2024/25, the 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/emissions-of-air-pollutants/emissions-of-air-pollutants-in-the-uk-particulate-matter-pm10-and-pm25#:~:text=Industrial%20combustion%20is%20a%20major,per%20cent%20of%20total%20PM2.
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-framework-for-water-resources-2025-water-for-growth-nature-and-a-resilient-future/9-taking-action-on-other-significant-water-using-sectors-and-emerging-demands-national-framework-for-water-resources-2025?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Nature_Positive_Role_of_the_Cement_and_Concrete_Sector_2023.pdf
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Nature_Positive_Role_of_the_Cement_and_Concrete_Sector_2023.pdf
https://ukgbc.org/our-work/resource-use/
https://green-alliance.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Circular-construction.pdf
https://green-alliance.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Circular-construction.pdf
https://www.concretecentre.com/Performance-Sustainability/Concrete-industry-sustainable-construction-strateg/UK-Concrete-Roadmap-to-Beyond-Net-Zero.aspx
https://www.concretecentre.com/Performance-Sustainability/Concrete-industry-sustainable-construction-strateg/UK-Concrete-Roadmap-to-Beyond-Net-Zero.aspx
https://green-alliance.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Circular-construction.pdf
https://www.westminster.gov.uk/news/new-policy-make-westminster-retrofit-first-city
https://ukgbc.org/policy-advocacy/new-build-standards/future-homes-standard/
https://ukgbc.org/policy-advocacy/new-build-standards/future-homes-standard/
https://www.nzcbuildings.co.uk/pilotversion
https://www.nzcbuildings.co.uk/pilotversion
https://www.business.gov.uk/invest-in-uk/investment/sectors/zero-emission-vehicles/
https://www.independent.co.uk/cars/electric-vehicles/ev-battery-maker-jobs-uk-b2767541.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/cars/electric-vehicles/ev-battery-maker-jobs-uk-b2767541.html
https://www.ncl.ac.uk/business-and-partnerships/latest-news/item/national-battery-academy-officially-opened/
https://www.hse.gov.uk/statistics/assets/docs/construction.pdf
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SDG IMPACT: 9, 12, 13

Sarginsons Industries is leading an ambitious £6 million 
R&D project funded by the Advanced Propulsion Centre 
UK (APC), aiming to revolutionise the aluminium casting 
industry. The initiative focuses on developing automotive 
components made entirely from 100% recycled aluminium, 
significantly reducing carbon emissions while delivering 
lightweight, high-performance parts.

Project PIVOT brings together a consortium of partners, 
including Altair, Brunel University London, GESCRAP, as 
well as UN Global Compact Network UK Participants, 
Aston Martin, and Avon Metals. The project aims to 
industrialise Sarginsons’ innovative casting technology 
by integrating advanced metal solidification techniques, 
digital twin simulations, and topology optimisation into 
a unified software platform. This innovative approach 
enables designs that are up to 30% lighter without 
sacrificing strength or durability. By making this technology 
more accessible to original equipment manufacturers 
(OEMs), PIVOT aims to transform the way components 
are conceived, designed, and manufactured – delivering 
solutions that are faster, more cost-effective, lighter, and 
more sustainable.

Aston Martin’s participation reflects its ‘Racing. Green.’ 
sustainability strategy, with CTO Roberto Fedeli highlighting 
the APC funding as a crucial boost to increasing recycled 
content in future models. Ian Constance, CEO of the 
APC, emphasises that initiatives like PIVOT not only push 
the boundaries of sustainable manufacturing but also 
strengthen the UK automotive sector’s contribution to 
achieving net-zero targets.

CASE STUDY: PROJECT PIVOT 
TO PIONEER 100% RECYCLED 
ALUMINIUM CASTINGS

Health and Safety Executive (HSE) recorded 124 fatal injuries, 
with a significant proportion arising from industrial activity.

POLICY AND BUSINESS ENVIRONMENT

The sector operates within a demanding policy and business 
environment shaped by government strategies, complex 
regulatory frameworks, and cyclical market pressures. The 
refreshed UK Modern Industrial Strategy provides a ten-year 
blueprint for driving investment, innovation, long-term R&D 
funding, and decarbonisation, supported by a bespoke Advanced 
Manufacturing Sector Plan. Infrastructure investments, including 
logistics hubs and £6.6 billion in growth capital from the British 
Business Bank, aim to boost industrial capacity.

Other key regulatory levers, such as the UK Emissions Trading 
Scheme and regional circular economy and waste strategies, 
set the framework for achieving energy efficiency and resource 

circularity. Yet a report published by the Aldersgate Group and 
the Institute for European Environmental Policy UK (IEEP UK) 
warns that regulatory divergence between the UK and the EU 
on the circular economy could create additional burdens for 
businesses, and leave the UK market exposed to products made 
to low environmental standards. The UK Circular Economy 
Taskforce is currently developing a new strategy, with indications 
that alignment with EU rules will be prioritised to minimise these 
risks. This direction is reinforced by the latest UK–EU Joint 
Statement, which highlighted cooperation on emissions trading, 
electricity integration, sustainability, and biodiversity as areas of 
shared priority.

The 2023 Procurement Act has now come into effect, introducing 
measures to strengthen accountability and transparency while 
increasing the social value of public contracts – developments 
that align with several SDGs. At the same time, businesses 
are engaging policymakers to push for further reform, notably 
through the Public Procurement (British Goods and Services) Bill, 
which seeks to support UK manufacturers and stimulate demand 
for low-carbon products. Whether these changes will deliver 
meaningful impact in practice, however, remains to be seen.

Risk-sharing mechanisms are seen as critical to unlocking capital 
investment in high-cost, long-payback infrastructure such as 
recycling furnaces, hydrogen systems, and advanced melting 
technologies. The Committee on Climate Change (CCC) projects 
that industry emissions could fall by approximately 78% by 
2040 from 2023 levels under its balanced pathway, contingent 
on widespread electrification, hydrogen adoption, and carbon 
capture.

Yet competitiveness is under strain. The Confederation of British 
Industry (CBI) reports worsening export performance, with 
manufacturers’ competitiveness in EU markets falling to a 
balance of -13% (from -7%) and in non-EU markets to -23% (from 
-18%), the steepest decline since 2005. Orders are also falling, 
total new orders dropped to -17% in the latest quarter, with 
domestic demand down -16% and further contraction is expected. 
This erosion of competitiveness risks reduced investment, job 
losses, and a weaker growth outlook. For policymakers, restoring 
competitiveness is critical not only to safeguarding the UK’s 
economic position but also to ensuring businesses have the 
confidence and capacity to invest in sustainability, innovation, and 
the low-carbon transition.

https://sarginsons.com/articles-research/pivot-sarginsons-industries-lead-win-6m-apc-research-grant/
https://www.astonmartin.com/en/corporate/sustainability
https://www.hse.gov.uk/statistics/fatals-overview.htm
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/the-uks-modern-industrial-strategy-2025
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/advanced-manufacturing-sector-plan
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/advanced-manufacturing-sector-plan
https://www.british-business-bank.co.uk/news-and-events/news/british-business-bank-commits-ps66bn-back-innovation-part-uks-modern-industrial-strategy-and-unlock#:~:text=Today%2C%20the%20Secretary%20of%20State,and%20scale%20in%20the%20UK.
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/participating-in-the-uk-ets
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/participating-in-the-uk-ets
https://www.aldersgategroup.org.uk/content/uploads/2025/08/IEEP_Review-of-the-UK-and-EU-Circular-Economy_August_2025_v4.pdf
https://www.aldersgategroup.org.uk/content/uploads/2025/08/IEEP_Review-of-the-UK-and-EU-Circular-Economy_August_2025_v4.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/groups/circular-economy-taskforce
https://www.gov.uk/government/groups/circular-economy-taskforce
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ukeu-summit-key-documentation/uk-eu-summit-joint-statement-html
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ukeu-summit-key-documentation/uk-eu-summit-joint-statement-html
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2023/54/contents
https://bills.parliament.uk/bills/3553
https://www.theccc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/The-Seventh-Carbon-Budget.pdf
https://www.theccc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/The-Seventh-Carbon-Budget.pdf
https://www.cbi.org.uk/media-centre/articles/uk-manufacturing-struggles-to-regain-momentum-as-cost-pressures-mount-and-orders-remain-weak-cbi-industrial-trends-survey-july-2025/
https://www.cbi.org.uk/media-centre/articles/uk-manufacturing-struggles-to-regain-momentum-as-cost-pressures-mount-and-orders-remain-weak-cbi-industrial-trends-survey-july-2025/
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SECTOR OVERVIEW:  
ROLE IN THE UK ECONOMY AND SOCIETY

The UK Financial sector is one of the nation’s most productive 
and internationally significant industries, contributing 
approximately 9–13% of total economic output, a figure that 
represents anywhere from £208 billion to £294 billion in 
annual value. It employs nearly 2.5 million people across areas 
such as banking, insurance, fund management, and related 
professional services, making it a vital source of jobs and 
expertise throughout the country. High productivity rates within 
the sector, nearly 2.7 times the UK average, demonstrate its 
efficiency and the strong returns it generates for the economy. 
The sector is also the UK’s largest generator of trade surplus, 
estimated at £114 billion, underscoring its impact far beyond 
national borders.

But its influence extends much further than economic 
statistics. It plays a decisive part in directing capital, shaping 
consumer and corporate behaviour, and influencing the nation’s 
pathway to a low-carbon economy. Controlling $200 trillion 
in investible assets, the sector holds unprecedented power 
to fund progress across the SDGs. UK financial institutions 
already operate from a position of global strength, and there is 
evidence of positive momentum. London ranks first worldwide 
in the Global Green Finance Index, 17 of 24 UK companies 
sit in the top 100 of 400 organisations in the Global Financial 
Sustainability Rankings, and 70% of FTSE 100 companies have 
voluntarily prepared credible transition plans. This alignment 
between financial decision-making and long-term business 
resilience puts the sector at the forefront of sustainable 
development.

Technological innovation is another transformative force 
shaping the Financial sector. On one hand, FinTech companies 
are expanding access to financial services – reducing costs for 
consumers, increasing equity, and contributing to SDGs 1–5. On 
the other, investor focus has shifted, with technology start-ups 

Financials

now attracting more foreign direct investment than traditional 
investment management. This trend positions financial institutions 
to drive sustainability in the Technology and Telecommunications 
sectors, which have lagged in ESG performance, while 
supporting broader innovation across the economy.
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/industrial-strategy-sector-plans/sector-plans
https://www.thecityuk.com/news/financial-and-related-professional-services-remain-key-contributor-to-uk-economy/
https://www.thecityuk.com/news/financial-and-related-professional-services-remain-key-contributor-to-uk-economy/
https://www.worldbenchmarkingalliance.org/publication/financial-system/
https://www.worldbenchmarkingalliance.org/publication/financial-system/
https://www.longfinance.net/media/documents/GGFI_15_Report_2025.04.24_v1.0.pdf
https://www.worldbenchmarkingalliance.org/publication/financial-system/
https://www.worldbenchmarkingalliance.org/publication/financial-system/
https://www.cdp.net/en/climate-transition-plans
https://www.theglobalcity.uk/PositiveWebsite/media/Research-reports/The-UK-a-top-destination-for-financial-and-professional-services-investment-May2025.pdf
https://www.theglobalcity.uk/PositiveWebsite/media/Research-reports/The-UK-a-top-destination-for-financial-and-professional-services-investment-May2025.pdf
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However, significant challenges remain. Notably, if the UK’s 
major banks and investors were a country, their financed 
carbon emissions would make them the world’s ninth-largest 
emitter, responsible for an estimated 805 million tonnes of 
GHG emissions, highlighting the urgent need for sustainable 
financial flows. 

Despite the UK’s global leadership position, all cities worldwide 
have seen a dip in performance in the Green Finance Ranking 
in the most recent year, while in the sustainability rankings, 
the top-placed company gained a score of only 43%. Although 
there has been progress in the sector’s sustainability planning 
and commitments, scaled action remains limited, with a gap 
between leading organisations and the majority who are yet to 
translate sustainability strategies into material outcomes.

SDG IMPACT AND PERFORMANCE OVERVIEW

The Financial sector plays a critical role in achieving the 
SDGs, in particular, SDG8 via ESG integration and responsible 
investment practices; SDG13 through climate funding and 
transition to net zero; and SDG17 with global finance holding 
the capital to plug the funding gap for progress toward SDG1, 
SDG2, SDG3 and beyond. It also has a role in mitigating its 
effects on SDG12 and SDG15. 

UK financial services are directly advancing SDG8 by 
successfully working with the government towards increased 
ESG integration, ensuring investments promote sustainable 
economic growth. Similarly, pension fund consolidation, 
supported by the Government, is aiding more impactful 
investment into UK productive and sustainable finance. There 
is room for the sector to have even more impact in leveraging 
private finance to deliver transition once the GB Energy and the 
National Wealth Fund has been fully set up.

SDG IMPACT: 8, 9, 16

Crown Agents Bank (CAB) has introduced a Sustainability 
Category into its payments and foreign exchange (FX) 
SWIFT transaction monitoring process. This categorisation 
model enables the Bank to identify and flag transactions 
linked to sustainability concerns, without adding procedural 
complexity or altering existing risk taxonomies. The 
initiative was developed and publicly announced through 
the UN Global Compact Network UK SDG Innovation 
Accelerator for Young Professionals. 

Traditional transaction monitoring tends to focus on 
financial crime, internal high-risk taxonomies, and 
sanctions; however, it often lacks the ability to differentiate 
sustainability-related risks. CAB identified that these risks 
were frequently embedded within broader categories, 
reducing visibility and oversight. Rather than modifying 
its compliance framework, CAB adopted a categorisation 
approach to enhance transparency of sustainability-related 
risks. This allows for a more informed internal assessment 
while maintaining operational continuity. 

The initiative was disclosed in July 2025, positioning Crown 
Agents Bank among the first peer financial institutions to 
publicly integrate a sustainability-focused categorisation 
into SWIFT transaction monitoring. The model directly 
supports SDGs 8, 9, and 16 by promoting ethical economic 
activity, innovation in financial infrastructure and 
institutional transparency. CAB’s approach publicly embeds 
sustainability into operational compliance, pioneering 
payment screening procedures to an evolving world of 
global ESG standards.

CASE STUDY: EMBEDDING 
SUSTAINABILITY INTO 
TRANSACTION MONITORING 

The business case for sustainable finance and climate 
funding that aids SDG13 is increasingly accepted by the 
sector. 70% of investors agree that companies should make 
relevant sustainability expenditures even if it reduces near-
term profitability. A third of CEOs in PwC’s Global Survey 
reported increased revenue from climate-friendly investments, 
while two-thirds experienced reduced or no significant cost 
impact. However, there remains a clear gap between ambition 
and material impact. While many companies are assigning 
responsibility for sustainability and setting out climate-related 
plans, businesses must ensure these commitments translate 
into measurable outcomes. 

This is particularly important in relation to SDG12, SDG14, and 
SDG15, where the sector’s progress continues to lag despite 
the potential for significant positive impact. Strengthening 
transparency and embedding transition planning into core 
business strategy will be critical to closing this gap. 

https://www.wwf.org.uk/updates/uk-banks-and-investors-responsible-more-co2-emissions
https://www.wwf.org.uk/updates/uk-banks-and-investors-responsible-more-co2-emissions
https://www.worldbenchmarkingalliance.org/publication/financial-system/
https://www.worldbenchmarkingalliance.org/publication/financial-system/
https://jbmipublisher.org/system/index.php/home/article/view/9
https://uksif.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/UKSIF-Perspectives-2025-Outlook.pdf;%20https:/www.pensionsuk.org.uk/Press-Centre/Press-Releases/Article/PLSA-identifies-practical-solutions-to-make-UK-growth-assets-more-investable-for-pension-funds
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/687e612692957f2ec567c621/Financial_Services__Growth___Competitiveness_Strategy_final.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/687e612692957f2ec567c621/Financial_Services__Growth___Competitiveness_Strategy_final.pdf
https://www.crownagentsbank.com/about/#sustainability
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/crownagentsbank_payments-transactions-sustainablility-activity-7351216570272022530-iW_5?utm_source=share&utm_medium=member_desktop&rcm=ACoAAEbIY9EBMpH3xJ1c0-wcs5w4iKO1IPpzowk
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/crownagentsbank_payments-transactions-sustainablility-activity-7351216570272022530-iW_5?utm_source=share&utm_medium=member_desktop&rcm=ACoAAEbIY9EBMpH3xJ1c0-wcs5w4iKO1IPpzowk
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/issues/c-suite-insights/global-investor-survey.html
https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/issues/c-suite-insights/ceo-survey.html
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Accordingly, analysis by the Climate Change Committee in June 
2025 showed that while the UK has made significant progress 
on combating emissions, further action is needed to meet Net 
Zero targets.

Within the UK, finance holds the largest gender pay gap of 
any sector, affecting its progress on SDG5, this year the gap 
widened to its worst since 2021. However, progress has been 
made in terms of increasing women in the upper echelons, 
the FTSE 350 report women at 43% of Board roles and 35% 
of leadership positions. The sector is critical for mobilising 
development finance to aid SDG1, SDG2, and SDG3 globally, 
establishing partnerships for SDG17. Private finance is 
necessary in closing the $4trillion annual funding gap for 
sustainable development in emerging markets but current 
levels of support are insufficient. Only 6% of institutions 
express financing support to low and lower-middle income 
countries and visibility on SDG-related finance remains 
extremely low. Crucial here is the further development of 
blended finance models for sustainability projects, to de-risk 
and stimulate investments towards the Goals.

POLICY AND BUSINESS ENVIRONMENT

Despite its strengths, the UK Financial sector operates 
within a rapidly evolving regulatory and policy environment, 

characterised by expanding reporting requirements and 
heightened scrutiny of ESG performance. The UK Government’s 
ambition to make the UK the world’s most innovative full-
service financial centre by 2035 drives ongoing reform efforts, 
notably through consultations on UK Sustainability Reporting 
Standards, transition planning, and a new voluntary assurance 
regime. These initiatives aim to create a more consistent and 
transparent information environment for investors and support 
the clean energy transition.

Against the backdrop of global momentum, especially 
following the Fourth International Conference on Financing 
for Development (FfD4), the UK has a pivotal opportunity to 
strengthen its leadership and accelerate the alignment of 
financial flows with environmental and social goals. However, 
recent policy reversals, such as the Government’s decision 
to scrap the proposed Green Taxonomy in July 2025, have 
introduced regulatory gaps, compelling UK investors and 
companies to navigate fragmented national and international 
classifications of green economic activity. 

While this may reduce compliance burden in the short term, it 
undermines the clarity and credibility of reporting practices and 
risks fracturing the sustainable finance ecosystem. As the UK 
plans to become the sustainable finance capital of the world, 
the scrapping of the Green Taxonomy is seen to contradict this 
statement.

https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/progress-in-reducing-emissions-2025-report-to-parliament/
https://www.wibf.org.uk/
https://ftsewomenleaders.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/ftse-report-master-2025-online-v3.pdf
https://www.worldbenchmarkingalliance.org/publication/financial-system/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/industrial-strategy-sector-plans/sector-plans
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/industrial-strategy-sector-plans/sector-plans
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/exposure-drafts-uk-sustainability-reporting-standards
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/exposure-drafts-uk-sustainability-reporting-standards
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/climate-related-transition-plan-requirements
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/assurance-of-sustainability-reporting
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/assurance-of-sustainability-reporting
https://financing.desa.un.org/ffd4
https://financing.desa.un.org/ffd4
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/687659e6a8d0255f9fe28edd/UK_Taxonomy_consultation_response.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/plans-for-uk-to-become-sustainable-finance-capital-of-the-world#:~:text=The%20UK%20is%20consistently%20ranked%20first%20in%20the%20world%20for%20sustainable%20finance&text=hub%20for%20green%20investment
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/plans-for-uk-to-become-sustainable-finance-capital-of-the-world#:~:text=The%20UK%20is%20consistently%20ranked%20first%20in%20the%20world%20for%20sustainable%20finance&text=hub%20for%20green%20investment
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SECTOR OVERVIEW:  
ROLE IN THE UK ECONOMY AND SOCIETY

The UK Technology and Telecommunications sectors are a 
driving force of economic transformation, societal progress, 
and sustainability innovation. Valued at over $1.2 trillion and 
growing at a compound annual rate of 12.5%, it outpaces 
competitors as the number one tech ecosystem in Europe, 
employing millions in high-value roles. 

In 2025, the sector recorded 14,262 new company 
incorporations and major investment inflows, with London-
based climate tech startups alone raising £2.75 billion in 2023, 
coming second globally. Technology fuels productivity gains 
across the economy, with government forecasts suggesting 
emerging technologies, particularly Artificial Intelligence 
(AI), machine learning (ML), and next-generation digital 
infrastructure, could add £223.4 billion to GDP by 2035, more 
than 8% of projected growth. AI and ML alone could contribute 
nearly £80 billion, reshaping productivity, public services, and 
business models.

Beyond economics, technology has transformed education, 
healthcare, and community engagement. It is also a key enabler 
of net-zero, with digital solutions projected to deliver up to one-
third of the UK’s required carbon reductions by 2030. Yet the 
sector faces its own sustainability challenges, producing around 
4.75% of total UK GHG emissions, half from user devices, the 
rest from data centres and networks. 

Most emissions are embodied in manufacturing, distribution, 
and disposal, while operational impacts are growing due to AI, 
high-performance computing, and climate tech infrastructure. 
Greener coding, renewable electricity sourcing, and improved 
e-waste recycling are becoming urgent priorities.

Technology &  
telecommunications

Sector-specific sustainability drivers include low-carbon 
software, smart grid, storage technologies, ESG reporting tools, 
and climate tech such as Carbon Capture, Usage, and Storage 
(CCUS). The UK Green Technology market reached £125 billion 
in 2025, led by renewable energy, waste management, and low-
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https://report.technation.io/
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/economic-estimates-employment-in-dcms-sectors-and-digital-sector-january-2022-to-december-2022/economic-estimates-employment-in-the-digital-sector-january-2022-to-december-2022
https://www.rsmuk.com/news/uk-tech-bounces-back-new-incorporations-jump-to-record-high-q2-2025
https://www.rsmuk.com/news/uk-tech-bounces-back-new-incorporations-jump-to-record-high-q2-2025
https://www.uktech.news/tech-hubs/london/london-climate-tech-funding-2023-20240118
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-wider-economic-impacts-of-emerging-technologies-in-the-uk/the-wider-economic-impacts-of-emerging-technologies-in-the-uk-html#wider-economic-impacts-of-technology-use
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-wider-economic-impacts-of-emerging-technologies-in-the-uk/the-wider-economic-impacts-of-emerging-technologies-in-the-uk-html#wider-economic-impacts-of-technology-use
https://www.repository.cam.ac.uk/items/06d282c4-ff66-4f7c-a5b5-64184b024830
https://www.aaronwallis.co.uk/aaron-wallis-market-reports/green-technology-sales-market-report-2025/
https://www.aaronwallis.co.uk/aaron-wallis-market-reports/green-technology-sales-market-report-2025/
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carbon innovations. Regulatory pressure, investor scrutiny, and 
consumer expectations are accelerating action on emissions 
and circularity, with sector collaboration fostering responsible 
digital infrastructure. The ‘tech for good’ agenda is now 
embedded in strategies linking profitability with societal benefit.

However, public awareness lags behind reality. Research from 
Telehouse shared how 67% of UK adults do not know what a 
data centre is or does, and 51% have never heard the term, 
despite their classification as critical national infrastructure. 
This knowledge gap fuels planning objections and slows 
infrastructure expansion needed for next-generation technology. 
With demand for AI, blockchain, and cryptocurrency driving 
higher rack density and power requirements, operators are 
increasingly retrofitting facilities and optimising space to meet 
the UK’s rapidly growing digital needs.

SDG IMPACT AND PERFORMANCE OVERVIEW

Technology is a powerful enabler of the SDGs but also carries 
significant risks when growth outpaces governance. The sector 
contributes positively to SDG4, SDG8, and SDG9, while playing 
a central role in addressing SDG7 and SDG13. Yet, the sector’s 
rapid expansion also fuels challenges linked to environmental 
impact, inequality, and responsible governance.

Digital tools have transformed education in the UK, with EdTech 
innovations supporting classroom learning and providing new 
ways to upskill adults. This is vital given that 22.6 million UK 
adults report their digital skills need improving. Ensuring equal 
access to training across regions, genders, and age groups 
remains crucial to prevent deepening inequality (SDG4, SDG5, 
SDG10). While technology can promote inclusion, it can also 
create new forms of exclusion. The high cost of devices, the fast 
retirement of otherwise functional software, and disparities in 
connectivity risk leaving communities behind.

SDG IMPACT: 5, 10, 16

As part of the UN Women 16 Days of Activism against 
Gender-Based Violence campaign, Vodafone UK 
spotlighted Bright Sky, a free digital tool designed to help 
people experiencing domestic abuse. Developed with 
Hestia and Hope After Harm, it offers discreet access to 
resources, safety planning, and incident logging. Since 
2018, the app has been downloaded over 250,000 times 
and rolled out in 14 markets.

However, alongside this innovation, wider challenges 
remain. Technology-facilitated abuse, including 
harassment, stalking, and exploitation enabled by digital 
tools, is rising rapidly. Research shows strong public belief 
in the potential of online tools to help in unsafe situations, 
yet awareness and trust remain low. Policy frameworks, 
education systems, and corporate safeguards are 
struggling to keep up, leaving gaps in protection.

By combining survivor-informed design with innovative 
digital tools, Bright Sky illustrates how technology can be 
part of the solution. But it also highlights the urgency of 
addressing the sector’s lag in responding to the harmful 
uses of technology. Building inclusive, responsible, and 
safe digital environments is essential if the sector’s full 
contribution to the SDGs is to be realised.

CASE STUDY: BRIGHT SKY – 
HARNESSING TECHNOLOGY TO 
COMBAT DOMESTIC ABUSE

https://www.telehouse.net/news/uk-public-largely-unaware-of-data-centres-critical-role-in-society/
https://www.telehouse.net/news/uk-public-largely-unaware-of-data-centres-critical-role-in-society/
https://www.business.gov.uk/campaign/gcc/education-and-technology/
https://www.business.gov.uk/campaign/gcc/education-and-technology/
https://www.lloydsbank.com/assets/media/pdfs/banking_with_us/whats-happening/lb-consumer-digital-index-2024-report.pdf
https://www.lloydsbank.com/assets/media/pdfs/banking_with_us/whats-happening/lb-consumer-digital-index-2024-report.pdf
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/people-and-organizational-performance/our-insights/we-are-all-techies-now-digital-skill-building-for-the-future
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/people-and-organizational-performance/our-insights/we-are-all-techies-now-digital-skill-building-for-the-future
https://www.unwomen.org/en/get-involved/16-days-of-activism
https://www.unwomen.org/en/get-involved/16-days-of-activism
https://uk.bright-sky.org/en/home
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The UK tech sector has strong potential for economic growth, 
attracting $21.3 billion in venture capital in 2023 (SDG8). 
However, job contractions in 2024 revealed a lag between 
technological innovation and labour market adaptation. While AI 
is generating productivity gains and healthcare breakthroughs 
(SDG3), it is also displacing jobs, with training and entry-level 
opportunities not keeping pace. Without deliberate reskilling 
strategies, the sector risks widening talent gaps over the long 
term.

Environmental impacts are increasingly pronounced. The 
digital sector already contributes 2.73% of UK emissions and 
almost 10% of national electricity use, and the growth of AI is 
a significant driver of water usage, posing a significant threat 
to water security within the UK, with a predicted shortfall of 5 
billion litres of water per day by 2050. At the same time, global 
demand for critical minerals and rare earths, essential for 
devices, batteries, and data centres, is fuelling unsustainable 
extraction practices and geopolitical tensions (SDG12, SDG16). 
While technology can support climate modelling, smart grids, 
and biodiversity monitoring, its own footprint must be carefully 
managed.

Privacy and security concerns also require attention. As digital 
services expand, risks to personal data, surveillance misuse, 
and technology-facilitated abuse are growing (SDG16). Online 
harassment, often sexist, racist, or otherwise discriminatory, 
has escalated, yet policy and educational responses remain 
fragmented. The sector is not only a tool for empowerment but 
also a vector for harm if regulation, corporate responsibility, and 
public awareness fail to keep pace.

POLICY AND BUSINESS ENVIRONMENT

The UK Technology and Telecommunications sector is one of 
the fastest growing and most globally connected in the world, 
but its operating environment is shaped by rapid innovation, 
intense global competition, and evolving regulation. Government 
initiatives such as the Digital Markets, Competition, and 
Consumers Act (DMCC Act), the Digital and Technologies Sector 
Plan, and the AI Opportunities Action Plan reflect a clear 
ambition to make the UK a leader in innovation and responsible 
tech. Yet consistent implementation and long-term policy 
certainty remain critical.

The DMCC Act grants the Competition and Markets Authority 
new powers to ensure fair competition, particularly by 
addressing the dominance of global tech giants and supporting 
opportunities for scaling domestic firms. The Online Safety Act 
2023, meanwhile, introduces a new regulatory framework to 
hold platforms accountable for harmful content, strengthen 
child safety protections, and increase transparency in content 
moderation, signalling the UK’s intent to set global standards 
in online governance. In parallel, the UK’s agile, pro-innovation 
approach to AI regulation seeks to balance safety, privacy, and 
competitiveness, focusing especially on ‘frontier AI’ systems 
and sector-specific guidance. 

Strategic government investment in areas such as quantum 
computing, semiconductors, and life sciences aims to reinforce 
the UK’s science base, while infrastructure plans, including 
relaxed planning rules for data centres, are being rolled out to 
meet the needs of AI and digital transformation.

Nevertheless, challenges persist. Talent shortages threaten 
sector growth, and uncertainty around R&D tax credits, capital 
gains, and funding pathways can deter investment. Access to 
liquidity through IPO and pension fund reforms has improved, 
but UK tech firms still face hurdles in scaling and competing 
internationally.

https://www.business.gov.uk/invest-in-uk/investment/sectors/technology/#:~:text=The%20UK%20is%20home%20to,to%20over%20200%20future%20unicorns.
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/economic-estimates-employment-in-the-digital-sector-january-2024-to-december-2024
https://www.business.gov.uk/invest-in-uk/investment/sectors/technology/#:~:text=The%20UK%20is%20home%20to,to%20over%20200%20future%20unicorns.
https://www.business.gov.uk/invest-in-uk/investment/sectors/technology/#:~:text=The%20UK%20is%20home%20to,to%20over%20200%20future%20unicorns.
https://www.techuk.org/resource/the-digital-pulse-transforming-uk-healthcare-with-cutting-edge-identity-solutions.html
https://www.mckinsey.com/uk/our-insights/the-mckinsey-uk-blog/ai-uneven-effects-on-uk-jobs-and-talent
https://www.repository.cam.ac.uk/items/06d282c4-ff66-4f7c-a5b5-64184b024830
https://www.repository.cam.ac.uk/items/06d282c4-ff66-4f7c-a5b5-64184b024830
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/688cb407dc6688ed50878367/Water_use_in_data_centre_and_AI_report.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/688cb407dc6688ed50878367/Water_use_in_data_centre_and_AI_report.pdf
https://www.itu.int/en/mediacentre/backgrounders/Pages/icts-to-achieve-the-united-nations-sustainable-development-goals.aspx
https://politicsuk.com/driving-net-zero-digital-innovation-climate-agenda/
https://iris.who.int/handle/10665/376323
https://bills.parliament.uk/bills/3453
https://bills.parliament.uk/bills/3453
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/digital-and-technologies-sector-plan
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/digital-and-technologies-sector-plan
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ai-opportunities-action-plan/ai-opportunities-action-plan
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/online-safety-act-explainer/online-safety-act-explainer
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/online-safety-act-explainer/online-safety-act-explainer
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/tech-innovators-backed-to-set-up-and-scale-up-in-britain-through-industrial-strategy#:~:text=Innovators%20driving%20future%20technologies%20like,Secretary%20Peter%20Kyle%20has%20announced.
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PARTNERSHIPS AS CATALYSTS 
FOR SUSTAINABILITY AND 
INNOVATION

SDG17, Partnerships for the Goals, calls to “strengthen the 
means of implementation and revitalise the global partnership 
for sustainable development.” Unlike other Goals with a specific 
thematic focus, SDG17 is inherently crosscutting; its effective 
delivery underpins progress across all 16 other SDGs. Partnerships 
that connect sectors, stakeholders, and organisations of all sizes 
have the power to accelerate collective action on both the 2030 
Agenda, and UK priorities of sustainability.

While data on direct business action for SDG17 is limited, the 2023 
SDG Stocktake suggested that progress has been made in the 
private sector’s impact on partnerships, and revenue associated 
with these, highlighting that collaborative approaches can drive 
systemic change. Businesses can play a pivotal role by financing 
sustainable development initiatives in developing countries, leading 
responsible tax practices, sharing knowledge and technologies, 
building capacity, and initiating multi-stakeholder partnerships that 
address complex, interconnected challenges.

However, partnerships must be designed to advance equity and 
inclusion. Funding, technology transfer, and capacity building, 
particularly in partnerships with the Global South, should be 
designed to strengthen local self-sufficiency and ensure no one is 
left behind. This means prioritising local ownership, knowledge-
sharing, and skills transfer, while also fostering the exchange of 
knowledge across sectors, nations, and stakeholder groups. For 
example, lessons learned in one sector being applied to another, 
or businesses sharing insights with researchers and policymakers 
to accelerate collective progress. Without these safeguards, such 
efforts risk reinforcing global inequalities by creating dependency, 
extracting value, or concentrating benefits in wealthier economies, 

undermining progress towards SDG10. Similarly, collaborations 
with governments or large-scale financial flows can create 
risks related to bribery and corruption, SDG16, requiring robust 
governance and due diligence. Partnerships should also ensure 
that new economic activity does not come at the expense of 
environmental integrity or human rights, embedding safeguards to 
protect ecosystems, workers, and communities.

When designed and managed responsibly, partnerships act as 
catalysts for sustainability by unlocking resources, enabling 
innovation, and fostering knowledge exchange. They allow 
businesses to go beyond the limits of individual action, leveraging 
complementary strengths to address systemic issues at scale. 
In this way, SDG17 is not only a Goal in its own right but also a 
powerful enabler of transformative progress across the entire 
sustainable development agenda.

ESTABLISHED MODELS OF PARTNERSHIPS

To understand how partnerships catalyse sustainability and 
innovation, it helps to look at the different forms they take. Each 
model unlocks distinct strengths that, when combined, can drive 
either incremental or systemic change:

BUSINESS-TO-BUSINESS (B2B) AND BUSINESS-
TO-SUPPLIER (B2S)

Collaboration between companies – either within the same sector 
or across industries – can pool resources, share best practices, and 

https://info.unglobalcompact.org/sdg-stocktake
https://info.unglobalcompact.org/sdg-stocktake
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scale innovations faster. Joint ventures and cross-sector alliances 
often lead to breakthroughs in technology, circular economy 
models, and sustainable supply chain practices.

Business-to-supplier (B2S) partnerships, while a subset of B2B, 
bring additional benefits by strengthening supplier relationships, 
particularly in the Global South. These collaborations can build 
local self-sufficiency, ensure no one is left behind, and play a 
critical role in tackling issues such as modern slavery within supply 
chains.

•	 Increases efficiency;

•	 Reduces duplication of effort;

•	 Accelerates innovation;

•	 Strengthens local resilience and human rights protection.

CIVIL SOCIETY

Partnerships with NGOs, advocacy groups, and community 
organisations ensure that sustainability efforts are inclusive, 
grounded in local realities, and informed by diverse voices. Civil 
society partners can help hold businesses accountable while 
facilitating engagement with communities most affected.

•	 Enhances credibility;

•	 Strengthens community trust;

•	 Ensures projects meet real needs.

ACADEMIA AND RESEARCH

Collaborating with universities and research institutions provides 
access to cutting-edge research, data, and evaluation methods. 
Such partnerships enable evidence-based decision-making and 
foster innovation through pilot projects and applied research. 
They also help industry scale up and commercialise early-stage 
research with the potential to address sustainable development 
challenges. 

•	 Increases knowledge;

•	 Enables accurate measurement of impact;

•	 Supports long-term solution development.

GOVERNMENT AND PARLIAMENTARIANS

Working with local, national, and international policymakers 
can create enabling environments for tackling sustainability 
challenges, align corporate action with public policy priorities, and 
shape effective regulation.

•	 Improves policy alignment;

•	 Unlocks funding or incentives;

•	 Scales business solutions through legislative and regulatory  
	 support.

SYSTEMS PARTNERSHIPS

Beyond bilateral or sector-specific collaborations, systems 
partnerships bring together businesses, civil society, academia, and 
policymakers in structured hubs or platforms. These partnerships 
aim to tackle complex sustainability challenges that no single 
stakeholder can solve alone. By aligning incentives, creating shared 
roadmaps, and pooling diverse expertise, systems partnerships 
can drive transformation at scale, shaping markets, accelerating 
innovation, and embedding sustainability across entire value chains 
and ecosystems.

•	 Creates collective impact through shared goals and  
	 measurement;

•	 Breaks down silos to integrate diverse perspectives;

•	 Enables large-scale, systemic change that endures.

BEYOND THE NORM: UNTHINKABLE 
PARTNERSHIPS

While these models represent well-established approaches, some 
of the most transformative collaborations emerge when actors 
step beyond traditional silos. These ‘unthinkable partnerships’ 
bring together unlikely allies to tackle shared SDGs, fill sector 
gaps, and accelerate collective upskilling.

Such partnerships don’t need to already exist; companies can 
imagine new constellations of actors and forge alliances that 
break down silos. For instance, one sector’s waste might serve as 

 

EXAMPLES OF UNTHINKABLE PARTNERSHIPS BY SECTOR

SECTOR/S PARTNERS PARTNERSHIPS SDG IMPACT

Technology
Academia

Government

A major electronics company collaborates with academia and 

governments to refurbish used devices for low-income students,  

while building a sustainability curriculum to teach digital skills and 

climate literacy.

4, 10, 12

Finance 

Food and Beverage 

Telecoms

B2B

Banks, agri-businesses, and telecoms companies create mobile-based 

microfinance platforms for smallholder farmers to invest in climate-

resilient practices.

2, 8, 13

Energy

Consumer 

Discretionary

Civil Society 

Renewable energy providers, retail chains, and communities power  

off-grid water plants, training local technicians and distributing  

water-efficient technologies.

6, 7, 8
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another sector’s raw material – Consumer Discretionary brands 
could partner with food and beverage companies to transform 
textile offcuts into biodegradable packaging, while the construction 
sector could collaborate with retailers to repurpose surplus 
building materials into durable housing kits for disaster relief.

Beyond material flows, partnerships can also unlock new forms 
of knowledge exchange. Coalitions of logistics companies, 
universities, and healthcare providers can design sustainable 
cold-chain distribution networks that reduce emissions while 
strengthening access to vital medicines like vaccines. 

Similarly, collaborations between technology firms, renewable 
energy providers, and public housing authorities can merge 
digital innovation with clean energy and social equity, retrofitting 
low-income homes and helping to develop resilient, sustainable 
communities. Even competitors can find common ground, such 
as automakers and airlines co-investing in sustainable fuels, 
or beverage companies joining forces with waste management 
startups to create closed-loop recycling systems.

Whether B2B, business-civil society, business-academia, or 
business-government, the value lies in combining complementary 
strengths: technical expertise with market reach, policy influence 
with scientific insight, community trust with investment capital. 
By pursuing unconventional alliances, companies can accelerate 
innovation, de-risk bold decisions, and build trust while advancing 
solutions that not only strengthen their own resilience but also 
deliver broader ESG impact.

CO-CREATORS OF CHANGE: CONSUMERS

One crucial actor often missing from discussions of partnerships is 
the consumer. Consumers are not passive recipients of sustainable 
products but are active partners whose choices shape which 
innovations succeed and scale. By signalling demand, rewarding 
transparency, and holding companies accountable, consumers help 
determine which partnerships thrive.

In a recent study from UN Global Compact Country Networks in 
Europe, which explored the perception of sustainable development 
by Europeans, the UK was joint second out of 16 countries, for the 
share of citizens who consider sustainability in their purchasing 
decisions, at 33%. This is 7% higher than the EU average, at 26% of 
consumers. 

Evidence from the food and beverage sector illustrates this 
influence. Over the past two years, 42% of global e-commerce 
launches featured sustainability claims, rising to 65% in the UK, 
where consumer pressure, retailer-brand alignment, and stricter 
sustainability agendas converge. Products with sustainability 
credentials also tend to last longer. 64% of launches from 2023–24 
remain on shelves today, compared to 59% for all products 
globally, with similar patterns in the UK. This demonstrates that 
consumer demand not only boosts visibility but also underpins the 
longevity of sustainable innovations.

Partnerships that overlook consumers risk stalling, while 
those that actively involve them can unlock faster transitions. 
Recognising consumers as co-creators of change reframes them 
from end-users to essential partners, ensuring that cross-sector 
collaborations deliver solutions that are not only technically viable 
but socially embraced.

 

NEW PRODUCTS WITH SUSTAINABILITY CLAIMS STAY ON SHELVES LONGER

Source: Euromonitor International, Passport Innovation, data updated on August 1, 2025. Data refers to new brand and sub-brand launches, based on daily 

tracking of in-scope online retailers, marketplaces excluded. The figures represent global premieres – products detected for the first time globally either in 

the UK or across the 32 markets within the scope. The survival rate* is calculated for products that were launched during 2023-2024 and were still active on 

e-commerce as of August 2025.

 Global (32 markets) United Kingdom

New Food and Beverage Products Launches (2023+2024) 24,775 1,756

% with Sustainability Claims 42% 65%

Survival Rate*: All vs. Sustainable 59% vs 64% 61% vs 64%

 

https://www.unglobalcompact.org.uk/european-perceptions-of-sustainable-development-study/
https://www.unglobalcompact.org.uk/european-perceptions-of-sustainable-development-study/


38

SHAPING THE ENABLING 
ENVIRONMENT

Policymakers have a central role in shaping the enabling 
environment for businesses to accelerate sustainable 
development. While consumers are an important part of the 
puzzle, driving demand for more sustainable products and 
practices, systemic progress depends on policy and regulation to 
set clear standards, ensure consistent and comparable data, and 
hold businesses accountable so they are transparent and honest 
with consumers. By providing clarity, consistency, and ambition in 
regulation and investment frameworks, governments can unlock 
private sector leadership while ensuring fair, competitive, and 
socially responsible markets. 

In the UN Global Compact European Country Networks study 
of perceptions of sustainable development, 86% of respondents 
from the UK agreed that regulation is needed to hold companies 
to account, indicating a strong public expectation for government 
intervention to ensure responsible business practices. This 
reflects broader European trends, where citizens increasingly view 
legislative measures as essential for driving corporate transparency, 
reducing environmental impacts, and safeguarding social welfare. 

Across all sectors, there is a strong need for a UK sustainability 
reporting framework that is clear, proportionate, internationally 
interoperable, and aligned with the SDGs, enabling businesses to 
provide investors and regulators with decision-useful information 
while building resilient supply chains. Reporting costs are high, 
standards fragmented, and companies face particular difficulties 
in addressing Scope 3 emissions and human right due diligence 
across supply chains due to inconsistent methodologies and 
data gaps. SMEs also lack clear guidance on how to engage with 
sustainability reporting, and frameworks risk overemphasising 
climate while underrepresenting nature, water, and social impacts. 

By introducing UK–EU equivalence through ISSB requirements, 
robust guidance and tools, mandatory transition plans, and 
streamlined sector-specific guidance the Government could reduce 
trade barriers and compliance costs for companies as well as 
ensure consistency and comparability. With the clarity, alignment, 

and the right enabling conditions these policy changes would 
provide, UK businesses across sectors could accelerate disclosure, 
strengthen supply chain accountability, and unlock sustainable 
investment at scale. 

In the Consumer Staples and Consumer Discretionary 
sectors, there is a clear need for a UK business and human rights 
framework that strengthens supply chain accountability and aligns 
with global standards, ensuring companies can operate responsibly 
while maintaining competitiveness. While the Modern Slavery Act 
and Companies Act provide a foundation, they fall short: reporting 
is often boilerplate and unenforced, there is no overarching duty on 
businesses to assess and address human rights and environmental 
risks across supply chains, the National Action Plan is outdated, 
and victims still face major barriers to remedy. 

To address this, the Government could reform the Modern Slavery 
Act with penalties, standardised reporting, and independent 
assurance; introduce a UK mHRDD law aligned with the EU CSDDD 
to avoid regulatory divergence; and update the National Action Plan 
to integrate modern supply chain challenges, including climate-
linked risks and digital rights. Doing so would help build resilient 
and ethical supply chains while also advancing the UK’s leadership 
in responsible business. 

•	 Reform the Modern Slavery Act with penalties,  
	 standardised reporting, and independent assurance.

•	 Introduce a UK mHRDD law aligned with the EU CSDDD  
	 to avoid regulatory divergence.

•	 Update the National Action Plan to integrate modern  
	 supply chain challenges, including climate-linked risks  
	 and digital rights.

POLICY ASKS
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•	 Co-develop sectoral nature pathways integrated with net  
	 zero targets.

•	 Implement a Land Use Framework supporting nature, 
	 climate, societal, and economic goals.

•	 Strengthen biodiversity and deforestation regulations  
	 aligned with international standards.

•	 Scale nature markets and green finance classification  
	 frameworks to mobilise private investment.

•	 Expand innovation funding to scale low-carbon emerging  
	 technologies.

•	 Implement a comprehensive skills strategy to re-train 
	 workforces for low-carbon jobs.

•	 Ensure consistent long-term support for energy efficiency  
	 and electrification initiatives.

POLICY ASKS

POLICY ASKS

For Energy and Utilities and the Financial sector, there is a 
need for a nature policy framework that integrates nature recovery 
into the UK’s growth strategy and incentivises, while enabling 
businesses to scale solutions that protect and restore ecosystems. 
Building on the Environment Act, Biodiversity Net Gain, the UK 
Timber Regulation and the Global Biodiversity Framework, there 
is a need to move from ambition to delivery. Current gaps include 
the absence of sectoral Nature Positive Pathways, insufficient 
integration of nature protection and recovery into land use and 
planning reforms, weak enforcement of Biodiversity Net Gain, and 
delays in strengthening deforestation rules under the UKFRC. 

To address this, there is scope for government co-development of 
sectoral pathways (integrated with net zero pathways), the timely 
implementation of a Land Use Framework which supports nature, 
climate, societal, and economic goals, and stronger biodiversity 
and deforestation regulations aligned with international standards. 

At the same time, scaling nature markets and stimulating private 
investment will be essential to bridging the nature finance 
gap and meeting UK biodiversity targets; this is only possible 
with strong, unified green finance definitions and classification 
frameworks. With clear long-term policies, adequate resourcing, 
and strong partnership with business, the UK can create a 
nature-positive economy that delivers on both environmental and 
economic goals. 

For the Industrial and Technology and Telecommunications 
sectors, a climate policy framework that unlocks business 
innovation and drives UK competitiveness is imperative. While 
existing incentives, such as R&D tax relief, green finance, and 
industrial decarbonisation funds, are valuable, delivery gaps 
remain. The UK currently lacks robust adaptation planning, a clear 
skills and just transition strategy, consistent long-term support for 
energy efficiency and electrification, and innovation funding. 

By expanding innovation funding to scale low-carbon emerging 
technologies and implementing a comprehensive skills strategy 
detailing how they will support re-train workforces towards low-
carbon jobs, the government can empower leading businesses in 
these sectors to scale solutions and ensure the UK’s transition to a 
resilient, low-carbon economy. 

Taken together, these policy priorities illustrate a clear path 
forward, with the Governments providing a stable, consistent, 
and ambitious framework that enables businesses to invest 
with confidence, innovate at scale, and compete globally. Policy 
coherence across sectors, whether on reporting standards, 
regulatory alignment, or investment frameworks, is critical 
to unlocking private capital and accelerating sustainable 
development. 

By addressing these asks, policymakers can catalyse a powerful 
partnership with industry, driving progress towards the SDGs 
while safeguarding long-term economic resilience and societal 
wellbeing.
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CONCLUSION

This report demonstrates that UK businesses are at a pivotal 
moment in redefining sustainability. Some are true trailblazers, 
pioneering practices that integrate environmental and social 
responsibility into their core operations, while others remain 
transformers in progress, still adapting business models to 
meet the scale of change the SDGs demand.

Performance varies across sectors. Consumer Staples, 
particularly food and beverages, stand out as the only sector 
showing leadership across all SDGs, embedding sustainability 
across value chains while grappling with challenges of 
waste, affordability, and biodiversity. Energy and Utilities are 
frontrunners in environmental goals, driven by decarbonisation 
targets and regulatory oversight, yet face ongoing pressure to 
tackle social equity and affordability. Consumer Discretionary 
is advancing on renewables, plastics reduction, and governance 
but must go further on labour standards and waste. The 
Financial sector holds unparalleled influence in financing the 
transition, with London ranked first in green finance, but a 
disconnect persists between commitments and measurable 
impacts. Meanwhile, Technology and Telecommunications, 
and Industrials wield transformative potential but lag on 
transparency, human rights, and decarbonisation.

Across all sectors, a clear pattern emerges. UN Global Compact 
Network UK Participants are performing relatively well on 
social-focused SDGs compared to the WBA SDG2000, but 
progress on environmental Goals is lagging. Water, waste, 
pollution, biodiversity, and GHG emissions, alongside equity, 
decent work, and human rights, require urgent focus if UK 
businesses are to deliver a truly just transition.

To unlock transformation at pace and scale:

•	 Businesses must embed the SDGs into their core strategies,  
	 going beyond compliance to align purpose with profit. This  
	 includes scaling nature-positive practices, ensuring supply  

	 chain due diligence, closing gender and pay gaps, and driving  
	 innovation for circularity and low-carbon transitions.

•	 Policymakers must create long-term, coherent frameworks  
	 that reward sustainability. Clear definitions of green finance,  
	 mandatory human rights and environmental due diligence,  
	 consistent recycling and waste standards, and incentives for  
	 innovation are all essential to support business leadership.

•	 Investors must bridge the $4 trillion global SDG financing  
	 gap by directing capital towards inclusive, climate-resilient,  
	 and nature-positive outcomes. De-risking mechanisms,  
	 blended finance, and transparency in transition plans will be  
	 critical.

•	 Collective action through cross-sector partnerships is vital  
	 to accelerate progress. Collaboration between business,  
	 government, investors, and civil society can amplify impact,  
	 unlock shared solutions, and ensure that no one is left  
	 behind.

With just five years to 2030, the urgency is undeniable. The UK’s 
Modern Industrial Strategy, world-leading financial system, and 
innovation ecosystem provide fertile ground for accelerating 
progress, but only if business and Government sustain a 
dynamic ‘ambition loop’ that rewards bold action and scales 
solutions.

By acting as trailblazers and transformers, UK businesses can 
secure resilience, unlock new opportunities, and demonstrate 
that sustainability is not only a moral imperative but the 
foundation of long-term competitiveness and prosperity. 

Accelerating this transition will require harnessing key levers 
– finance, policy, innovation, and collective action – to unlock 
growth, build resilience across sectors, and move business 
forward faster towards the achievement of the SDGs.

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/the-uks-modern-industrial-strategy-2025


41

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

 

We would like to thank the following people and organisations for their outstanding support 
across this project: 

•	 Polina Pencheva, UCL Faculty of Engineering, Jamie Tooth, Anca Tacu, Jen Reed, UCL Department of  

	 Science, Technology, Engineering and Public Policy (STEaPP), and Sam Balch, UCL Research,  

	 Innovation and Global Engagement, University College London, and Professor Gail Taylor, Sustainable  

	 Development Solutions Network UK and UCL Faculty of Life Sciences

•	 Graham Long, Jill Hardacre, and Elizabeth Muggleton, Newcastle University

•	 Maria Bogdanova, Dea Brushtulli, Egle Tekutyte, and Abhijith MK, Euromonitor International

Along with Akvile Jovaisaite, Brenda Staines, Erin Sharpe, Fiona Roethling, Lea Burkart, Sheri Boutilier,  

Tara Dhahkwa, and the rest of the team at the UN Global Compact Network UK.

With thanks to all those who generously gave their time to participate in research calls and surveys during 
the development of this report.

Richard McAlister-Martin, Avon Metals 

Charlotte Harrington, Belu

Bex Hall, Bex Hall Sustainability

Ellie Besley-Gould, BG Advisors

Ian Hagg, DLA Piper

Lyazzat Sarybekova, DLA Piper

Chris Webb, DLA Piper

Ben Earnshaw, Drax Group plc

Alicia Newton, Drax Group plc

Catherine Gee, DWF

Kaira Shetty, Ernst & Young Global

Alwyn Hopkins, Ernst & Young Global

Meg Pirie, Fashion Roundtable

Kirsty Green-Mann, Hays plc

Rachel Moorthy, Impact Data Solutions

Kate Hursthouse, Kennedys Law

John Pearce, Made in Britain

Matthew Gibb, MJ Gleeson plc

Katie Richards, Monica Vinader

Larissa Stock, Pearson plc

Andy York, Pilgrim’s Pride

Taiwo Abraham, Project Management Institute

Phil Kelly, Ridge & Partners LLP

Sam Gardner, ScottishPower

Tarniah Thompson, SHW - Stiles Harold Williams

Bethan May Freire, SSE plc

Greg Ritt, Stagecoach Group

Rachel Arthur, UNEP

Amy Marshall, Xynteo

Matteo Fetz, Xynteo 

https://www.euromonitor.com/?adgroup=&utm_source=google&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=branded_paid_search&utm_term=euromonitor%20international&hsa_acc=3626432568&hsa_cam=20722258977&hsa_grp=155514002536&hsa_ad=678923385820&hsa_src=g&hsa_tgt=kwd-557356946&hsa_kw=euromonitor%20international&hsa_mt=b&hsa_net=adwords&hsa_ver=3&gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=20722258977&gbraid=0AAAAAqGUkhEEp5QpES7YsU-8Y7nl8NXij&gclid=Cj0KCQjw3aLHBhDTARIsAIRij5-ArsuhY1aShamWUy1O-z9eLvWhKYSW63mSjJpU0-EM4PXxgu3llIgaAsZsEALw_wcB
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/
https://www.ncl.ac.uk/
https://www.unsdsn.org/our-networks/united-kingdom/


42

APPENDIX

Methodology limitations

Bespoke methods: 
Due to the time constraints, the methods used for data analysis 
have only been internally peer reviewed but have not undergone 
formal peer review via an academic journal. For future reports, 
it would be recommended that a more formalised method be 
reviewed and published openly before publication.

Use of UN Global Compact data: 
1) UN Global Compact data is reliant on self-reporting; 2) UN 
Global Compact participation is optional and therefore self-
selecting, likely with members that hold above-average respect 
for the principles of sustainable development. Both concerns were 
mitigated as much as reasonably practicable in the timeframes via 
the use of the SDG2000 data, as constituents of the SDG2000 are 
selected by WBA (regardless of whether they have signed up or 
not) based on sectoral and economic importance to drive positive 
or negative systems-level change. 

Sector normalisation: 
While UN Global Compact participation and WBA SDG2000 
data were widely comparable due to the use of the standardised 
Industry Classification Benchmark (ICB) and Global Industry 
Classification Standard (GICS) frameworks, there were a couple of 
notable limitations when it came to boundary definitions for certain 
larger organisations. Diversified or mixed-activity companies have 
been manually re-classified to 20 of the most relevant WBA/ICB 
classifications. Many of these relate to professional and technical 
services (Industrials) and media (Consumer Discretionary). Another 
limitation is the diversity of some of the sectors, in particular 
Industrials and Consumer Discretionary, where many distinct 
organisations are grouped. For future reports, more granular 
analysis at the sub-sector level may give more actionable insights. 

Goals mapping: 
UN Global Compact CoP questions always align with multiple 
goals. While they are mapped in the guidance book, it does present 
a challenge as to the relevance and weighting against each goal. 
For this study, the weighting was done on the basis of target 
coverage and a formula applied to proportionate question scores 
against the Goals relevance. WBA benchmark questions also 
align to multiple Goals; however, there is no published mapping 
against the Goals or breakdown based on Target coverage. Thus, 
qualitative assessment was used to map the questions against 
the Goals, but not against individual Targets and Indicators, 
meaning that question scores were taken as an average (with 
equal weighting) against the Goals. As we are not comparing WBA 
and CoP data scores directly (numerically), this was considered 
acceptable; however, a more detailed data analysis approach may 
be considered in the future.

Sector-specific data challenges: 
Not all WBA benchmark datasets are comparable. For example, 
the digital or financial benchmarks are only applicable to one 
sector, and thus, it was not possible to take detailed comparison 
insights at this stage. While the datasets were processed, they 
were excluded from the quantitative data analysis. 
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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 25,000 companies and 3,300 non-business signatories based in over 160 countries, 
and 64 Country 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 connects UK companies and other organisations in a global movement 
dedicated to driving sustainable growth. Through an extensive programme of activity, it promotes sustainability 
leadership to create a world we want to live and do business in, by inspiring ambition, enabling action, and 
collaborating to shape the business environment.

The Ten Principles of the UN Global Compact, rooted in UN treaties, provide a robust foundation for corporate 
sustainability and business action on the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

For more information, follow us on LinkedIn (UN Global Compact Network UK) or visit unglobalcompact.org.uk

DISCLAIMER
 

The inclusion of company names and/or examples in this publication is intended strictly for learning purposes and does not 

constitute an endorsement of the individual companies by the UN Global Compact Network UK. 
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