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Introduction

In late September 2015, 193 Heads of State and Government endorsed the declaration ‘Trans-
forming our World: the Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development’, at the Sustainable Deve-
lopment Summit of the United Nations in New York.This ‘2030 agenda for sustainable develop-
ment’ (2030-ASD)  is a highly transformative agenda and its main principle is to ‘leave no one 
behind’.The preface of the resolution expresses this as follows: 

“We are determined to take the bold and transformative steps 
which are urgently needed to turn the tide and put the world 
on the path to a sustainable and resilient future. As we embark 

on this common journey, we commit ourselves to leaving no one 
behind.”

The UN calls on governments to translate this global agenda locally to their own objectives 
and policy.

The key element of the agreement is a set of 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) that 
must be achieved by 2030. ‘Agenda 2030’ is not only ambitious but also ground-breaking and 
is an appeal to all actors to work together on a sustainable society: government, industry, 
NGOs, civil society, citizens, etc. The SDGs are divided into five pillars: people, planet, prosperity 
(profit), peace and partnership.

In Flanders this is being addressed by developing a Flemish 2030. This framework was approved 
in principle by the Government of Flanders in March 2018.

An inventory and analysis of existing initiatives such as, Europe 2020, Flanders’ vision 2050 
and policy plans in preparation, e.g. transitional priorities, was carried out for this purpose. 
Vision 2050 outlines a desirable long-term vision of the future and is therefore the compass 
and inspiration framework for ‘Focus 2030: Flanders’ goals for 2030’.

The essence of the 2030 agenda for sustainable development ‘the 2030-ASD’ of the United 
Nations (UN) is that it is based on social needs and challenges, rather than what an organisa-
tion sees as a relevant challenge for itself. This difference in approach often leads to increased 
ambition of the 2030-SD targets, simply because they tie in with real, social needs. In a limited 
number of cases, the Flemish ambition level is slightly higher than ‘2030-ASD’.

While very important, this Flemish 2030 target framework is only one component of ‘the 2030-
ASD’. Equally important is the implementation of the 2030 objectives. Consider this manual as 
support for the implementation.

This manual explains how you can integrate the SDGs into the strategy and activities of your 
organisation. It is primarily intended for government organisations, including local authorities, 
but is useful for all kinds of organisations and institutions, with or without profit objectives.
The manual also draws inspiration from the SDG Compass Guide (sdgcompass.org), developed 
by the UN Global Compact in collaboration with the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) and 
the World Business Council Sustainable Development. Furthermore, it integrates visions and 
recommendations from various reports (see bibliography) and builds on the experience of 
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Sustenuto, among other things, in the integration of sustainability within the scope of the 
framework agreement for the Government of Flanders. The manual was developed by Sus-
tenuto (www.sustenuto.be) on behalf of the Government of Flanders, Department of Public 
Governance and the Chancellery.

This guide was compiled by Dirk Le Roy, Kristof Debrabandere and Halina Bletek of Sustenuto. 
Els De Bie was responsible for the Flemish employment agency case study. Input and reflection were 
provided by the Department of Public Governance and the Chancellery of the Government of Flanders. 

dirk.leroy@sustenuto.be, Espace Jacqmotte, Hoogstraat 139, 1000 Brussels – Sustenuto 
duurzameontwikkeling@vlaanderen.be, Boudewijnlaan 30, 1000 Brussels – Dep. Public Governance and 
the Chancellery 
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Preface

WHY ARE THE SDGS OF INTEREST TO GOVERNMENTS?

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the UN’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Develop-
ment (2030-ASD) define global priorities and ambitions for sustainable development by 2030 
and aim for global cooperation around these common goals and targets. The SDGs are a global 
call to action from governments, industry and civil society to combat poverty and provide a 
dignified life with opportunities for everyone, within the limits of the planet. The SDGs are a 
common set of objectives to achieve sustainable development. The 193 countries that signed 
the agreement confirmed their commitment to make extensive efforts to achieve sustainable 
development. The success of the SDGs is highly dependent on the action and cooperation of 
all actors in society.

ABOUT THIS MANUAL

This manual aims to provide government organisations with a structure to integrate the SDGs 
in a smooth manner, taking into account the individual identity of each organisation. The inte-
gration of SDGs presents the government with a number of challenges. This manual specifically 
aims to provide a framework for the major challenge of integrating the SDGs into internal 
operations, management and the instruments of government institutions.

The manual consists of five steps that will help government organisations to maximise their 
contribution to the SDGs.

1. Understand the SDGs

The first step is the framework of the SDGs; understanding their objective and content. This 
concerns both the main objective and the concrete goals and how these can be monitored 
via indicators

2. Determine priorities

In the second step, the central word is ‘impact’. Starting from the core activities of an organi-
sation, the question is: which priority themes offer the chance to create the greatest positive 
impact on the SDGs?

3. Set goals

Goals are set based on the priorities, and taking into account the Flemish context. These goals 
indicate where the ambition lies, what one specifically wants to achieve and what this means 
in relation to the SDGs.
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4. Integrate SDGs

The fourth step is the integration of sustainability into the activities and governance of an or-
ganisation. Embedding SDG objectives in all functions within the organisation is an important 
success factor with regard to implementation. In addition, it is essential to enter into partner-
ships to achieve the set goals. 

5. Report and communicate

The United Nations has developed a set of indicators that enable the monitoring of progress 
for each SDG. These are already linked to the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) indicators for 
sustainability reporting. The latter step deals with how to measure, report and communicate. 

GETTING STARTED

Each step has the heading ‘Getting started’. For each of the five steps, three core questions 
are defined that each and every organisation can ask itself, and an action to be taken is also 
defined for each question. This forms the essence of this manual: 15 questions that your orga-
nisation can use as a guideline to integrate the SDGs and 15 corresponding actions. 
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Step 1: Understand the SDGs

As a first step, it is important to familiarise yourself with the SDGs and to understand the 
responsibilities and opportunities they represent for each organisation.

The SDGs appeal to governments and organisations around the world to promote sustainable 
development through the policy choices and investments they make, the solutions that they 
develop, and the practices that are applied. With that, the SDGs encourage each organisation 
to reduce their negative effects, while improving their positive contribution to the sustainable 
development agenda.

In this step we investigate what the SDGs are and why they are important for government 
organisations. We subsequently look at the SDGs in detail.

• What are the SDGs?
• What do SDGs have to offer to government organisations?
• View SDGs in detail

WHAT ARE THE SDG’S?

The SDGs are the objectives resulting from the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, a 
global agreement within the United Nations. This agreement was signed by 193 countries and 
is a plan to put an end to extreme poverty, inequality and climate change. It includes 17 global 
objectives and 169 goals related to poverty reduction, education, equality, sustainable produc-
tion and consumption, climate, and other social themes. The SDGs show the global societal 
challenges that need to be addressed by 2030. The goals provide as quantitative a framework 
as possible in order to translate this as concretely as possible.

The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) formed the framework for the development agenda 
for developing countries between 2000 and 2015. The MDGs led to some successes, such as 
reducing poverty and improving health and education in developing countries, but we are not 
done yet. Millions of people continue to live in extreme poverty; mankind continues to have an 
enormous impact on the environment and climate. Drastic measures are needed in order to 
achieve global sustainability.

The SDGs adopt the development agenda of the MDGs but are much broader, both thematically 
and with regard to scope.
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Figure 1: The Sustainability Goals, or Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)

They not only take on the same challenges, but are also more ambitious and extend them to 
connected environmental, social and economic themes. Traditionally we speak of the ‘3 P’s’ of 
sustainable development, namely People (social aspects), Planet (protection of the planet) and 
Prosperity (economic growth). Two dimensions are added to the Agenda 2030, namely Peace 
and Partnerships (cooperation) (see figures 1 and 2). They are clustered into 17 global objectives.

Figure 2: Thematic comparison between the MDGs and the SDGs

People Planet Prosperity Peace & Justice Partnerships
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The SDGs were born from what may have been the most inclusive process in the history of the 
United Nations, with global input from all sectors of society.

They are universally applicable - in all countries - and are an agenda for all stakeholders and 
governments. The governments are expected to translate the SDGs into national action plans 
and policies. The SDGs recognise the important role that industry can and must play. The SDGs 
formulate priorities and ambitions for sustainability in a common framework. Thus, coopera-
tion between the various actors, government, industry, civil society, etc. is an essential pillar in 
the realisation of the SDGs.

The SDGs are based on recognition of the responsibility of all organisations - regardless of their 
size, public or private nature, or where they operate. At minimum, this includes following all 
relevant legislation, maintaining internationally recognized minimum standards and respect 
for universal rights.

International frameworks

The SDGs form the global agenda for the development of our society. Development by 
reducing negative effects and by maximizing positive effects on people and the environ-
ment.International frameworks such as the UN Global Compact (www.unglobalcompact.
org) determine that effects on people and the environment cannot be mutually offset.This 
means, for example, that efforts to locally support the environment with direct positive 
actions cannot offset possible negative impacts that your activities cause here or elsewhe-
re with respect to human rights or the environment. As far as the reduction of negative 
effects is concerned, first and foremost the legislation in our own country/region, but also 
the negative effects in other countries (including developing countries) must be taken into 
account.Furthermore, additional frameworks have been developed that help organisations 
to take appropriate action. The UN Global Compact Principles on human rights determine 
the minimum expectation of every organisation that wants to make a commitment in the 
area of sustainable development.

According to the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (www.ohchr.org), 
it must always be a priority for an organisation to address all the adverse consequences 
for human rights that are linked to its activities and value chain. This is regardless of the 
possible costs or disadvantages for the organisation and irrespective of the lack of a lo-
cally adequate policy framework.In concrete terms, this means, among other things, that 
organisations that take well-intentioned charity initiatives will not thereby avoid their basic 
fundamental responsibility for any violations of human rights that they may cause else-
where. For example, about 60% of child labour takes place in the international agricultural 
sector (important for sectors that purchase agricultural raw materials) (www.ilo.org/glo-
bal/topics/child-labour). In order to gain insight into which Flemish sectors are confronted 
in their international relations with risks to people and the environment, the Government 
of Flanders is carrying out a sectoral iMVO chain risk analysis in 2018 (International Social 
Responsibility, iMVO.

In addition, there are a number of guidelines that are recommended to organisations as a 
basis or inspiration for their contribution to the SDGs, including the ISO 26000 Guidance on 
Social Responsibility.(www.iso.org/iso-26000-social-responsibility.html) 
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WHAT DO SDGS HAVE TO OFFER TO 
GOVERNMENT ORGANISATIONS?

The SDGs are universal objectives, which means that all governments must integrate 
them into their policy. The challenge is twofold. On the one hand, governments must 
achieve the SDGs in their own region and country. On the other hand, it is expected 
that knowledge, financial resources, expertise and technology will be mobilized and/or 
shared, so that all countries can achieve their SDGs.Vision 2050, the long-term strategy 
for Flanders, endorses the achievement of the SDGs at global level, and considers this to 
be a necessary condition for achieving the vision for Flanders by 2050.

All actors are encouraged to increase their positive impact with regard to the SDGs. 

> Ambitious framework to form your own sustainability agenda

The SDGs reflect the global expectations of stakeholders regarding future policy at internatio-
nal, national and regional level. This translates into a number of ambitious global social objec-
tives, in terms of results and implementation resources. The SDGs therefore first and foremost 
represent a benchmark for the level of ambition that a government institution has for sustai-
nability in its operations and an opportunity to grow further in this. The SDGs also provide 
insight into which implementation resources must be made available to achieve the goals. In 
addition, a set of indicators has been developed that allow these goals to be monitored.

In 2017, Belgium participated in the National Voluntary Review of the SDGs, which means that 
an overview was given regarding the introduction of the SDGs in Belgium.1 An overview of 
where Flanders stands is offered via the Flemish Regional Indicators. 

> Use of a common language and a common goal

The SDGs define a common framework of action and language. This enables governments to 
communicate more consistently and effectively with stakeholders about their impact and per-
formance. The uniform framework means that governments can also develop more effective 
partnerships with other governments and (social) organisations.  

> The Government of Flanders institutions and their exemplary role

The Flemish government institutions want to take on a leading role in terms of sustainability. 
The SDGs are in line with this. They are relevant to government organisations in two ways:

1. as a compas for a policy that contributes to the challenges of the SDGs and
1. as a framework for integration into the organisation’s own operations.

It is important that the existing programmes and actions in the area of sustainability, such as 
innovative and sustainable procurement, a sustainability or CSR action plan, sustainable per-
sonnel policy and well-being at work, etc. are placed in a broader SDG framework.

1  sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/15721Belgium_Rev.pdf
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The SDGs can also form a basis for strengthening the vision and mission of the government 
institutions.

The Flemish employment agency is used as an example throughout the manual. The Flemish 
employment agency  developed a sustainability strategy in 2017 based on the SDGs using the 
steps in this manual. The Flemish employment agency  wants to play an exemplary role in the 
area of sustainability. 

> Cooperation at all levels

The Government of Flanders cannot realise the SDGs on its own. The scope and complexity of 
the SDGs require active stakeholder participation. It is important that all players in the social 
pentagon (companies and other organisations, governments, knowledge institutions, financial 
institutions, citizens and associations) take their responsibility and work closely together for 
the implementation of the SDG agenda in Flanders. A high degree of participation between 
public and private players is crucial. Cities, municipalities and provinces must also play a role 
in realising the SDGs. That is why the cooperation of the Government of Flanders with cities 
and municipalities, the Association of Flemish Cities and Municipalities, the Association of the 
Flemish Provinces and the Flemish Cities knowledge centre is important.

The the Association of the Flemish Provinces have signed the SDG charter. For example, the 
province of West Flanders is freeing up 1% of the budget for projects in the South. The Associ-
ation of Flemish Cities and Municipalities is developing various supporting tools for cities and 
municipalities. The basic SDG tool provides an overview of possible actions that municipalities 
or cities can take, including in the area of raising awareness about SDGs. Furthermore, an 
environmental analysis has been worked out for SDG integration. 20 pilot municipalities are 
currently working on the integration of the SDGs. The recommendations that will come out of 
this will be distributed in October 2018. 

> A challenge and/or an opportunity 

It is sometimes said that sustainability can cause dilemmas in its actual development. After all, 
it combines social interests with the interests of an organisation. For those companies where 
short-term gain is very important, it is becoming clearer that this can lead to dilemmas. But 
this is not a given for government organisations, or the SDGs either. The SDGs are considered 
as inclusive, which means that every SDG is equally important. Notwithstanding the impor-
tance of each SDG, the impact of an organisation on each SDG is not necessarily the same, so 
the challenge is to prioritise the SDGs on which the organisation has the greatest impact or 
there where the SDGs are most applicable in the given context. This manual therefore aims to 
help government organisations make the right choices, taking into account the activities of 
the organisation and thus achieving the greatest positive impact (which in some cases means 
eliminating negative impact).  
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FLEMISH EMPLOYMENT AGENCY PRACTICAL EXAMPLE 

For the Flemish employment agency, sustainability is not a new issue. The starting point for the 
sustainability strategy is a solid foundation for achievements and future plans. On the one hand, 
it is registered in the Strategic Compass with the ambition to become the most sustainable public 
procurement of the Government of Flanders. On the other hand, there is already a long history in 
which the focus is mainly on the environment. There is also a specific Sustainable Development 
Framework (DO) with 5 strategic objectives for the 2016-2017 policy plan. These go beyond the 
environment and include, for example, the sustainability of the training courses or sustainable 
purchases.

Corporate Social Responsability (CSR) as a focal point originated in the first place from the 
environmental legislation within The Flemish employment agency. The Flemish employment 
agency has become a forerunner in environmental care within the Government of Flanders, for 
example through the appointment of an environmental coordinator and the achievement of 
ISO 14001. In a subsequent phase, The Flemish employment agency  also started to focus on the 
social pillar, with participation in Zuiddag and actions in the context of “Kom op Tegen Kan-
ker” (stand up to cancer). From 2013, CSR became more policy-based through a policy plan for 
CSR. Sustainable development gained importance, but remained a niche in the organisation. 
The project-based approach needed to be further strengthened. The arrival of the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) also made a virtue of necessity. The SDGs form a framework within 
which CSR can be broadly supported and anchored throughout the Flemish employment 
agency organisation.

VIEW SDGS IN DETAIL

The visual image of the 17 SDGs is a strong communicative anchor for the SDGs. It shows the 
objective at a glance and with a concise title. For example, SDG1 states ‘no poverty’. Each of 
the SDGs can be further explained via:

• The overall objective
• The context
• The targets (goals)
• The necessary implementation tools
• The indicators
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GETTING STARTED

The first step in integrating the SDGs is understanding the most relevant of them and being 
able to make the link between those SDGs and the impacts for your type of organisation.

The effects of your organisation - both positive and negative - may manifest locally, but also 
elsewhere. In addition, you can compare your organisation with similar organisations abroad 
and in this way identify good examples. In this step, you get an initial picture of the SDGs that 
matter to your organisation.

In concrete terms, this means the following.

Understand the SDGs

In a first step you explore the SDGs and see which ones are the most important challenges for 
your type of organisation. An overview of the SDGs (with all the global objectives and goals) 
can be found on www.sdgs.be.The societal challenges that are addressed through the SDGs 
can also be identified through studies that have been carried out within the sector or within 
the field of activity, or on the basis of reports from NGOs and international government bo-
dies. You will discover that SDGs are indeed relevant for every organisation, regardless of the 
specific activity.

CSR (corporate social responsibility) and SDGs are often seen as synonymous while they are in 
fact complementary. Social responsibility considers the responsibility you bear for the impact 
of your activities on society (from organisation to society). With the SDGs, it’s precisely the 
other way around. The social goals have been determined and the question of how you as an 
organisation can contribute to the achievement of these goals (from society to organisation). 
This can be achieved both by positive policies that positively influence the SDG (e.g. the energy 
policy has a direct positive effect on the climate target) and the elimination of policy with a 
negative impact (e.g. the policy on company cars has a negative impact on the climate objec-
tive). In this sense, the SDG goals often have a larger scope than what lies within the direct 
sphere of influence of the organisation, and CSR is seen as the first precondition for a good 
SDG policy.2

Understand good examples

It is also useful at the start to evaluate how other, similar organisations integrate SDGs into 
their activities. This way you can check whether you have overlooked anything and you can 
learn from their good practices.

2  Before any considerations to ‘do good’, businessess should ensure that their current activities do not have a negative impact on 
sustainable development outcomes and do not hinder the ability of others to achieve the SDG’s”, Raising the bar. Rethinking the role 
of business in the Sustainable Development Goals, Oxfam Discussion Papers. February 2017. 
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THE FLEMISH EMPLOYMENT AGENCY PRACTICAL EXAMPLE 

Sustainable public procurement, Corporate Social Responsibility and Sustainable Development 
Goals were not equally familiar concepts to all board members. It was therefore important to 
build up knowledge about what sustainability/CSR/SDGs are and mean for organisations and 
companies.

A benchmarking study was carried out in which the initiatives regarding SDGs and sustainabi-
lity in general of the PES (Public Employment Services) in Europe were examined. It would ap-
pear that the UWV in the Netherlands mainly focuses on sustainability via the CSR Performan-
ce Ladder. In 2016, UWV (Social Security Agency) obtained the CSR Performance Ladder level 
4, which means that UWV can call itself ‘excellent’ in the field of CSR. The French Pole Emploi 
has four sustainability pillars, including diversity, the environment and sustainable purchasing 
policy. A survey of these PES organisations shows that the Swedish Arbetsförmedlingen is also 
currently developing an SDG strategy. On the one hand, these various examples provide insight 
into good practices, and on the other hand they provide support for the Flemish employment 
agency management to continue the chosen course. Furthermore, the SDGs are explicitly in-
cluded in the long-term strategy of the World Association of the PES (2015-2025).

Finally, a literature study was also carried out on societal challenges related to sustainability 
and the SDGs in relation to the activities of the Flemish employment agency. Various studies 
such as ‘Boosting skills for greener jobs in Flanders’ (OECD, 2016) provide depth and insight into 
what the Flemish employment agency can do.

In March 27, 2017, a crucial meeting of the Executive Committee took place. This meeting 
decided that they ought to focus on the core activity of the Flemish employment agency A 
strategic approach was considered indispensable. To achieve this, Els De Bie, previously working 
as a supervisor at the Flemish employment agency Brussels, was appointed in early 2017 as a 
sustainability coordinator. The goal was the creation of a sustainability strategy supported by 
the management team by late 2017, to be implemented in the organisation. The Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) are the starting point.. 
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Step 2:DETERMINE PRIORITY SDGs 

In order to achieve the greatest possible impact, it is important to determine the priority 
SDGs.

In order to maximize the positive impact of your organisation’s activities on the SDG objecti-
ves, you should first and foremost identify the activities and the value chain. This knowledge is 
used to map out the impacts on the SDGs. You examine which impacts (positive and negative) 
are significant and determine the priorities for your organisation.

• Map the activities and the value chain
• What are impacts?

MAP THE ACTIVITIES AND THE VALUE CHAIN
 
Impacts are strategic when they are linked to the activities of your organisation. The first step 
is therefore to map out the activities and the value chain. It is quite possible that the largest 
social, environmental or economic effects of your organisation on the SDGs are outside of the 
direct activities of your organisation. The impact of an organisation does not stop at its own 
front door, but can be very broad and vastly exceed the immediate perimeter of the organi-
sation, e.g. via purchasing. That is why it is important to be able to zoom out and view the 
influence or impact of your organisation in a broader context.

The value chain is a concept that spontaneously links people to product organisations, but is 
also important for government organisations. A government cannot be captured in one type 
of organisation, as there are the municipal, urban, provincial authorities, the central adminis-
trations, the agencies, the intercommunales, .... In addition, a government is characterized by 
the typical policy cycle. 

Political government Administrative government

POLICY IMPLEMENTATION
Strategic projects/actions

effects of Policy implementation

POLICY PREPARATION
environmental report

Environmental report steer proposal
For strategic changes

External Internal

POLICY EVALUATION
strategic reporting

POLICY DECISION
Manage strategic objectives
And critical success factors

Adjust

measure with
indicatorsGuide

Goal
analyses
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The Communication to the Flemish Government on the Implementation of Sustainable deve-
lopment goals in Flanders specifically mentions that the SDGs can be linked to the policy and 
management cycle (BBC) at every level.

A number of tasks are attached to the policy cycle: 

• Support activities (see the support activities in figure 4)
• Core activities that lead to services to society through policy implementation or aimed 

at the government as policy preparation 

Figure 4: Example of a value chain of a government agency3 

THE FLEMISH EMPLOYMENT AGENCY PRACTICAL EXAMPLE

It is the Flemish employment agency’s mission to ensure, organize and promote job placement, 
guidance and training in the interests of employers, employees and job seekers in view of the 
lifelong and sustainable employment market for jobseekers and employees. Since the last state 
reform, the Flemish employment agency also checks whether the jobseekers who are com-
pulsorily registered with the Flemish employment agency are available for the labour market. 
The purpose of this is to achieve sustainable employment in the labour market. The core ac-
tivities are therefore aimed at multiple clients (jobseekers and employers and intermediaries) 
and relate to mediation, guidance, training and control in the labour market. In a broad sense, 
the Flemish employment agency also has a policy-preparing function in its directing role for 
the labour market.

3  https://superiorbusinessanalysis.com/2013/02/24/value-chaining-for-government/ (website: 2 okt 2017))
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WHAT ARE IMPACTS?

How do we define “impacts”? Impacts are real effects on society. They may be the direct result 
of the activities of the organisation or an indirect result. Impacts are often difficult to quantify 
because they are usually at the level of society. Moreover, the relationship between personal 
actions and results at the level of society is often unclear. However, the fact that we cannot 
precisely calculate an impact does not mean there is no impact

For example: A government agency that plays a role in decisions in the field of spatial planning 
has a much greater social impact on the climate because of the policy choices than the effects 
of its own mobility policy or the insulation of its own buildings. It is sufficient to be able to 
determine this qualitatively, without the direct or indirect climate impact of the policy choices 
made having to be calculated quantitatively.

The impacts of an organisation are not only in the “here and now”, but also in the “elsewhere 
and/or later”, directly or indirectly. If you take this into account in your analysis as well, you 
will undoubtedly expose additional impact zones in which the organisation plays a role, or 
could play a role. Many government agencies may find that their impact on the value chain is 
many times greater than the immediate impact of the internal operations of the organisation.

An impact may be positive or negative. We define negative impacts as (core) activities of the 
organisation involving a risk that, in the case of poor policy or implementation, the SDG ob-
jective will even deteriorate in terms of status. We define positive impacts as (core) activities of 
the organisation contributing positively to the achievement of the SDG objective. Regardless 
of the type of impact, the intention is always to generate a positive effect (reduce the negative 
impacts, increase the positive impacts).

You can get a better picture of the impact zones if you are aware of the opinions and com-
ments of external stakeholders and can integrate them. Stakeholders of your organisation may 
not have a complete picture of the areas on which your organisation already has, or may have, 
a significant impact. Sometimes they clearly see the negative impacts, but not so much the 
possible positive effects of the organisation (or vice versa). A critical internal evaluation of the 
existing and potential links between the activities of the organisation and the themes of the 
SDGs is therefore important.
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GETTING STARTED

In order to map out the priority SDGs, an estimate is made of how each of the (core) activities 
contributes to each of the SDG global objectives (17) and underlying objectives (169). An eva-
luation of the possible impact of the activities of the organisation is made per SDG objective. 
Such an analysis is best carried out by different people within the organisation, after which 
the results are combined and discussed in a working group.

An evaluation is made of the nature of the impact of the activity/activities per SDG objective; 
the impact is either direct, indirect or no impact: 

1. D - Directe significant4 impact as a result of the (core) activity
1. I - connected significant impact (indirect)
1. G - no direct or related significant impact as a result of the (core) activity

Each of these levels is assigned a weight:

1. D – weight times 3
1. I – times 1 
1. G – times 0 

If several people complete the analysis, the summation of all analyses indicates the position 
of each SDG objective in the priority ranking. To make the list accessible to everyone, you can 
standardise it at 100%. The final step is to determine the level to which you consider the SDG 
objectives to be priority. There are various methods for this:

a) The standard score of the SDG target is higher than e.g. 70%
a) The TOP 10 or TOP 20 SDG objectives are taken
a) Look at the graph with the ranking of the SDG targets and look for a decline where 

the global score is suddenly a lot lower
a) You take targets of four different objectives or you take at least 1 target per (five) P’s 

Your organisation now has a good understanding about which priority SDG objectives essen-
tial (core) activities contribute to.

Assessing impacts and determining priorities is not a scientific process. It is a subjective esti-
mate. By involving several people, an objectification of the process is achieved. This enables 
consultation, both internally and with the stakeholders. 

4  significant impact represents a major impact (qualitative estimate) 
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THE FLEMISH EMPLOYMENT AGENCY PRACTICAL EXAMPLE

For the SDG prioritization at the Flemish employment agency, a selection was made in advance 
of 60 relevant SDG targets (out of 169). For these 60 SDG targets, the entire management (ex-
tended with the sustainability working group) was asked to complete the analysis. The results 
are presented in two ways. The bundled and weighted responses resulted in two lists with a 
ranking of the answers: 

1. the importance at SDG level (weighted average)
1. the ranking on SDG objective 

The SDG objectives ranked by priority 

0%	 10%	 20%	 30%	 40%	 50%	 60%	 70%	 80%	

Maak	steden	en	menselijke	nederze:ngen	inclusief,	veilig,	
veerkrachBg	en	duurzaam	

Beëindig	honger,	bereik	voedselzekerheid	en	verbeterde	
voeding	en	promoot	duurzame	landbouw	

Verzeker	een	goede	gezondheid	en	promoot	welzijn	voor	alle	
leeJijden	

Behoud	en	maak	duurzaam	gebruik	van	de	oceanen,	de	zeeën	
en	de	mariBeme	hulpbronnen	

Bescherm,	herstel	en	bevorder	het	duurzaam	gebruik	van	
ecosystemen,	beheer	bossen	duurzaam,	bestrijd	

Verzeker	toegang	tot	betaalbare,	betrouwbare,	duurzame	en	
moderne	energie	voor	iedereen	

Verzeker	toegang	tot	duurzaam	beheer	van	water	en	sanitaBe	
voor	iedereen	

Neem	dringend	acBe	om	de	klimaatverandering	en	haar	impact	
te	bestrijden	

Versterk	de	implementaBemiddelen	en	revitaliseer	het	
wereldwijd	partnerschap	voor	duurzame	ontwikkeling	

Bouw	veerkrachBge	infrastructuur,	bevorder	inclusieve	en	
duurzame	industrialisering	en	sBmuleer	innovaBe	

Verzeker	duurzame	consumpBe-	en	producBepatronen	

Dring	ongelijkheid	in	en	tussen	landen	terug	

Bevorder	vreedzame	en	inclusieve	samenlevingen	met	het	oog	
op	duurzame	ontwikkeling,	verzeker	toegang	tot	jusBBe	voor	

Beëindig	armoede	overal	en	in	al	haar	vormen	

Bereik	gendergelijkheid	en	empowerment	voor	alle	vrouwen	
en	meisjes	

Verzeker	gelijke	toegang	tot	kwaliteitsvol	onderwijs	en	
bevorder	levenslang	leren	voor	iedereen	

Bevorder	aanhoudende,	inclusieve	en	duurzame	economische	
groei,	volledige	en	producBeve	tewerkstelling	en	waardig	werk	
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1	
5	

4	
8	 Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, 

full and productive employment and dignified work
Ensure equal access to high-quality education and promote 

lifelong learning for everyone
Achieve gender equality and empowerment for all women and 

girls

End poverty everywhere and in all its forms

Promote peaceful and inclusive societies with a view to sustaina-
ble development, ensure access to justice for

Curb inequality in and between countries

Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns

Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable 
industrialisation and foster innovation

Strengthen the implementation resources and revitalise the world-
wide partnership for sustainable development.

Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impact

Ensure access to sustainable water and sanitation management 
for everyone

Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern 
energy for all

Protect, restore and promote the sustainable use of ecosystems, 
sustainable management of forests and combat

Preserve and make sustainable use of the oceans, the seas and 
the maritime resources

Ensure good health and promote well-being for people of all ages

End hunger, achieve food security, improve nutrition and promo-
te sustainable agriculture

Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and 
sustainable.
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These results focus on the following SDGs.

These results were discussed during workshops with the management team and a core sustai-
nable development team, composed of experts and people who, due to their role or function, 
are pioneers in CSR and can make the difference. The focus was also on the specific impact of 
the Flemish employment agency in relation to each SDG objective. 

Assessment of the nature of the impact of the activities - positive or negative - and its scope 
is no simple matter. What was considered to be a direct impact for some, was seen by others 
as an indirect impact or no impact. The starting point, the current situation, or what is or will 
be possible in the future, is also something to discuss. This points to diversity in the team and 
differences in emphasis, but also indicates that formulating a common ambition is an interes-
ting and fascinating challenge.

De SDG-doelen met meer dan 70% als score.

8.5 By 2030, achieve full and productive employment and decent 
work for all women and men, including for young people and 

persons with disabilities, and equal pay for work of equal value

8.6 By 2020, substantially reduce the proportion of youth not 
in employment, education or training

4.4  By 2030, substantially increase the number of youth and 
adults who have relevant skills, including technical and vocati-
onal skills, for employment, decent jobs and entrepreneurship

8.b By 2020, develop and operationalize a global strategy for 
youth employment and implement the Global Jobs Pact of 

the International Labour Organization

4.5 By 2030, eliminate gender disparities in education and 
ensure equal access to all levels of education and vocational 

training for the …

12.7 Promote public procurement practices that are sustaina-
ble, in accordance with national policies and priorities

4.6 By 2030, ensure that all youth and a substantial propor-
tion of adults, both men and women, achieve literacy and 

numeracy

5.1 End all forms of discrimination against all women and 
girls everywhere

8.3 Promote development-oriented policies that support pro-
ductive activities, decent job creation, entrepreneurship…

17.17 Encourage and promote effective public, public-private 
and civil society partnerships, building on the experience and 

resourcing strategies of partnerships
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Some examples:

• Today, the impact on mobility through work-related travel can be negative, but it 
may be precisely the objective to have a positive impact in the future.

• The Flemish employment agency may not eradicate global poverty, but it can make 
the difference here by training jobseekers, so that they are able to find a job. This helps 
these people and their families to obtain a better life.

• For The Flemish employment agency it is not possible to eliminate all discrimination 
against women and girls, but The Flemish employment agency can, for example, con-
cretely encourage more girls to follow technical training (and boys to follow an edu-
cation that leads to a healthcare profession)

• The impact of The Flemish employment agency on sustainable consumption and pro-
duction patterns may, according to some, be rather limited, while others can stand up 
as a large organisation for how and where certain items are produced. For example, in 
one of the workshops there was talk about work clothing that is worn during training 
and what conditions it ought to meet (composition, production location, knowing 
with certainty that it was not produced by children, etc.)

The conclusions of these workshops lead to a set of priority SDGs and objectives and a specific 
determination of what the possible approach of The Flemish employment agency could be to 
contribute to this. In order for The Flemish employment agency to make sustainability its own, 
it is important to translate the SDG objectives into targets that can be directly linked to the 
(core) activities of The Flemish employment agency This leads to a set of goals for The Flemish 
employment agency, which are clustered in the following pillars.
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Each of these pillars has the following approach:

2. Strong HR partner: 

As a labour mediation organisation, we have a major impact on the labour market and soci-
ety. A sustainable Flemish employment agency means that we are there for all our customers. 
Our customers (jobseekers, employers, employees) are satisfied with the Flemish employment 
agency’s services in the pursuit of sustainable careers

3. For inclusive and sustainable work:

As the Flemish employment agency, we are building service provision that is 100% inclusive: 
when developing new services and tools, we continuously check that no group is excluded. In 
doing so, we also focus on vulnerable jobseekers.

4. Having a broad social impact:

As a government organisation, we have a major social impact. We want to maximize our posi-
tive impact and minimize our negative impact, also in relation to our partners, through inte-
gration in our operations, sustainable procurement and an exemplary role in our partnerships. 

5. Environmentally conscious: 

As a government organisation, we have a major social impact. We want to maximize our posi-
tive impact and minimize our negative impact, also in relation to our partners, through inte-
gration in our operations, sustainable procurement and an exemplary role in our partnerships. 

6. With committed employees:

We can only satisfy our customers if our own employees are healthy, committed and satisfied. 
We take care of our employees, based on a sustainable and caring leadership model. Sustaina-
bility is in the DNA of our organisation.

Each of the pillars contains a number of important sustainability themes. 

The identification of the important sustainability themes leads to the start of a new phase, 
namely that of determining the objectives. 
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Stap 3: Set sustainability goals 

Setting sustainability goals directly builds on the identification of the important SDGs. 

The drawing up of specific, measurable and time-bound sustainability objectives is an incre-
asing trend in defining sustainability strategies5. It creates focus, promotes achievement and 
can help mobilise and motivate the organisation for its social task as a government institution. 
By focusing on the SDGs, organisations can set relevant and meaningful goals and communi-
cate more effectively about their commitment to sustainable development.

Determining sustainability goals is also essential to make the transition from a project-based 
approach to sustainability to a more strategic approach for the entire organisation, and con-
sists of the following actions: 

• Determine the ambition
• Determine the objectives
• Determine the key indicators (KPIs)

DETERMINE THE AMBITION

Once insight has been gained into the priority SDGs, both in terms of minimizing negative 
impacts and increasing positive impacts, action can be taken. However, the engagement can 
vary greatly. One organisation wants to lead in the field of sustainability, while for another 
organisation it’s enough to simply perform well.

This step has a great impact. The ambition determines not so much for which themes priority 
action will be taken, but with which intensity and intended goal. It is therefore recommended 
to carefully consider the ambition level of the organisation. It is logical that ambitious goals 
are more likely to create a greater impact and deliver better performance than more modest 
goals. Ambitious goals, even if it is not immediately known how to achieve them, do not dis-
courage, but in fact stimulate innovation and creativity in the organisation.

The question that every organisation must ask itself is whether it wants to take on a leader-
ship position in the field of sustainability, or simply wants to achieve a good or average perfor-
mance. This must be discussed and decided at policy or management level. The decision taken 
will have an effect on the reputation of the organisation and in this way can also influence 
other government organisations. Do they follow the same choice or not?

Determining the ambition level for your organisation is fundamentally linked to planning. 
Ideally, you should not make the time horizon within which the goals have to be realised too 
short. Time is needed to achieve ambitious goals and to create significant differences compa-
red with today’s reality. 

5 PWC (2012). Sustainability goals 2.0:An evolving landscape.
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Making a sufficiently long timeline will also enable better communication. As an example, a 
goal to use 100 percent renewable energy by 2030 will be more inspiring and more impactful 
than 75% renewable energy by 2025. The SDGs are working towards 2030. In order to realise 
the goals effectively, it is also necessary to define intermediate, short- and medium-term goals. 
Certain goals will not be able to wait until 2030. The determination of the timeline must the-
refore be considered per goal.

DETERMINE THE OBJECTIVES

The objectives are the beacons that draw the organisation forward. They are practically 
understandable and create the framework for sustainability for the entire organisation. 
The SDGs often pose a challenge in terms of sustainability ambition. There is often a gap 
between the high level of ambition of the SDGs and the current sustainability goals of 
organisations, often the result of a more traditional CSR approach.

Organizations usually set their goals by analysing current and historical performances and 
extrapolating them into the future, by projecting trends and scenarios in relation to the previ-
ously defined ambition(s) and/or through comparison with similar organisations. The combin-
ed effect of such goals is not enough to address global social and environmental challenges as 
thoroughly as envisaged in the SDGs.

The CSR focuses on the social effects of the activities of an organisation. This is what is called 
an inside-out approach; we look from our own organisation to what social impacts there are 
as a result of our activities.

The SDGs, on the other hand, define the goals in 2030 and provide the image the organisation 
can work towards. These global objectives set the tone for how organisations deal with their 
own sustainability objectives. In other words, the SDGs represent an outside-in approach. This 
perspective is therefore broader. In short, it can be said that:

• When determining an ambition level, CSR starts from the impacts of your organisati-
on’s activities

• When determining your level of ambition, you start with the SDGs of the external SDG 
objective

Outside-in compared with inside-out

The manner in which an outside-in approach differs in practice from an inside-out approach 
can be demonstrated via SDG 13, Climate Action. Objective 13.2 (see figure 5). states that each 
country should integrate ‘Climate change measures into national policies, strategies and plan-
ning’ in line with the UNFCCC (United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change). 
This means that efforts to reduce the carbon footprint must be sufficient to remain below 
the 2° C increase in the global average temperature. The Science-Based Targets (SBT) approach 
provides an elaborated framework for determining the reduction objectives at organisational 
level. When organisations use SBT, they arrive at targeted reductions, which can (through their 
own efforts and not compensation) reach up to 50% of their own carbon footprint. This is the 
outside-in objective.
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We notice, however, that inside-out ambitious reduction targets (based on a CSR approach) 
almost always amount to less, even when carbon neutrality is envisaged (e.g. 20% reduction 
under own efforts and 80% via compensation).

Recognizing this difference, leading organisations have started a more ‘outside-in’ approach to 
determine the sustainability goals for their organisation. After all, the SDGs represent an un-
precedented political consensus on the desired progress at global level. This is an opportunity 
for organisations to apply a similar approach to their priority themes. An organisation can 
thus determine an ambition level based on the aspirations of the SDGs and define what is a 
‘reasonable share’ for the organisation based on the activities, their direct and indirect social 
impacts, the geographical location and size. In the coming years, the outside-in approach will 
undoubtedly gain in importance, even if methodological challenges remain.

  

Figure 5: Determining objectives according to the inside-out or the outside-in approach6

6  https://sdgcompass.org/
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DETERMINE THE KEY INDICATORS (KPIS)

To measure is to know. We need indicators that map the progress for the priority SDGs.

For years, organisations have set environmental targets relating to carbon emissions, as well 
as the use of water or other natural resources. Defining objectives for the social dimension 
of sustainable development, such as poverty reduction and anti-corruption, is less popular. It 
is more difficult to monitor and measure these objectives. Despite methodological challenges, 
organisations set targets that can fall under the 5 pillars of the SDGs, namely the economic, 
social, ecological, peace & equality and cooperation aspects of sustainable development. De-
termining key indicators (KPIs) is therefore a logical next step.

While the goal basically defines the challenge as ‘climate-neutral by 2025’, the KPI is the unit 
according to which progress will be monitored, e.g. ‘tonnes of CO2 on an annual basis for the 
entire organisation for scope 1/2/3’. KPIs are specific, measurable and make it possible to fol-
low a time-bound target.

During step 2 we defined “impacts” as actual effects on society. When determining the KPIs, 
it is important to define those KPIs that directly relate to the result or the impact of the ac-
tions. For certain purposes this can be difficult or even impossible, for example due to a lack 
of relevant and available data. In such cases, the KPIs that lead to the desired impact (leading 
indicators) will be selected

To get an idea of which KPIs you can use, you can consult these lists:

• the list of indicators developed by the Inter-Agency and Expert Group on SDG Indica-
tors (IAEG-SDGs) (see https://unstats.un.org/SDG’s/indicators/indicators-list) 

• an inventory of the most commonly used indicators at the organisational level for 
each SDG target at www.sdgcompass.org; this list takes into account well-recognized 
sources such as the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), SASG, ILO, the OECD and CDP.

Your organisation can use such lists to select the most relevant indicator(s) for each priority 
impact or use them as inspiration to develop its own indicators.

INCLUSIVE APPROACH

In addition to prioritising the SDGs, an organisation can choose to apply an inclusive approach, 
with each SDG being considered equally important.

The SDGs are equally important in themselves. This manual, however, aims to determine the 
most important priority SDGs given the context of your organisation or, to use the words of 
Jeffrey Sachs “those that are applicable in a given context”. For various reasons, however, it 
may be useful to employ an inclusive approach. First and foremost, to examine the links of the 
organisation with each of the SDGs, but equally to take action on each of them. This can be 
done based both on the desire for a broad engagement and to create a sustainable SDG cultu-
re within the organisation, but equally based on a strong social ambition. If every organisation 
does this, it will naturally create a larger global effect. 



28 SDG-manual for government organisations

GETTING STARTED

Management should be involved in this phase. All preparations have been made regarding the 
important themes. The management must decide on the ambition, and can also validate and 
supplement the themes.

Determine the ambition

The ambition of the organisation needs to be mapped out. A workshop is held for this, or 
interviews are conducted with the organisation’s policy-makers and management. One provi-
des insight into how one currently sees sustainability and what ambition one wants for the 
organisation.

Determine the objectives

The sustainability goals must be proportionate to the ambition. The information from the 
benchmarking can also be used for this. Assuming that one wants to take on an exemplary 
role with regard to sustainability, it is difficult to determine targets that are the average of 
what happens at similar organisations. The targets mentioned above regarding reduction of 
the carbon footprint are a good example. Determining the goals isn’t self-evident, and is thus 
best achieved through the input of various people within the organisation. The functional 
manager of the relevant theme in particular needs to be involved in this. The person who is 
responsible for the environmental objectives, the buyer for the sustainable purchasing goal, 
the HR person responsible for personnel policy objectives, etc.

Determine the KPIs

Each objective has a KPI (Key Performance Indicator), which enables monitoring and measu-
rement of the evolution. It is a difficult challenge to choose the right indicators. Suppose, for 
example, that the social engagement of employees is a goal in itself: how can you measure 
this? Do you also determine absolute figures or do you work with percentages? Can a growth 
curve be incorporated or do we regard it as a given that must be 100% achieved by 2020?

An inclusive approach

A method for applying the inclusive approach has been developed by CIFAL Flanders. CIFAL 
Flanders is one of the 16 international training centres of the CIFAL Global Network of UNITAR, 
the training and research institute of the United Nations. Here the organisation is placed cen-
trally within the next circle and the different circles are used to determine the type of impact 
that one can have on each of the SDGs. The inner circles can be adapted to the organisational 
context. In doing so one can identify both the existing initiatives and the actions to be taken.7

7  CIFAL-Flanders (2017). Getting started with Agenda 2030.Making international business more sustainable.
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PRACTICAL EXAMPLE FLEMISH EMPLOYMENT AGENCY

To determine the level of ambition, an interview was held with each member of the manage-
ment team (around 20 members). The questions dealt with various themes. Examples of ques-
tions and answers are included below:

1. How important is sustainability for the Flemish employment agency?
“For the Flemish employment agency, the score should be 10. I think that a public organisa-
tion should have a social reflex, and social DNA.

1. What does sustainability mean in practice for the Flemish employment agency?
“You have to ask yourself what role the Flemish employment agency plays in a total sustai-
nability approach. If you, as the Flemish employment agency, make yourself redundant, so 
that even the hardest to place workers are employed, you’ve done your job well. Giving em-
ployment to slightly more difficult target groups, further removed from the labour market.”

1. What should the Flemish employment agency ambition level be with regard to sus-
tainability?
“We have to go for Olympic gold, although that does not mean that you’ll achieve this be-
cause there are other players as well. But if you have a high level of ambition, it gives you 
energy to work towards it.”

1. What do you think the Flemish employment agency needs in order to improve sus-
tainability?
“I think mainly a structured approach, formulating it more objectively and monitoring the 
extent to which it’s realised”

The interviews of the board members give an idea of how they personally look at sustainability 
and how they view sustainability at the Flemish employment agency, now and in the future. 
In the interview, time was also taken to determine the SDG priorities and their translation to 
the organisation.

The overall sustainability ambition of the Flemish employment agency for the entire manage-
ment validates the approach in the strategic compass mentioned above: very good (excellent) 
with the aim of taking on an exemplary role in Flanders. The sustainability vision towards 2025 
is formulated as follows: 

“The Flemish employment agency is a strong HR partner for 
inclusive and sustainable work, with a broad social impact, 
supported by environmentally conscious and committed 

employees.”

For each of the sustainability themes within the 5 pillars, goals are formulated that correspond 
with the submitted ambition. This was validated at a final workshop with the management on 
30 November 2017 and 5 March 2018. 
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Pillar 1 - Strong HR Partner

Objective 1: Our customers are satisfied with the services provided by the Flemish employment 
agency We strive for an excellent service with an increase in customer satisfaction of 5% by 
2020 and 10% by 2025.

Objective 2: the Flemish employment agency aims for a proportionate provision of services for 
employers and job seekers to optimally coordinate supply and demand on the labour market 
(2020).

• sub-objective 2.1: For all vacancies in shared management, the Flemish employment agency 
determines the service needs within 5 days (90%: 2020)

• sub-objective 2.2: the Flemish employment agency provides an introduction campaign 
for each of these vacancies within a month (90%: 2020)

Pillar 2 - For inclusive and sustainable work

Objective 3: the Flemish employment agency provides a service that is 100% inclusive (2025).

• Sub-objective 3.1: When developing new services, it is continuously checked that no group 
is excluded. Our goal is a level of inclusiveness of 90% by 2020 and 100% by 2025.

• Sub-objective 3.2. Our buildings are accessible to all (2025).

• Sub-objective 3.3. As an inclusive and diverse organisation, we focus on achieving our tar-
gets for internal diversity (11% people with a migrant background, 45% women in ma-
nagement positions, 4% people with a work disability or chronic illness by 2020).

Objective 4: We aim to increase the sustainable outflow of work to all vulnerable job seekers 
by 5% by 2020 and by 10% by 2025.

Pillar 3 - A broad social impact

Objective 5: Sustainability is included as a criterion in all the Flemish employment agency 
sectoral business plans. We actively test the principles of CSR and translate this to the level 
of training and supervision. We aim for CSR integration in 80% of sectoral business plans at 
Flemish and provincial level by 2020 and 100% by 2025.

Objective 6: Our aim is 100% sustainable public procurement by 2020.

Objective 7: We are the most sustainable government organisation within the Flemish gover-
nment (2020).

• Sub-objective 7.1. All Flemish employment agency employees and course participants are 
aware of the sustainability policy of the organisation so that they are able to communica-
te this (2020: 90% - 2025: 100%)

• Sub-objective 7.2. We realise 80% positive evaluations of our sustainability policy after 
impact measurement at our partners (2025).



32 SDG-manual for government organisations

Pillar 4 - Environmentally conscious employees

Objective 8: The environmental care and environmental management of the Flemish employ-
ment agency is organised in accordance with ISO 14001.

Objective 9: In the period 2005-2030, we will achieve a reduction of at least 40% of CO2 emis-
sions due to fuel consumption.

Objective 10: We will increase energy efficiency and limit energy consumption so that we com-
ply with the EU 20/20/20 directive (20% less energy, 20% less emissions, 20% renewable energy 
sources by 2020).

Pillar 5 - Committed employees

Objective 11: We will achieve an increase in overall employee satisfaction by 2020, and an in-
crease of 5% by 2025.

Objective 12: We are aiming for a sick-leave percentage below the average of the Government 
of Flanders, with a decrease of at least 1.5% by 2020 and 3% by 2025.

Objective 13: We support the social commitment of our employees through the Flemish em-
ployment agency. We are aiming for a 30% (2020) and 50% (2025) commitment of employees 
who are involved with one or more social projects.

The Flemish employment agency will take the next steps (for the development of action plan 
and reporting) from 2018 onwards. The practical example thus ends with this step.
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Step 4: Integrate

The ambition level and the sustainability goals for each of the strategic priorities have been 
established. The embedding of these goals in the core activities of the organisation will deter-
mine the success of the integration of sustainability.

Integrating sustainability has the potential to influence or transform all aspects of your or-
ganisation. This includes both the core activities and the support services, such as personnel 
department, purchasing department, etc. In addition, organisations are realising that they can 
boost their efforts at reducing their negative effects and increasing the positive effects if they 
cooperate with external partners.

In this step, we determine how you can integrate the SDGs through the following actions:

• Develop action plan
• Develop structure
• Create partnerships

DEVELOPMENT OF ACTION PLAN

The action plan makes it possible to involve everyone within the organisation in the integra-
tion of the sustainability objectives.

For each of the priorities, actions are developed to achieve the predetermined goals or inter-
mediate goals. Organisations usually work with an internal working group to draw up the 
actions. They bring together the various competencies and functions that are needed for this. 
It is helpful also to pay attention to the personal ambition of the working group members for 
sustainability This working group is the driving force of the organisation.

An action plan is only strong if there are clearly understandable actions, with assigned mana-
gers and a predetermined date on which one expects results. Just as SDG 17 summarises the ne-
cessary resources, you also need to pay attention to the resources needed to implement them.

DEVELOPMENT OF STRUCTURE

Active leadership from the management/board is the key to the success of any type of im-
portant organisational changes. For the integration of sustainability objectives - where the 
value is not always fully understood by every part of the organisation - leadership by people 
at the top is particularly important.

There is growing recognition that the boards of directors also play an important role in the 
integration of sustainability into the long-term strategy.
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Boards of directors can play an important role by, for example, integrating the sustainability 
objectives into criteria for the appointment and remuneration of the executive management.

In order to be as effective as possible, the sustainability objectives are best viewed as an in-
tegral part of the complete set of financial, strategic and operational objectives. In the most 
‘mature’ situation, the sustainability ambitions are also reflected in the vision, mission and 
strategy of the organisation, whereby the future success of the organisation is linked to sus-
tainable development.

Although dedicated sustainability teams and professionals play an important role in achieving 
the organisation’s sustainability goals, the support and ownership of staff functions such as 
HR, R&D, policy and facility management is key to embedding sustainability in the strategy, 
culture and activities of the organisation.

Depending on the nature of the organisation and its sustainability objectives, the emphasis 
will be more dependent on some content-related functions than on others. For example, tar-
gets relating to the suppliers will initially be included by those responsible for purchasing. In 
all cases, the creation of individual responsibility will greatly help the realisation of the sus-
tainability goals.

Change processes that may result from the implementation of specific sustainability action 
plans can be promoted through various actions, such as education and training to increase 
awareness and competencies or interaction with external experts and stakeholders.

In some cases, a sustainability committee is set up at board level within the organisation. This 
makes it possible to make time for strategy discussions on sustainability priorities. This is espe-
cially valuable in the initial stages of the sustainability strategy.

Because the starting point is always the intended social impact, the integration of sustaina-
bility objectives in an organisation often amounts to transversal and cross-functional thin-
king and working. Organisations often set up cross-functional sustainability functions or work 
groups to provide structure for implementation and coordination in the organisation.

CREATE PARTNERSHIPS

Integrating sustainability objectives in an organisation is not only a transversal internal exer-
cise, but also requires contacts and partnerships with external actors. For example, around 
90% of managers agree that an effective approach to sustainability cannot be implemented 
in isolation8. Partnerships are therefore essential.

Why are partnerships essential? Because organisations are increasingly understanding that 
they will only be able to tackle their priority impacts effectively if they collaborate with other 
organisations that often seek cooperation for the same reason. 

8  WBCSD, GRI, UN Global Compact (2015). SDG Compass. The Guide for business action on SDGs..
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Appreciation of the value of cooperation is also explicit in the design of the SDGs. SDG 17 
‘Partnership to achieve objectives’ contains the most objectives (19) of all SDGs and encourages 
cross-sectoral partnerships.

In general, an organisation can build at least three types of partnerships:

• Chain partnerships, in which organisations in the value chain bring together complemen-
tary skills and resources to develop new solutions;

• Sector initiatives bringing together different market leaders in order to raise norms and 
standards throughout the industry and to overcome common challenges;

• Multi-stakeholder partnerships, where governments, the private sector, knowledge 
institutions, financial institutions and citizens and associations join forces to tackle 
complex challenges.

The SDGs facilitate the bringing together of partners around their shared priority themes 
and goals. Building effective partnerships for sustainable development requires a high level of 
commitment. Partners should strive to set common goals and leverage their respective core 
competencies, depoliticise projects, develop clear structures, create internal control, focus on 
impacts, meet future needs, and build a knowledge-management process. For new partner-
ships, it is advisable to start small but to include upscaling in the design of the joint project.

GETTING STARTED

Once the important sustainability themes have been defined in line with the priority SDGs, the 
goals are set for these themes in a clear structure with pillars, it is possible to think about who 
to involve in the preparation and follow-up of the action plan. This calls for a sustainability 
working group. Ideally, a person is designated to be in charge of each pillar or theme so that 
sustainability does not get stuck with one person or working group but takes form and struc-
ture within the entire organisation. 
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Step 5: Communicate 
 and report

Over the past decade, transparent communication about strategy, actions and results 
on sustainability has increased greatly at the request of stakeholders. It is important to 
constantly report and communicate on progress with regard to the SDGs. This allows a 
meaningful dialogue with stakeholders to address the priority impacts of your organi-
sation.

Many governments, market regulators and stock exchanges have introduced regulations for 
sustainability reporting of companies in recent years. The latest legislation on this subject 
dates from 3 September 2017. This law transforms the EU directive (2014/95 / EU) on non-fi-
nancial reporting. It requires that companies listed on the stock exchange or considered as a 
‘public interest’ organisation should also report on non-financial information which is in line 
with sustainability reporting.

Today, most of the world’s largest organisations make their sustainability achievements public. 
For example, of the 250 largest organisations in the world, 93% report on their sustainability 
performance9. The SDGs clearly indicate that sustainability reporting is also expected. The spe-
cific SDG goal 12.6 even promotes “encouraging companies, especially large and transnational 
corporations, to adopt sustainable practices and integrate sustainability information into their 
reporting cycle.”

The fact that many of these initiatives apply to companies does not make this less applicable 
to government agencies. It could even be said here that governments have not taken up an 
exemplary role to date, but rather are followers in the field of sustainability reporting.

This step describes the actions that are needed in the area of reporting and communication:

• Internal communication
• External communication
• Report

COMMUNICATE ON SDG PERFORMANCE

The SDGs offer a common language. The common framework for sustainable develop-
ment is therefore useful for shaping communication.

Many organisations are already communicating on topics from the SDGs, such as climate chan-
ge, sustainable water management, fair work and the reduction of inequality. For each relevant 
priority, and certainly the selected priority SDGs, organisations can mention::

9  KPMG (2013). Survey of Corporate Responsibility Reporting



37SDG-manual for government organisations

• Why and in what way the SDG is relevant (this may address the process for determining 
the priority impacts of your organisation and how stakeholders are involved);

• The significant impact, positive or negative, related to the relevant SDG;
• The objectives for the relevant SDG and the progress in achieving it;
• The strategies and practices to manage the effects related to the SDGs and how the sus-

tainability goals are integrated to involve the entire organisation

Internal communication is about more than reporting the status of the implementation of 
the sustainability strategy. It is equally about involving and persuading your own employees. 
Ultimately, they are the ones to bring sustainability to life through the implementation of the 
sustainability strategy. The process relies heavily on internal support.

In addition, many different services are often involved in defining, monitoring and reporting 
specific sustainability results. A working group is often set up for this coordination and to en-
sure the follow-up. The collection and integration of the information, to be used later in both 
internal and external communication, is an important task that should not be underestimated.

Organisations are increasingly using diverse channels for the external communication of their 
sustainability strategy and performances, as a supplement to formal reporting according to 
GRI. Both large and small organisations benefit from public reporting and communication of 
their contribution to the SDGs. Websites, social media channels and events are a few of the 
many effective ways to communicate with stakeholders on sustainability. An overview of all 
initiatives in Belgium concerning SDGs can be found on www.sdgs.be.

REPORT

While sustainability reporting was originally seen as a way to build trust and strengthen 
reputation, it has now become a strategic tool that is also used to support sustainable 
decision-making, stimulate organisational development, drive performance and engage 
stakeholders.

It is generally recommended to use internationally recognized standards for sustainability re-
porting, such as the GRI Standards (www.globalreporting.org/standards/). The GRI Standards 
are connected to the SDGs. We are working on an even stronger relationship between the GRI 
Standard and the SDGs. Organisations that start with sustainability reporting can choose to 
produce a more concise standalone report.

Since the SDGs promote an inclusive approach, it makes sense to report on all SDGs that the 
organisation has an impact on. In the pursuit of more effective reporting, it remains important 
to report on material issues. Materiality is defined as those aspects that generate significant 
economic, environmental or social impacts (as identified in step 2), whether positive or nega-
tive, as well as those that have a significant impact on the evaluations and decisions of stake-
holders. This means that the report addresses the concerns and expectations formulated by 
the stakeholders, even if they do not fall under the already defined priority themes..
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The list of material subjects of your organisation corresponds in principle to the identified 
strategic priorities as a result of step 2.

The reporting must reflect both the positive and the negative aspects of the performance in 
relation to these priorities. This will ensure that the report covers how the organisation com-
plies with the basic responsibilities related to the SDGs; how it focuses on (potentially) nega-
tive effects on the SDGs; and how it uses its core competencies, technologies and solutions to 
further contribute to the realisation of the SDGs.

The KPIs chosen by your organisation when following the sustainability goals are in principle 
also relevant indicators for the sustainability report. These KPIs can be supplemented with ad-
ditional indicators. Organisations can use independent external audit entities to improve the 
credibility and quality of their reports.

GETTING STARTED

Various actions can be taken to communicate within an organisation. Support can also be 
sought at CIFAL Flanders.CIFAL Flanders is one of the 16 international training centres of the CI-
FAL Global Network of UNITAR, the training and research institute of the United Nations. CIFAL 
Flanders offers the possibility of town hall meetings regarding SDGs. Cities and municipalities 
can also appeal to the various types of support that VVSG has developed for the integration 
of SDGs. Furthermore, the initiatives undertaken can be externally communicated via do.vlaan-
deren.be and www.mvovlaanderen.be 
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