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Abstract 

The launch UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015 have appeared in a particular time 

for the financial industry, where the pressure to be responsible as social actors and to work 

towards a more sustainable world is increasing every day. Thus, investors to a larger extent are 

incorporating sustainability and the SDGs are starting to be addressed in their communications and 

strategies, especially in Denmark. Much has been studied about the integration of the SDG by 

businesses, however, how investors are starting to use the SDGs in their discourse has not been 

analyzed yet.  

Hence, this research will be a cross sectional qualitative study of the four largest and most 

significative Danish institutional investors that are the frontrunners in communicating about the 

SDGs, to understand how are perceived and what they are doing to integrate them, identifying its 

challenges and opportunities. By using a three-fold theoretical framework on Critical Discourse 

Analysis developed by Fairclough, the aim of this research will be to explore how the SDGs are 

being used by institutional investors, by analyzing the text, the perceptions and the context of the 

discourse. 

The analysis shows that SDGs are mainly used by the investors as a language to communicate their 

sustainability strategy, as they have already been addressing sustainability issues by the integration 

of Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) factors into their strategy. In this regard, the 

integration of the SDGs by Danish institutional investors could be seen as a recontextualization of 

a sustainability discourse to the financial context, in order to be understood by different audiences 

and not only inside the industry.  Mainly motivated by market positioning, institutional investors 

are trying to make sense about how to adapt the SDGs into their strategies, evaluating 

opportunities and challenges. Nevertheless, their legitimization as agents of change seems to be 

given not only by the integration of the SDGs, but by their strategy and management of the ESG 

factors in general.  

This study is limited to the analysis of the discourse of the four Danish institutional investors 

frontrunners in communicating about the SDGs in a specific moment, as it will useful to shed some 

light in how the field might develop in the future. Further research could be made in this regard, 
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considering a broader sample as well as other geographical locations or the evolution of 

perceptions over time.  

This research will be of relevance for the academia as it offers a new approach to the sustainability 

field. Additionally, it would be inspirational for investors that would like to address and 

communicate about the SDGs, as it offers guidance on its opportunities and shortcomings. Finally, 

it will be for interest for investors in other locations and institutions as it presents a clear picture 

about the industry of Responsible Investments in Denmark.   

 

Key Words:  Responsible investments, Sustainable Development, SDGs, ESG, discourse, language, 

sustainability, legitimization, institutional investors, Denmark, sustainable finance.  

 

  



4 
 

Acknowledgements 
 

 

First of all, I would like to thank my supervisor, Anne Mette Christiansen, for her continuous 

support and guidance during the research process.  

Moreover, I am most grateful to all the people who participated in the interviews. Their 

contribution and knowledge were key for the development of this thesis.  

Finally, I would like to thank my colleagues, friends and family for the meaningful conversations 

and their constant support during this journey.  

 

 

Ana Martinez Guillén 

Copenhagen, Denmark 

September 14th, 2020 

  



5 
 

List of Abbreviations 
 

CDA    Critical Discourse Analysis 

DA    Discourse Analysis 

ESG    Environmental, Social and Governance Factors 

ETFs    Exchange‐Traded Funds 

EU    European Union 

GRI    Global Reporting Initiative 

MDG    Millennium Development Goals 

NGOs    Non-Governmental Organization 

PRI    Principles for Responsible Investments 

RI    Responsible Investments 

SDGs    United Nations Sustainable Development Goals 

UN    United Nations 

UNCTAD   United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 

UNGC    United Nations’ Global Compact  



6 
 

Contents 
Abstract ........................................................................................................................................................... 2 

Acknowledgements ......................................................................................................................................... 4 

List of Abbreviations ........................................................................................................................................ 5 

1. Introduction ............................................................................................................................................. 8 

1.1. Background ...................................................................................................................................... 8 

1.2. Research Question & Purpose of Study .......................................................................................... 9 

1.3. Methodological Framework .......................................................................................................... 11 

1.4. Analytical Framework .................................................................................................................... 12 

1.5. Delimitations ................................................................................................................................. 12 

1.6. Thesis Structure ............................................................................................................................. 14 

2. Literature Review ................................................................................................................................... 14 

2.1. Sustainability development debate and the SDGs ........................................................................ 15 

2.1.1. The UN Sustainable Development Goals ............................................................................... 16 

2.1.2. Addressing the need of measurement and reporting ........................................................... 18 

2.2. The rise of Sustainable Finance ..................................................................................................... 19 

2.3. Responsible Investments literature and the SDGs ........................................................................ 22 

2.4. Summary of the literature review ................................................................................................. 24 

3. Methodology ......................................................................................................................................... 24 

3.1. Research Paradigm ........................................................................................................................ 25 

3.1.1. Research Philosophy .................................................................................................................... 25 

3.1.2.  Research Approach ..................................................................................................................... 26 

3.1.3.  Research Nature ......................................................................................................................... 27 

3.2. Research Design ................................................................................................................................. 28 

3.2.1. Research Strategy ........................................................................................................................ 29 

3.2.2. Data collection ............................................................................................................................. 30 

3.2.3. Research Process ......................................................................................................................... 34 

3.3. Reliability and Validity ........................................................................................................................ 36 

4. Analytical Framework ............................................................................................................................ 37 

4.1. Introducing Discourse Analysis ...................................................................................................... 37 

4.2. Critical Discourse Analysis and relevant concepts ........................................................................ 39 

4.3. Developing an Analytical Framework ............................................................................................ 42 

5. Case presentation .................................................................................................................................. 44 

5.1. SDG investing in Denmark .................................................................................................................. 44 



7 
 

5.2. The sample ......................................................................................................................................... 46 

6. Analysis .................................................................................................................................................. 47 

6.1. Analysis of the text ........................................................................................................................ 47 

6.2. Discursive practice ......................................................................................................................... 51 

6.3. Socio-cultural practice ................................................................................................................... 58 

6.4. Summary of the analysis................................................................................................................ 64 

7. Discussion .............................................................................................................................................. 66 

7.1. Discussion of the Findings ............................................................................................................. 67 

7.2. General considerations and implications for future research ....................................................... 76 

8. Conclusion.............................................................................................................................................. 80 

9. References ............................................................................................................................................. 83 

10. Appendices ............................................................................................................................................ 92 

Appendix 1 – The research onion .............................................................................................................. 92 

Appendix 2 – Analysis Structure ................................................................................................................ 92 

Appendix 3 – Exploratory interview guide ................................................................................................ 93 

Appendix 4 – Exploratory interviews ........................................................................................................ 94 

Appendix 4.1 .......................................................................................................................................... 94 

Appendix 4.2 ........................................................................................................................................ 102 

Appendix 4.3 ........................................................................................................................................ 104 

Appendix 5 – In-depth interview guide ................................................................................................... 110 

Appendix 6 – In-depth interviews ........................................................................................................... 111 

Appendix 6.1 ........................................................................................................................................ 111 

Appendix 6.2 ........................................................................................................................................ 116 

Appendix 6.3 ........................................................................................................................................ 119 

Appendix 6.4 ........................................................................................................................................ 123 

 

  



8 
 

1. Introduction 

In September 2015, the United Nations (UN) General Assembly adopted 17 Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs) as an integral part of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 

Since then, the SDGs are considered as essential for directing the world towards a sustainable 

development, in quest ending poverty, ensuring equal opportunities for all, and protecting the 

environment, among other goals.   

The level of ambition and comprehensiveness of the SDGs sets an unprecedent attempt at global 

governance by goal-setting, making an challenging -and intriguing- initiative in the area of 

international policies and sustainable development in general (Biermann et al., 2017). Even if the 

SDGs, at first instance were mainly set up for governments and institutions (Schramade, 2017), at 

a later stage it was pointed that other actors should collaborate acting as agents of change, such 

as the civil society or the private sector (Bowen et al., 2017). This combined with the existing 

financial gap of $2.5 trillion per year to achieve the SDGs, has made the role of the business sector 

in the implementation of the SDGs increasingly highlighted as imperative for the success of the 

initiative (GRI et al., 2016; Responsible Investor, 2020; UNCTAD, 2014; United Nations, 2019). 

In this sense, the SDGs gained relevance for the private sector, since its active participation and 

contribution is essential for the achievement of the goals (GRI et al., 2016; Scheyvens et al., 2016; 

UNCTAD, 2014). As the world is facing an increasing display of environmental, social and economic 

challenges, it is evident that it is key that businesses participate in the transformation towards 

more sustainable societies. But, how are these changes affecting the financial industry, and 

specially, the investors? 

1.1. Background  

Over the last decades, there has been an increasing interest in addressing sustainability by the 

private sector. Consequently, most businesses have engaged in some form of Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) in the attempt to implement sustainable practices in their organization 

(Andersen & Skjoett-Larsen, 2009; Frandsen et al., 2013; Lund-Thomsen & Lindgreen, 2014). This 

rising importance of sustainability has also pressured the financial sector, influencing the 

emergence of sustainable finance as a new field. 
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In the world of finance, institutional investors are a powerful force, working as intermediaries have 

the power of influence, as they can intentionally use their portfolio to affect the real world (Hawley 

& Lukomnik, 2018). With good intentions and clear strategy, this dynamic has the potential to set 

them as agents of change. Under these circumstances, Responsible Investment (RI) has arisen as a 

new practice in the industry of sustainable finance. Responsible investments are defined as a strategy 

and practice to incorporate environmental, social and governance (ESG) factors in investment 

decisions and active ownership (PRI, 2020c).  

Hence, the industry is starting to realize this and working forward to offer strategies not only to do 

no harm, but to impact positively. “We need to acknowledge that the financial sector has the power 

to generate wealth by directing resources to individuals and organizations that can do something 

constructive with them” (Waitzer & Sarro, 2014). This is showing a growing momentum of 

responsible investments. 

Consequently, the necessity to incorporate sustainability has been acknowledged by institutional 

investors, especially in Denmark (Brink, 2020; Eurosif, 2018). In this regard, the launch of the SDGs 

comes in a particular time for the investors industry, where the pressure to be responsible as social 

actors and to work towards a more sustainable world is increasing. Thus, investors to a larger 

extent are incorporating sustainability and the SDGs are starting to appear into their 

communications and strategies. In short, a new discursive practice in the relation between the 

institutional investors and its stakeholders has emerged. 

1.2. Research Question & Purpose of Study 

As indicated, with the launch of SDGs in 2015, institutional investors are also incorporating this 

shared vision of sustainable development into business strategies and execution. Specially in 

Denmark, we are seeing a great effort from investors to debate about the topic and effectively 

integrate the SDGs into their practices (Dansif, 2020a). Therefore, this thesis aims to answer the 

following research question:  

How institutional investors in Denmark are using the SDGs?  

My main hypotheses in this regard are:  

• The SDGs are mostly used as a language to communicate their sustainability claims 
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• To speak on sustainability terms is a pressure of the market. Investors are still market driven 

• SDGs integration by Danish institutional investors is a way to legitimate their role in the 

sustainability debate  

In order to answer this question and test my hypotheses, this research will consist in a cross 

sectional qualitative study of the four largest and significant Danish institutional investors that are 

the frontrunners in communicating about the SDGs, to understand how are perceived and what 

they are doing to integrate them, identifying its challenges and opportunities. 

By using a theoretical framework based in Critical Discourse Analysis, the aim of this research will 

be to provide a clear overview on the institutional investors’ context in Denmark, by exploring how 

SDGs discourse is being integrated into their agendas and the motivations behind its actions. This 

is an interpretive research that recognizes reality as social constructed and shaped by language, 

therefore, by understanding how investors perceive and communicate about SDGs, it could 

provide some clarity on the actions they are taking and the motives behind its strategy.  

As I will show, most of the research on sustainability have been focused on the company 

perspective. Hence, this research seeks to change the focus and put the investors in the spotlight. 

Thus, my intention is to provide a comprehensive overview on the institutional investors’ situation 

in Denmark, by exploring how SDGs discourse is being integrated into their agendas. For that 

purpose, it is important to understand what they are doing, how perceive it and what is the current 

context. Therefore, this research will analyze the efforts of investors to address sustainability and 

the opportunities and limitations that the SDGs impose, exploring their main motivations to 

address them and the principal challenges perceived. Furthermore, this research will provide a 

complete overview of the context considering the different actors and the current agenda, diverse 

points of view and possible dynamics of power implicit in the discourse.  

I believe this thesis would be relevant for the academia as it will offer a new approach to the topic 

about sustainability and responsible investing, framing the importance of the context, and 

considering the investors as social actors at the center of the study. The novelty of the research 

topic will be of interest for sustainability experts that want to consider the field from a new angle.  

Furthermore,  this paper will be of importance for institutional investors that are currently willing 

to integrate the SDGs into their practices, to start to consider the different opportunities and 
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challenges, as well as for the experts of the industry that would like to understand how it’s the 

Danish context in responsible investments. Taking as a reference the proposed ideas in this 

research, it can be pinpointed the relevant factors that should be taken into consideration in the 

industry to create a more efficient communication in sustainability. Additionally, it might be 

interesting for the organization UN PRI, as some pertinent insights about its role and reporting has 

been found during the research.  

1.3. Methodological Framework 

As I indicated, this research will be a cross sectional qualitative study of the four largest and 

significant Danish institutional investors that are the frontrunners in communicating sustainability, 

to understand how the SDGs are perceived and what they are doing to integrate them, identifying 

its challenges and opportunities. 

It has to be noted that this research has an abductive approach as it comes back and forth from 

the theory to the analysis. The process consisted in two main phases, as I started with an 

exploratory project seeking to generate a direction for future work. This phase was mainly guided 

by the question ‘How institutional investors are using the SDGs in Denmark?’ and the results of 

the interviews allowed me to develop the hypothesis that the SDGS are mainly used as a language 

to communicate about sustainability. In the following phase, I utilized a framework from Critical 

Discourse Analysis to examine how the four main investors are communicating about the SDGs 

their perceptions and approach, according to their communications and a round of in-depth 

interviews.  

Thus, this research uses a multiple-case strategy. The companies selected for the study were ATP 

and PFA representing asset owners, and Nykredit and Danske Bank as asset managers. The 

participants from the selected organizations were carefully selected to ensure they had sufficient 

knowledge and understanding of the topic as well as the organization. The data collection was 

based in interviews and by secondary data1.  

 
1 To understand the research design graphically please view Appendix 1. 
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1.4. Analytical Framework 

By using a theoretical framework based in Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), the aim of this research 

is to provide a clear overview on the use of the SDGs as a language by institutional investors in 

Denmark, by exploring how the discourse is being integrated into their agendas and the 

motivations behind. As CDA explores the use of language in specific contexts, in this regard, I am 

going to study the use of the SDGs by Danish investors to talk about sustainability issues, using a 

three-fold framework proposed by Norman Fairclough. This theory is essential as acknowledges 

the interaction between the text, the perceptions of the text and the context, being useful to 

develop a comprehensive analysis on the use of SDGs by investors.   

As each of the dimensions (the text, the perceptions and the context) is tackled, the discussion will 

reveal the three-fold analysis approach. It has to be noted that during the analysis, five distinct 

themes have been identified crossing each dimension: the integration of the SDGs into their 

practices, the perception, the communication, the role of PRI and its reporting and the use of ESG 

factors as the main approach. Hence, each theme will be analyzed systematically in every 

dimension to have a comprehensive overview of the phenomenon2.    

Lastly, it is clear that the SDG incorporation into practices (meaning the creation of new products, 

reporting and communications) takes time and resources from investors. Hence, to bring some 

light to the underlying motives that drive investors to further action, I have used a framework 

proposed by Guthey & Morsing (2014) to code the insights obtained during the analysis.  

1.5. Delimitations 

Due to the limitations of time and extension of the research, this thesis will not be able to study all 

the institutional investors in Denmark. Therefore, the study is limited to the four main institutional 

investors that are frontrunners in communicating about the SDGs. These are: ATP, PFA, Danske 

Bank and Nykredit. As I will explain in detail in the methodology chapter, the choice of the investors 

was made based on the evaluation of the sample used by the organization Dansif for its recent 

study on reporting on SDGs (Dansif, 2020a). This report has given me a first notion on the approach 

of these investors to the SDGs. Through conducting a careful analysis of the communications 

 
2 To understand the structure of the analysis in detail please check Appendix 2.  
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publicly available, I selected the four frontrunners in communication, determining my sample as 

the largest and significative investors in Denmark, which are the first movers in the industry in 

communicating about this topic.  

Furthermore, all the investors selected are signatories of the UN Principles of Responsible 

Investment (PRI), which means that they are publicly committed to including environmental, social 

and governance (ESG) factors in their investment strategies and therefore, integrate a global 

community that seeks to build a more sustainable financial system (PRI, 2020c).   

Additionally, this research focused specifically on Denmark as a geographical area and studies the 

sample in a specific moment instead of over time. This was a conscious choice as it represents a 

specific context and moment of the discourse. The aim was to study the frontrunners, with the 

ambition to understand how the field is developing and offer a guidance for other investors and 

countries.  

Lastly, even if the choice of the sample and the analysis have acknowledged the difference 

between asset managers and asset owners as institutional investors, the results of the analysis will 

be presented as a holistic way. The purpose is to analyze the approach of the investors as a whole 

respecting the confidentiality of the interviews’ answers. To get into detail about the specific 

dynamics of each organization will represent to enter in a further discussion that would exceed the 

extension of this thesis. Therefore, the aim of the research was to cover the SDGs and the investors 

view holistically, to have a sense of what is happening with this phenomenon from their point of 

view, rather than assess each investor approach individually. 



14 
 

1.6. Thesis Structure 

 

2. Literature Review  

In this chapter, a review of the most relevant literature and reports in the field of this research will 

be presented. The purpose of this section is to provide an overview of what has been studied within 

the field of sustainability and responsible investments, identifying the shortcomings and gaps for 

research.   

The literature review is divided into three sections that (1) describes how the academic debate on 

sustainable development and the emergence of the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) has 

evolved (2) provides an overview of the literature on the interplay between Sustainable 

Development and Finance in general, and the emergence of the Sustainable Finance as a field in 

Chapter one introduces the research topic as well as the research question and
purpose of the study. In addition, a brief presentation of the methodology and
analytical framework followed by the limitations of the study will be indicated.

1. Introduction

Chapter two presents a review of the previous literature within the field of
sustainability, sustainable finance and responsible investments and the SDGs,
identifying possible gaps for research and positionating this study.

2. Literature Review

Chapter three will introduce the methodological framework for the thesis. Thus, it
will explain in detail the research paradigm and design chosen for structuring this
study. Finally, the validity and reliability aspects of the thesis will be presented.

3. Methodology

Chapter four present Discourse Analysis as the main theory that frames this research
and explains the analytical framework developed by Fairclough and the concepts
which will used in the analysis.

4. Analytical 
Framework

Chapter five introduces the field of responsible investments and the SDGs in Denmark 
and presents the institutional investors that will be analyzed. 5. Case Presentation

Chapter six analyzes the empirical findings of the study using presented analytical
framework. The chapter will be structured in three main sections, according witht the
dimensions of the analysis: the text, the discursive practice and the socio-cultural
practice. A summarizing section will be found at the end of the chapter.

6. Analysis

Chapter seven discuss the key findings of the study in relation with Discourse Analysis 
concepts and previous research within the field. General considerations and the 
suggestions on further reserch will be also presented. 

7. Discussion

Chapter eight summarizes the main conclusions of the study, answering the question
presented at the beginning of the investigation.8. Conclusions
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academia, focusing on how SDGs are integrated in Responsible Investing (RI), (3) presents a specific 

picture on RI and SDGs integration as a topic of research. Lastly, a short summary of the insights 

will be made at the end of the chapter.  

2.1. Sustainability development debate and the SDGs 

In general, the notion of sustainability and sustainable development became increasingly popular 

after the report of the World Commission on Environment and Development, Our Common Future 

was published in 1987 (Weber, 2018). This report described sustainable development as meeting 

the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs. Sustainability, therefore, refers to an integrative and holistic approach, since it addresses 

environmental and development issues and also economic, societal and environmental aspects 

(Schramade, 2017; Weber, 2018). 

Even if it has been a topic of academic research for many decades (Aguinis & Glavas, 2012), only 

recently the interest has become more widespread, especially in its interaction with the private 

sector, studied as corporate social responsibility (CSR). Archie Carroll, for instance, has analyzed 

the evolution of CSR as a concept (Carroll, 1999). According to his research, the idea of “social 

responsibility” starts to appear during the 1930s and 1940s in academia and begins to be 

systematically assessed during the 1950s. While different definitions of CSR began to proliferate in 

the 1970s; in the 1980s, there was fewer original definitions of CSR, followed by more attempts to 

measure and conduct research on CSR and define thematic frameworks (Idem, 1999). On the other 

hand, Aguinis & Glavas (2012) have analyzed the literature on CSR identifying different levels of 

analysis as the institutional, organizational, and individual.  

In this context, the concept of sustainable development appears an attempt to combine growing 

concerns about a range of environmental issues with socio-economic issues (Hopwood et al., 

2005). According to Holling (2001), for instance, “Sustainability is the capacity to create, test, and 

maintain adaptive capability. Development is the process of creating, testing, and maintaining 

opportunity. The phrase that combines the two, “sustainable development,” thus refers to the goal 

of fostering adaptive capabilities and creating opportunities” (Holling, 2001; Schramade, 2017). 

Thus, sustainable development has the potential to address fundamental challenges for humanity, 

now and into the future.  
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However, scholars have noted that there was a need for a clarification of its meaning, definition 

and scope (Hopwood et al., 2005). In this context, it seems that SDGs came to bring some 

consensus as a unified definition of the scope of “sustainable development”.  

In short, even if the notions of sustainability and sustainable development have been known for 

decades, only recently have gained relevance in the public arena, increasingly accentuated by the 

launch of the SDGs. Thus, in the next sections I will review how the SDGs were addressed by the 

academia, identifying its opportunities and challenges.  

2.1.1. The UN Sustainable Development Goals 

As I have previously indicated, in September 2015, the United Nations (UN) General Assembly 

adopted 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) as an integral part of the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development. These 17 goals were to build upon and broaden the space of the earlier 

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which expired at the end of that year (Biermann et al., 

2017; Saner et al., 2019; Scheyvens et al., 2016; UNCTAD, 2014).   

According with Biermann et al. (2017), “the level of ambition and comprehensiveness of the SDGs 

surpasses all existing attempts at global governance by goal-setting, making them the most 

intriguing new global initiatives in the area of sustainable development and environmental policy”.  

The SDGs as a framework comprehend 17 goals and 169 targets that address major social and 

environmental issues. Those were recognized as the main goals to achieve sustainable 

development until 2030 according to the UN. Furthermore, they connect sustainable development 

(mostly related with government field) and sustainable business issues, such as responsible 

production and consumption (Hák et al., 2016; Weber, 2018).  

It has to be noted that the SDGs, at first were mainly set up for governments and government-

oriented institutions and people (Schramade, 2017) thus, several scholars have been studying the 

challenges and opportunities that its implementation impose to different countries governments 

and policy makers (Akenroye et al., 2018).  

However, it is clear that “while national governments are key players in implementing the SDGs, 

other actors can also be change agents (e.g. cities, civil society, business and industry and even the 

informal sector)” (Bowen et al., 2017). The SDGs are highly relevant for corporations as their active 
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participation and contribution is essential for achieving the goals (Scheyvens et al., 2016; UNCTAD, 

2014). Hence, it is acknowledged that the private sector can play fundamental role in mobilizing 

capital to achieve this 2030 Agenda (Aust et al., 2020; GRI et al., 2016; Scheyvens et al., 2016).  

With this emphasis on business contributing to sustainable development globally, the SDGs might 

present market opportunities for businesses that wish to demonstrate commitment to more 

ethical and sustainable practices (Scheyvens et al., 2016; Weber, 2018). In UNCTAD (2014) words, 

“The role of the public sector is fundamental and pivotal, while the private sector contribution is 

indispensable”. 

Several authors have pointed the importance of SDGs (Biermann et al., 2017; Lim et al., 2018; 

Schramade, 2017) for businesses and the world in general, noting that are a large step in the right 

direction (Dixon, 2019). According to Biermann (2017), the SDGs exemplify a novel type of global 

governance where goal-setting features as a key governance strategy. 

Even if SDGs are not a new sustainability agenda, it´s an ambitious one, that possess a new holistic 

framework to communicate sustainability issues. Thus, “it’s in essence the old sustainability 

agenda made easier” (Pedersen, 2018).  

Pedersen (2018) has indicated how SDGs represents a great gift to business by analyzing the case 

of Novozymes and its strategic journey to SDG alignment. According to the author, SDGs represent 

a long-term strategic market outlook offering a market guidance to businesses and that requires 

companies – and industries- to do things differently, including the financial sector.  

It has to be noted that the SDGs have received several critics and recommendations before (Pogge 

& Sengupta, 2015) and after its launch. For example, several scholars have showed that some SDGs 

are opposed, determining clear tensions and  governance tradeoffs might arise between different 

interest groups and indicating the need of integration across goals (Bowen et al., 2017; Lim et al., 

2018; Scheyvens et al., 2016).  

Another important issue pointed out by scholars is the need of legislation. According to UNCTAD 

(2014), policy coherence is essential in promoting the private sector’s contribution to the SDGs, 

encouraging good governance practices and investments in sustainable development. In other 

words, “Industry players contributing to the SDGs have enthused that governments should create 
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an enabling environment for business to address the SDGs; however, it will be necessary for 

governments to also enact appropriate legislation to oblige businesses to be more social and 

environmentally responsible” (Scheyvens et al., 2016).  

Finally, it has to be noted that one of the most addressed topics in academia is the need of proper 

measurement and reporting regarding the SDGs. Scholars for example have indicated that 

monitoring the performance should include clear indicators, comprehensive system evaluations 

and analysis of targets (Hák et al., 2016; Scheyvens et al., 2016) as I will present in detail in the next 

section.  

2.1.2. Addressing the need of measurement and reporting 

From a company perspective, the issue of reporting sustainability performance has been at the 

center of the debate for several years. In fact, sustainability performance is often difficult to 

measure due to the difficulty to assess it and the parameters of measurement have to be properly 

defined (Beske-Janssen et al., 2015). Companies are having problems to define what and how 

should they report.  

According to Beske-Janssen et al. (2015) performance measurement in this regard, is defined as 

“the process of quantifying the efficiency and effectiveness of action”. Thus, it is essential to 

evaluate the performance with reliable measures where transparency, collaboration and 

monitoring are key.  

According to Hess (2008), for instance, due to the challenges of regulating the behavior of 

corporations on issues related to sustainable development, three necessary requirements for 

social reporting are needed to be effective: disclosure, dialogue with stakeholders, and 

development. 

It has to be noted that for him, sustainability reporting is a process that “encompass the 

terminology of social accounting, auditing, and reporting, where social accounting refers to the 

measurement and collection of information, social auditing to the evaluation of a company's 

performance against selected standards, and social reporting to the disclosure of that information 

to the public” (Hess, 2008).  
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In this regard, it is important to mention that “social reporting is on the verge of becoming 

mainstream practice with the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) leading the way” (Hess, 2008). The 

GRI in fact is a guideline for sustainability reporting that could be considered as the common 

baseline, as it provides a more comprehensive view (Beske-Janssen et al., 2015). 

Therefore, the issue of reporting sustainability is well addressed. However, according with Rosati 

& Faria (2019) SDG reporting is still under-investigated in the corporate sustainability literature 

and it is not clear what factors are influencing it. Their study contributes to the emerging research 

on SDGs by investigating the relationship between SDG reporting and different country-level 

institutional factors (Rosati & Faria, 2019).  

In the majority of the research about SDGs implementation, however, investors are analyzed as 

stakeholders, not as a principal agent itself. It is clear that the effective implementation of SDGs 

requires an integrated approach across all fields (Lim et al., 2018), as the SDGs in fact, represent a 

grand opportunity for businesses (Pedersen, 2018) and also for the financial sector. Thus, in the 

next section, the rise of sustainable finance as a field will be presented and described.  

2.2. The rise of Sustainable Finance 

As indicated, sustainability development is becoming a key concept for private sector and for the 

society in general. Accordingly, terms such as “sustainable finance” or “green finance” have been 

increasingly used in finance and banking research over the last decade (Akenroye et al., 2018; 

Crichton, 2018; Durrani et al., 2020; Ferri & Lipari, 2019; Friede et al., 2015; Goglio & Catturani, 

2019; Nielsen & Noergaard, 2011; Sachs et al., 2019; Schumacher et al., 2020; Weber, 2018).  

Weber (2018) has studied the development of this field and, according to him, one of the first 

books about sustainable finance was “Sustainable banking: The Greening of Finance” published in 

1999 by Bouma, Jeucken and Klinkers. This book relates sustainable finance to mainly 

environmental risks and opportunities as cutting costs. Eventually scholars started to emphasize 

the connection of sustainable finance with  long term and stable financial returns (Weber, 2018).  

First studies about investment and development showed the interest to invest in development, 

initially related to the Millennium Development Goals (MDG). Roy & Heuty (2005), for instance, 
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have indicated: “MDG financing should be designed to foster sustainable national capital-

accumulation processes that need to underpin a successful MDG strategy”.  

According to Bose et al. (2019), the field of Sustainable Finance comprehends different trends 

within the financial ecosystem, such as the dramatic growth in responsible and impact investing, 

the development of innovative financing methods to fund the transition to a low-carbon economy 

and global efforts to create financial mechanisms and institutions to ensure the sustainability, 

among others.  

Thus, it is believed that the financial industry has the potential to reach success while serving the 

common good, however this belief can be only achieved as long as the industry, and more 

precisely, the investor sector is guided by a sense of social purpose (Waitzer & Sarro, 2014). 

With the apparition of the Environmental, Social and Governance factors (ESG) as a criterion for 

investments, we are starting to note how the investment world is changing. The focus is shifting 

from trade to value creation, moving from a transactional perspective to a relational.  

Accordingly, several researchers in this field are focusing on analyze the financial returns of ESG 

investments proving their good performance (Borgers et al., 2013; Dahl & Larsen, 2014; Khan et 

al., 2016; Lankin & White, 2017; Orlitzky et al., 2003; Renneboog et al., 2008). For example, Khan 

et. Al. (2016) have identified that firms with good ratings on material sustainability issues 

significantly outperform firms with poor ratings on these issues (Khan et al., 2016) having special 

relevance for asset managers in their capital allocations decisions to consider the integration of 

sustainability factors.  

Investors are starting to care about the “intentionality” of its portfolios, meaning the intention of 

doing something good with its investments, as an awareness of how portfolio investment and 

associated activity can create or mitigate systemic risk(s), the additionality and the stewardship 

(Hawley & Lukomnik, 2018) considering the future impact of its investment choices. In fact, 

nowadays ESG factors are seen as increasing central to investing (Consolandi et al., 2020).  

The signatory of the UN Principles of Responsible Investments (PRI) is one example of this change. 

PRI signatories agreed to six broad principles to incorporate ESG factors into investment decision 

making and they commit to engage on those systemic issues. This was one pioneering initiative 
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showing that investors can act as agents for development. Nowadays, Responsible Investment (or 

also called Socially Responsible Investments) is arising as a new practice.  

Even if there are many approaches to responsible investment, PRI distinguish to different areas 

that can be combined: ESG incorporation and Active Ownership or Stewardship. ESG incorporation 

refers to considering ESG issues when building a portfolio, and it can be done through integration 

of ESG issues systematically into investment decisions, or screening of portfolios to identify 

controversial companies or seeking to invest in specific profiles that contributes to ESG issues, 

known as impact investment. Active ownership or Stewardship refers to influence the companies 

they are already investing into a more sustainable business practices, by engagement or proxy 

voting. 

The field of Responsible Investments (RI) is the field we will be analyzing in this research. It has to 

be noted that, with the rise of sustainable finance and the launch of the SDGs, RI becoming a 

mainstream investment practice (Lankin & White, 2017; Radu & Funaru, 2011) and as a result, its 

relevance as a topic of research in academia in increasing.  

According with Renneboog et al. (2008), RI has experienced an explosive growth around the world 

reflecting the increasing awareness of investors to social, environmental, ethical and corporate 

governance issues. In their research, they provide an overview of the state of the academic 

literature on RI, concluding that additional research is required regarding the incentive structures 

in the industry and the impact of RI on financial institutions.  

Radu & Funaru (2011), on the other hand, explore the European market of socially responsible 

investment funds underlining the importance of RI in promoting a sustainable development. At the 

same time, Ballestero et al. (2012) developed a multicriteria approach to portfolio selection 

combining ethical and financial objectives. 

In summary, the rise of sustainable finance as a new field has enabled the emergence of new 

practices in the industry, such as the increasing rise of responsible investments, focusing in the 

intention, the impact and the consideration of the ESG factors in the investment strategies. This 

field is being increasing investigated by the academia. As I am going to present hereunder, the 

effects of the SDGs in this field are starting to appear as a topic of research. In the next section, an 

analysis of the current literature of RI and SDGs will be presented.  
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2.3. Responsible Investments literature and the SDGs 

When it comes to the SDGs and how are addressed in RI literature, the field is still under 

development and it remains highly fragmented. However, seen from an investor perspective, three 

main areas of research can be recognized: (1) the first one is the research focused on how to 

finance SDGs, (2) the second one research the innovation that SDGs are posing to the investing 

industry and the study of its return of investment, and (3) the third one -and the most developed- 

is about how to report on SDGs.  I will briefly present each of them below. 

2.3.1. Financing SDGs 

On one side, as it is estimated that $2.5 to $3 trillion will be needed annually until 2030 to achieve 

the SDGs (United Nations, 2019), the analysis of the SDGs and the investment opportunities that 

they present is one of the first concerns researched. 

These articles investigate the importance of financing and other support mechanisms in 

implementing the SDGs, highlighting the role of investing is as key for sustainable development. 

Thus, “there is a growing consensus in both, policy and academic circles, about the important role 

of the private sector as the provider of innovative sustainable financing” (Alfaro et al., 2017).  In 

this line, Schramade (2017) gives two reasons to invest in SDGs: it offers a return to society and 

returns to shareholders.  According to him, the financial sector have an important social function 

in this regard (Schramade, 2017) and therefore he analyzes how SDGs can be invested. 

According to UNCTAD (2014) there are several challenges to orienting funds towards the SDGs, 

such as entry barriers, inadequate risk-return rations for SDGs investments, lack of information 

and communication of projects and ultimately, a lack of investors expertise in this field. However, 

it has to be noted that some progress has been made in this field, for instance, Lagoarde-Segot 

(2020) has identified a set of financing mechanisms that would permit to bridge the SDG budget 

gap, as the sovereign green bonds or the introduction of rediscounting polices.   

2.3.2. SDG innovation in the financial industry 

On the other side, as it was previously indicated, the SDGs present a formidable funding challenge 

therefore, the financial innovation emerges as crucial for generating business opportunities (Etzion 

et al., 2019).  
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Miralles‐Quirós et al. (2018) for example, analyze the benefits of adding SDGs exchange‐traded 

funds (ETFs) to a stock–bond portfolio and evaluate the out‐of‐sample performance of four 

strategies using the returns and volatility forecasts from a rolling sample approach, concluding that 

it is possible for investors to obtain benefits from investing in ETFs. 

Another innovation in the industry are social bonds. Etzion et al. (2019) analyzes the role of 

catastrophes bonds, in the insurance sector, giving some notes on how to harness financial tools 

in support of SDGs. According to them, “in financial innovation to tackling SDGs improving 

transparency and accessibility is key” (Etzion et al., 2019) as it can allow actors with complementary 

sources of expertise to enter these markets and influence the social outcomes.  

Green bonds are also gaining prominence in the RI industry. Tolliver et al. (2019) for instance, has 

offered some suggestions for improving green bond reporting and provides insights for future 

applications in expanding the SDG agenda.  

Finally, impact investment has emerged as one of main innovations in the industry offering a novel 

approach to financing social and sustainable entrepreneurship (Castellas & Ormiston, 2018). Its 

relevance as topic of research in academia has been growing rapidly over the last five years. 

Castellas and Ormiston (2018) for example, has theorized the SDGs as a ‘field-level frame”, acting 

as a cultural template guiding social and environmental change. By analyzing impact investors from 

Australia, they have found that impact investors are engaging with language consistent with the 

SDGs a possible field-level frame to guide impact strategy and measurement.  

According to Consolandi et al. (2020), SDGs have clarified aspects predominantly missing or implicit 

in ESG standards. In their research, they evaluate the impact of companies in health care sector 

assessing the ESG performance and the SDG impact. 

More critical, Dixon (2019) suggest a whole system change in investing to address the SDGs, 

providing a big picture view and discussing practical options for achieving it.  

2.3.3. Reporting on SDGs 

Finally, as it was the case with sustainability, reporting is still the main focus on RI literature and 

the SDGs. Reporting seems to be the main concern nowadays in academia regarding sustainability 

issues. Lankin & White (2017) have indicated that currently there is little consensus on how social 
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impacts are quantified and reported. They analyzed the public pension plans in United States and 

identified three considerations when selecting impact investment managers. 

Another example is Burckart et al. (2018) article, which has provided an analysis on how to assess 

SDG investing and measure the effectiveness, focusing on four characteristics: adaptability, clarity, 

connectivity and directionality.  

Finally, PRI is also addressing the issue, by developing a five steps framework to assess SDG 

outcomes in responsible investment that was recently published in June 2020 (PRI, 2020a).  

2.4. Summary of the literature review 

To sum up, in this chapter I have presented a review of the most relevant literature and reports in 

the field of sustainability and RI. As I have shown, even though sustainability has been a topic of 

interest in the last decades, sustainable finance is a relative new area of research, which with the 

launch of the SDGs has suffered an exponential growth over the last years, specifically in RI 

research.  

It has to be noted that the literature about RI and SDGs is accelerating rapidly as most of the 

publications are from 2019 and 2020 and new publications and reports are published every day. In 

this sense, my thesis comes at a time when interest is in the spotlight.  

However, as I have analyzed, the main concerns of academia are how to finance them, the 

innovations in the industry and the reporting. Thus, as I am going to present over the next chapters, 

this research will offer a new approach to the topic, by investigating how the SDGs are used as a 

language to communicate about sustainability.  

3. Methodology  

This chapter will present the philosophical paradigm of this thesis and its underlying implications 

for the research design and data collection techniques. In addition, a consideration will be given to 

reflect on the reliability and validity of the research. 
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3.1. Research Paradigm 

This thesis is framed in the interpretive paradigm. Hereafter a detailed explanation of this choice 

followed by a consideration on the philosophy, the approach and the nature of the research will 

be presented3. 

3.1.1. Research Philosophy 

The research philosophy relates to the development and the nature of knowledge (Saunders et al., 

2012). As I indicated, this thesis will investigate the perceptions and assumptions the investors are 

doing when they integrate the SDGs as a new language into their practices, and how it is working. 

Therefore, it is framed in an interpretative research philosophy, as I would like to understand 

what’s the meaning behind the integration of the SDGs into practice, the perceptions of the 

investors of this phenomenon. According with Schwartz-Shea and Yanow (2012), “Interpretive 

research focuses on specific, situated meanings and meaning-making practices of actors in a given 

context”. 

The ontology refers to the researcher’s view of the nature of reality, and in this research, I 

understand reality as subjective and social constructed. “Subjectivism asserts that social 

phenomena are created from perceptions and consequent actions of social actors” (Saunders et 

al., 2012). Social interactions between actors are a continual process, social phenomena are 

multiple and may change. In this way, I am interested in the role of Danish institutional investors 

as social actors, as they may place many different interpretations on the situations in which they 

find themselves. This means that individual investors may perceive different situations in varying 

ways as a consequence of their own view of the world.  Perceptions are relativist and multiple, and 

their different interpretations are likely to affect their actions and the nature of their social 

interaction with others. As I will indicate, this view has had an implication on the methodological 

choice of doing a qualitative study with semi-structured interviews. 

On the other hand, the epistemology refers to what constitutes acceptable knowledge in a field of 

study. According to Saunders et. al. (2016), a paradigm is a way of examining social phenomena 

from which particular understandings can be gained and explanations attempted. As I indicated 

 
3 Check appendix 1 for a graphical view on the methodological choices made for this research.  
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before, the research paradigm of this thesis is interpretivism, as I am interested on the subjective 

meanings that are motivating the action of integrating SDGs into investors practices and 

communicating about it. The focus is upon the details of a situation, the reality behind those details 

and the subjective meanings motivating actions.  

Furthermore, we have acknowledged an epistemological position that knowledge is indeterminate 

and can only be shaped through the use of language. What is considered “true” knowledge is 

decided collectively and shaped by the dominant ideologies in a specific context (Saunders et.al. 

2016). As business situations are complex and unique, this perspective is highly appropriated in 

the case of business management research (Saunders et al., 2012). In this sense, they are a product 

of a particular set of circumstances and individuals coming together at a specific time.  

According to this ontological and epistemological presuppositions, my role as a researcher is to 

seek to understand the subjective reality of the investors in order to be able to make sense of and 

understand their motives, actions and intentions in a way that is meaningful according the context. 

The subjectivist view, in this way, refers to the importance of the SDGs into practice is framed 

though social interactions between investors and its stakeholders and is continually being 

developed.  

As in interpretive research, this thesis seek to understand what a thing “is” by learning what it 

does, how particular people use it, in particular contexts (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012). In this 

regard, it is important to note the double hermeneutics characteristic of the social sciences, as my 

object of analysis is a moving target and the meanings are dependent on human cognition, people’ 

interpretation of events that occurs around them (Saunders et al., 2012). In this regard, the 

individuals are understood as agents, that actively and collaboratively interpret and construct their 

polities, societies, and cultures along with the institutions, organizations, practices, language and 

concepts. At the same time, those same political and cultural contexts frame these agents’ 

possibilities for thought, discourse, and action (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012). 

3.1.2.  Research Approach 

The research approach refers to the reasoning adopted for the research project. In this thesis, the 

research approach is abductive, as both inductive and deductive approaches were used in different 

stages (Dubois & Gadde, 2002; Saunders et al., 2012).  
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As my research started with collecting data to explore a phenomenon, I started using an inductive 

approach. A first round of interviews was used to explore the industry and understand the context 

of institutional investors in Denmark since the launch of the SDGs, I identified themes and explored 

patterns, to generate some hypothesis. These hypotheses were contrasted with the literature, 

identifying what were the main areas to explore further. After selecting the hypothesis, I developed 

a conceptual model by drawing on existing theories that could be used, and I proceeded to test it 

using a deductive approach, through additional data collection from primary and secondary 

sources. Based on analyses of the secondary data available from selected investors and a second 

round of interviews, I have been able to refine my conceptual model.  

Thus, according with Dubois & Gadde (2002), as abduction is about investigating the relationship 

between ‘everyday language and concepts’, that was the main objective in this research, to 

understand how investors are using the SDGs as a language. 

3.1.3.  Research Nature 

The nature of the thesis is characterized by an exploratory and descriptive study in which “the 

former seeks to gain insight and understanding of a particular issue, while the latter describes the 

issue and is often a predecessor or an extension of the exploratory study” (Saunders et al., 2012). 

As I indicated, the first stage of the research was characterized by an exploratory approach, as I 

conducted a first round of interviews to explore the research topic. This phase was firstly guided 

by my interest in the topic. An exploratory research is a valuable way to ask open questions and 

discover what is happening, to gain insights about my topic of interest. It was useful to clarify my 

understanding of the topic, in this case, the integration of the SDGs by the Danish investors. At the 

beginning, as my interests were broad and dispersed, it helped me to focus on a specific issue, that 

became narrowed as the research was progressing. The literature review combined with interviews 

of experts in the subject, allowed me to identify key issues and possible hypotheses based on the 

participants insights about SDGs in the responsible investments field. This led to a descriptive 

phase, which was used to investigate specifically how investors are communicating about the SDGs 

to its stakeholders, based on their perceptions, in other words, how they are using the SDGs as a 

language to communicate sustainability issues.  
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According with Schewartz-Shea & Yannon (2012), “abductive reasoning begins with a puzzle, a 

surprise, or a tension, and then seeks to explicate it by identifying the conditions that would make 

that puzzle less perplexing and more of a “normal” or “natural” event”. This was the case of this 

research. It was a “surprise” that I found out after conducting the exploratory interviews that the 

communicational aspect of the SDGs was main aspect for the integration. Thus, it was through the 

exploration of literature and after the exploratory interviews that I came to the decision to do an 

in-depth study of how investors are communicating regarding SDGs, as this would contribute to 

clarify the understanding of the SDG integration and the changes that industry is facing.  

Furthermore, by conducting in-depth interviews, after an analysis of the secondary data available, 

I uncovered new insights from the findings that shaped and narrowed down the thesis’ initially 

broad objective.  

In other words, the research process consisted in two main stages: the first one, exploratory 

focused in asking: How investors are using the SDGs? Based on the responses from the experts in 

the industry, my assumption is that it is mainly used as a matter of communication. To be 

understood by stakeholders, as narrative to join the sustainability agenda.  To test this hypothesis, 

at the second stage, I defined a theoretical sample of four investors and, with a descriptive 

approach, I analyzed its publicly available communication  and I did a round of in-depth interviews 

with its representatives, to better understand how SDGs are perceived by investors, what they are 

doing to integrate it and the motivations behind, using a framework from Critical Discourse 

Analysis. All in all, my aim was to understand how investors are using the SDGs as a language to 

communicate about sustainability.  

3.2. Research Design 

The research design refers to the structure of a research project, the plan for executing an 

investigation focused on a research question that is central to the concerns of a particular 

epistemic community (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012). In other words, the research design is the 

general plan of how you will proceed to answer your research question.  

As it was indicated above, in order to secure coherence and consistency between collection and 

analysis of the empirical data, the research philosophy was based on Interpretivism. One of the 

main data collection techniques of interpretive research are the in-depth qualitative investigations 
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using small samples. In this regard, qualitative research is associated with interpretive philosophy, 

as researchers need to make sense of the subjective and socially constructed meanings expressed 

about the phenomenon being studied.  

Furthermore, much qualitative research uses an abductive approach, as it is the case of this study, 

where inductive inferences are developed, and deductive ones are tested iteratively throughout 

the research. 

Qualitative research is very useful to understand processes and underline meaning, how or why to 

engage relations. It is good to understand a phenomenon from actors’ perspective, examining the 

meanings and relations between entities, such as people, companies or different actors. The data 

collection is non-standardized, and it is likely to use non-probability sampling techniques, as it is 

the case of this research. 

Therefore, this thesis relies in qualitative methods drawing on interpretivist presuppositions, as 

the aim is to develop a qualitative analysis of intentional language framing of SDGs by Danish 

institutional investors.   

3.2.1. Research Strategy 

A research strategy is a plan of how a researcher will go about answering the research question. 

The choice of strategy will therefore be guided by the research questions and its objectives 

(Saunders et al., 2012).   

The strategy of this research is a cross-sectional multiple case study. After analyzing the 

exploratory interviews and the literature research, I decided to focus on investigate how Danish 

investors are communicating about SDGs.  

As Dubois and Gadde (2002) stated, “the main objective of any research is to confront theory with 

the empirical world” and case study-based research represent a valuable source of knowledge for 

social sciences. Nevertheless, as researchers, I took into considerations the implications when 

defining the investigation. A conscious case selection, a proper theoretical framework and a clear 

methodology and case delimitations, are fundamental to guarantee the relevance and success of 

the research (Flyvbjerg, 2006). In this regard, case studies provide unique means of developing 
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theory by utilizing in-depth insights of empirical phenomena and their contexts (Dubois & Gadde, 

2002).  

It has to be noted that cases are contextual and hermeneutics. As I indicated, interpretive research 

is guided by double hermeneutics dynamic, as we interpret the world we are in and we study 

people who interpret themselves (Giddens, 1987). 

In this regard, the selection of the cases was a conscious choice. In this research, I built from Dansif 

study on Reporting of SDGs, and taking the same sample of Danish investors, I analyzed the 

information they have about SDGs currently available. Thus, I’ve been able to rank them, and I 

selected the four main investors that are ahead communicating these issues. They are the first 

movers in communicating regarding the SDGs, and it is relevant because it will show the way to 

the laggards, as an example to follow on SDGs integration and communicating sustainability.  

On this account, this thesis is an embedded case study, as just the motivations and the 

communicational aspects will be analyzed and compared with each other (Saunders et al., 2012). 

Finally, it will pose a multimethod qualitative study, as primary and secondary data, product of 

interviews and archival analysis will be studied.   

3.2.2. Data collection 

This section presents the qualitative data techniques and the analytical procedures used in the 

collection of the empirical data needed to answer the research question. The qualitative 

techniques utilized were the semi-structured interview and archival research.  

3.2.2.1. Sampling 

As I previously indicated, this research is a cross sectional study, as I will study a specific 

phenomenon in a particular time (Saunders et al., 2012). In this regard, the purpose of sampling in 

this research is to pursue theoretical lines of enquiry, rather than to achieve representativeness. 

Primary data is included in the form of expert interviews with industry professionals in the section 

of the contextual setting for studying the integration of SDGs into investors practices in Denmark, 

which constituted the initial part of the analysis. These interviews provided me with overall country 

and industry specific knowledge about the field. Once I selected the theoretical sample to deepen 

the research, secondary data consisting of investors’ sustainability and annual reports and website 
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and social media information on responsible investment and SDGs specific was included. Finally, a 

second round of interviews with the selected investors was made, to identify the perceptions and 

the specific approaches to the SDGs. Figure 1 below illustrates the data sources collected and how 

the analysis process was made. As it can be seen, “there is a recursive and reiterative process not 

only across data sources in the field, but also between theoretical and field encounters” (Schwartz-

Shea & Yanow, 2012). 

According to my hypothesis, the SDG integration by Danish institutional investors is a way to 

legitimate their role in the sustainability debate, as they are using the SDG framework mostly as a 

language to institutionalize their sustainability claims.  

To test this, I used a non-probability purposive sampling technique, as I used my own judgement 

to select the most innovative and front runners’ investors in communicating about SDGs.  

To select the sample, I used Dansif criteria and analyzed the communications available of this 

sample. Based on the content of its communications, I ranked them in two groups: the leaders and 

the laggards, according to the quality and quantity of the available information about the SDGs. As 

the purpose of this research is to understand how the SDGs are acting as a language, I considered 

most relevant to study in detail the leaders to understand their perceptions, their aims and where 

they are heading of in communicating about SDGs, as it could represent a guide on for other 

investors in the near future. This resulted in four cases, all of them PRI signatories, composed two 

asset managers (Danske Bank and Nykredit) and two asset owners (PFA and ATP). 

3.2.2.2. Primary Data 

The primary data of this research comprise seven interviews. An interview is one of the major 

approaches in collecting data for qualitative research consisting in a purposeful conversation that 

has a structure and seeks to understand the meanings of central themes of the research topic 

(Kvale, 2007; Saunders et al., 2012). As I indicated, the research process consisted in two phases, 

exploratory and descriptive, therefore I covered two different styles of interviews for each phase. 

For the exploratory phase, I conducted three semi-structured interviews with experts of the 

industry. I had a list of themes and key questions to be covered (Appendix 3) however the purpose 

of the interview was to let the interviewee talk freely to learn about the context. This approach 
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allowed me to identify the insights and key issues to construct questions for the second-round 

interviews. These interviews had a duration of approximately one hour. The participants were: 

Name Role / Organization 

Pelle Pedersen Chief Impact & Growth at Doland 

Arvinder Tiwana Senior ESG Analyst at Nordea Asset Management 

Rasmus Juhl Pedersen Head of ESG at PBU Pension Fund & Chairman at Dansif 

 

For the descriptive phase, I conducted four structured interviews with the relevant representative 

from each investor of my selected sample. I used specific a questionnaire based on a standardized 

set of questions (Appendix 5) and the interviews had a duration of between 30-40 minutes each 

one. My focus in this interviews, as a discourse analyst was to understand the implicit meanings, 

the social constructed interpretation of the different participants, considering the consistency of 

the discourse and the subtle differences (Kvale, 2007). 

The interviewees were carefully selected in order to gain a comprehensive understanding of the 

integration of sustainability and the perception of the SDGs, in each organization, thus the sample 

was composed by the roles responsible for ESG management in each organization. A list of the 

interviewees can be found below: 

Organization Type Name Role  

Danske Bank Asset Manager Erik Eliasson Global Head of ESG Research and Analytics 

Nykredit Asset Manager Søren Larsen Head of ESG 

ATP Asset Owner Christina Johansen Senior Analyst ESG - Investments 

PFA Asset Owner Andreas Stang Senior Portfolio Manager - ESG 

 

It has to be noted that the participants in this stage were interviewed company representatives, 

therefore its answers are considered as a representation of the investors’ view.  

All interviews were recorded and transcribed immediately after it had been conducted and the 

subsequent analysis was focused on the content and the meaning, trying to underline the most 

critical interpretations of the text (Kvale, 2007; Saunders et al., 2012). In addition, pauses and 
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noises have been left out. The interview guides and transcriptions of the first and second round of 

interviews are shown in appendix 3, 4, 5 & 6. 

3.2.2.3. Secondary Data 

The secondary data constitutes the information used that have already been collected for other 

purpose before my research (Saunders et al., 2012).  

On one hand, for the analysis of the context and the literature review, I gathered research papers 

and reports made by different organizations such as UN, Dansif, Eurosif or PRI, related to the topic, 

as well as other conducted studies within the field of responsible investments and the SDGs.    

On the other hand, for the analysis of the text, secondary data has mainly been collected from 

annual reports and sustainability reports from the selected investors. Furthermore, I considered 

the information publicly available in their websites and LinkedIn profiles.  

3.2.2.4 Triangulation of information 

Finally, as “the quality of qualitative research depends on the interaction between data collection 

and data analysis to allow meanings to be explored and clarified” (Saunders et al., 2012) this thesis 

was constructed on the basis of the triangulation of information. This process refers to the use of 

different data collection techniques within one study in order to ensure a validated interpretation 

of the data (Saunders et al., 2012). Thus, qualitative data collected contrasted with secondary 

source data extracted from different reports and websites. 

Furthermore, as it is shown in figure 1, with an abductive approach, the from data collection, data 

analysis and theories was back and forth contrasted during the research process.  
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Figure 1 

The analysis of the data was characterized by a systematic combining. According to Dubois & 

Gadde (2002), this term refers to a continuous movement between an empirical world and a model 

world, typical from abductive research. In other words, systematic combining approach is a process 

where the theories and analytical framework are confronted and reoriented with the empirical 

world. As a result, the case evolves simultaneously, matching theory with reality, and enriching our 

understanding as they nurture one another. Ultimately is a dynamic between theory, hypothesis 

and observations. This process is nonlinear, as it goes back and forth between data, framework 

and analysis, combining different sources of evidence with the ultimate objective of matching 

theory with reality. Hence, the triangulation of information is of vital importance to double check 

the findings, and to build and refine theories. 

After the transcription and analysis of the exploratory and descriptive interviews, I was able to 

identify five themes present in all: the integration, perception and communication of the SDGs, the 

role of PRI and ESG factors as a main approach. For the analysis of the three aspects of the 

discourse (the text, the discursive practice and the socio-cultural practice) according to the 

analytical framework used, I compared how these five themes were seen in each one of the 

dimensions, resulting in a systematic and structured analysis of the data collected. To understand 

in detail how the data collected was structured in the analysis check the table in the Appendix 2. 

3.2.3. Research Process 

As I indicated, the research design is the way a research question and objectives are 

operationalized into a research project. The research design process involves a series of decisions 
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that need to combine into a coherent research project (Saunders et al., 2012; Schwartz-Shea & 

Yanow, 2012). In this case, a case study was selected as learning method.  

In addition, the research process is composed of a number of stages, summarized as 

conceptualization (conceiving the research question, recognizing the philosophical position, 

determining the approach and formulating the design), implementation (sampling, data collection 

and data analysis), interpretation and outcomes (Saunders et al., 2012).  

It is important to clarify that for me, the research process was a journey of learning and it was 

designed with different stages to maximize the insights, as my knowledge of the topic evolved as I 

collected the data (Saunders et al., 2012). As indicated, it started with a round of exploratory 

interviews, to gain knowledge about the field. I have interviewed 3 professionals of the industry 

and we talked in semi structured interviews about the opportunities and the challenges of the 

incorporation of SDGs into responsible investments. The experts were selected according the 

recommendation of my supervisor. 

After these interviews, I was able to identify some important topics, which determined possible 

research questions and hypothesis. After an evaluation of the possibilities, and the learnings 

obtained after the literature research, I decided to focus on the communicational aspect of SDGs 

due to the novelty of the topic. This was a topic that it was mentioned in all the exploratory 

interviews, and however, it wasn’t a topic developed in the academia. Therefore, I decided to 

deepen the subject on how investors are communicating about SDGs to its stakeholders. Then, the 

empirical research design has been structured as it follows. 

I focused on Dansif report, as it is the most recent and comprehensive report on the topic, covering 

institutional investors in Denmark, and building from there, I analyzed the information available 

from the sample regarding SDGs. Dansif report has selected six main institutional investors from 

Denmark, based on its magnitude and relevance. The investors chosen for this report were 

selected based as they have assets under management in different markets and are the most 

significant for the Nordic Markets (Dansif, 2020a). It must be noted that this sample was used 

because its relevance for the purpose of my research (being the most significant Danish 

institutional investors) and it also provided me a first view regarding its approach to SDGs. Thus, I 

collected the information from their websites, their annual reports, ESG reports and social media, 
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such as LinkedIn. With this criterion I was able to rank the investors on the ones that have more 

information available (such as reporting, or articles related to SDGs). Resulting Danske Bank, 

Nordea, PFA and ATP the most relevant ones. Therefore, the sample is composed by two asset 

owners and two asset managers respectively, showing a good balance in the selection.  

As this research will focus on the perceptions, I conducted a second round of interviews with 

relevant representatives of these companies, to understand their approach to SDGs and how and 

why they are integrating it into their communications. They are ahead in communicating 

sustainability, so this was an extreme example of how sustainable practices for investor could 

develop in the future.  

3.3. Reliability and Validity 

Finally, the research ethics play a critical part of formulating the research design. According to 

(Saunders et al., 2012) the reliability of a research refers to whether the data collection techniques 

and analytic procedures would produce consistent findings if they were repeated on another 

occasion or if they were replicated by a different researcher. As I indicated previously, this research 

was consistently contrasted under the process of the triangulation of data and systematic 

combining characteristic of abductive research, in an effort to strengthen the reliability of the 

findings and avoid false interpretations when collecting and analyzing the data. The aim was to 

ensure a consistent, coherent and transparent interpretation of the data, that will allow other 

researchers to judge and replicate the study by themselves.  

However, as this research consists in a discourse analysis, it has to be noted that discourses are 

characteristic of a specific moment and context, which could limit consistent findings if the 

research is repeated under other circumstances.  

Similarly, the validity of the research was constructed by the conscious choices made for the 

research design. The validity of a study refers to the degree which the findings of a study accurately 

represent what they intend to describe (Saunders et al., 2012). As I have indicated the choice of 

the sample, the data collection techniques and research strategy were made consciously in order 

to reduce a potential bias.  
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Finally, it has to be noted that this study aims to offer an overview of the investors discourse on 

SDGs in a specific moment and context, and as it is an interpretative research, I am also aware that 

my own account of the world and social construction as a researcher will be subjective in the 

interpretation of the data.  

4. Analytical Framework 

In this research, Critical Discourse analysis will be used as a framework to investigate how Danish 

investors are integrating the SDGs into their practices and communicating about it. Hereafter, I am 

going to introduce briefly this theory, describing its main characteristics and concepts, in order to 

present the three-fold framework that it has been used to analyze the investors’ discourse.  

4.1. Introducing Discourse Analysis 

As I indicated, what identifies the interpretive research is its focus on meaning-making, as it seeks 

the knowledge about how social actors make sense, individual and collectively of their worlds 

(Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012). As language is at the nexus of meaning, context, and action, 

interpretive research “takes language seriously” (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012). In this regard 

language plays a role in shaping the understandings of that world. 

Therefore, I selected, Critical Discourse Analysis as the theoretical framework to research how 

investors are communicating regarding the SDGs or, more precisely, to understand how they are 

using the SDGs as a particular language, to communicate its practices and sustainability claims.  

Discourse analysis (DA) is an approach to the analysis of written, vocal, or sign language use, or any 

significant semiotic event, and studies how discourse shape relationships. For Discourse Analysis, 

language is not just descriptive, as its use is influenced by and influences the wider society, showing 

power relations and challenging cultures. In fact, according to DA, language constructs the world.  

Consequently, DA not only studies the language use, but examines how the language acts in social 

life, not just a description of the world but as a social activity, with its effects and constructed 

meanings. It has been used in a variety of disciplines in social sciences, such as sociology, cultural 

studies and international relations, and lately has gained an increasing popularity as a method for 

qualitative research (Saunders et al., 2012). Its focus on meaning- making and contextuality waves 

through the entire research design process (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012) being characterized by 
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double hermeneutics, as it analyzes perceptions and the act of meaning making. Thus, the object 

of analysis, the discourse, is a moving target. In this regard, Discourse Analysis could imply a 

rejection of the principles of realism, empiricism and naturalism (Saunders et al., 2012).  

The origins of DA are marked by theorist as Wittgenstein, who pictured the theory of language and 

focused on how words are used, or Austin, who has as object of interest the performative words, 

which explains that language do things, and not only describes the world.  

Michel Foucault has appeared has as the main referent, focusing in a post structuralism approach, 

he studied the effect of discourse in social practices, focusing on relationships between language, 

discourse, power and politics.  

Thus, Foucauldian Discourse Analysis focuses on the macro level and how people are positioned 

regarding the discourse. For him, almost everything is a discourse, such as texts, images and videos; 

it can be anything that has meaning or gives meaning (Foucault, 1971). Discourses in this regard, 

structure or experience of the world. In other words, essentially all social practices can be 

understood by discursive construction. 

Foucauldian approach is particular interested on topics such as how particular discourses arose, 

from a political perspective, what institutions were associated with its growth, what it the actual 

orientation of this type of discourse, what is the positioning of the subjects, how discourses 

supports institutions and reproduce relationships of power, among others.  

Thereby, when performing a Foucauldian Discourse Analysis it is important to look at the hidden 

relations of power present in the text, to understand who is exercising the power, in other words, 

whose discourses are being presented; and, especially, what is left unsaid.  

As I indicated, Discourse Analysis rejects realism approach, and that’s one of its mains criticisms, 

since it seems it doesn’t contemplate an objective reality beyond discourses. Also, it has been 

criticized with the idea of a discourse determinism, meaning that once we are assigned a subjective 

position within a discourse it looks it is determinant and constant. In this regard, it has to be noted 

that this theory is interested in the perceptions and how actors make sense of the reality, 

regardless the fact there is an objective reality beyond discourses. It is interested in meanings and 

perceptions, motives that draw forth action, and, as such, is highly contextual and depends of the 
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moment it is produced; this means, the results are valid in a specific time. Thus, individuals can 

challenge discourses over time, changing perspectives and positions. In this regard, discourse is 

seen as a specific moment in social practices (Norman Fairclough, 2001). 

4.2. Critical Discourse Analysis and relevant concepts 

Several schools have been inspired by Foucauldian theory, for example, from the semiotics side, 

theorist as Umberto Eco or Yuri Lotman studied the semiosis of the discourses.  As I have said, this 

research will focus specifically on Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA).  

CDA has been represented by theorist such as Norman Fairclough, Ruth Wodak and Teun Van Dijk, 

who have focused in the study of discourses and its related social institutions. In this regard, CDA 

assumes that the constructions that individuals make operate not only in a sense-making way but 

also reproduce or challenge the underlying ideological belief systems of society at large (Saunders 

et al., 2012). It has to be noted that it is particularly close to the ideas of Foucault, as Critical 

Discourse Analysis is specifically interested in the reproduction of power in discourse, and more 

generally examines the relations between discourse and the society it is immersed (Van Dijk, 2014). 

Thus, the concept of ‘context’ plays an important and controversial role in the study (Van Dijk, 

2014). By context I understand “the social situation in which spoken or written verbal utterances 

are being used” (Van Dijk, 2014). As discourses are historically and culturally situated, these 

conditions are especially important for the analysis.  

In this theory, a discourse is seen as an institutionalized way of thinking, making it close to 

Institutional Theory ideas. I understand discourses as the “diverse representations of social life”, 

this means, social actors ‘see’ and represent social life in different ways, with different discourses 

(Norman Fairclough, 2001). In this way, the use of a discourse itself it is an action that has an 

implicit meaning. Like this, the rising use of SDGs for communicating sustainability by Danish 

investors it is an action, that it has meaning (and internal motivations), and that’s what I will 

investigate in this research.  

This thesis is positioned within Fairclough ideas, as I will pose in the next section, the analysis will 

be constructed around in the use of a three-fold framework based in his concepts. Thus, according 

with the author, “CDA is analysis of the dialectical relationships between semiosis (including 
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language) and other elements of social practices. Its particular concern is with the radical changes 

that are taking place in contemporary social life” (Norman Fairclough, 2001). 

According to Fairclough, “discourses” are understood as a  particular and diverse ways of 

representing aspects of the world and “semiosis” refers to the process of signification, of giving 

meaning using a language in a particular way (Norman Fairclough, 2001, 2012b). In fact, the author 

indicates that discourses can be understood as semiosis in a broader sense (Norman Fairclough, 

2012a). Thus, this approach it sees language as shaped by the social functions it has come to serve. 

It might study how discourses that are intentionally disseminated and imposed by organizations, 

the ways language is used in interaction showing the dominant or influential ways of interacting, 

and the relationship of semiosis to other elements with the network of practices, as the semiosis 

plays a crucial role in “imposing and  legitimizing” the discourses (Norman Fairclough, 2001).   

Here is where the notions of “subjective self” and “power” becomes relevant for the analysis. The 

concept of subjective self refers that we position ourselves in a discourse, as we take on roles 

defined by the concepts of the discourse and we think ourselves on those terms, acting the way it 

is expected. Thus, we adopt subject positions that make our identities, and creates a sense of self 

around an identity. As I am going to analyze in the next chapters, by choosing to use a specific 

discourse we are presenting to the world on those terms, communicating certain ideas. And in this 

regard, we are legitimizing it, engaging in power dynamics.  

As it was studied by Foucault, language and discourse are intrinsically embedded in relationships 

of power. For example, via exclusion or silencing of other views, actors can exercise its power to 

rise a specific view. And what is more, the centralization of communication in an unified voice, is 

often associated with a concentration of power (Gotti, 2014). Thus, discourses have the ability to 

enable and constrain at the same time.  

This raise the question of the dominant discourses in society, also called the hegemonistic 

discourses, representing those discourses that became “common sense”, as they are obvious and 

taken for granted. The society privileges those versions of reality that legitimate the existing power 

relations and social structures. In this sense, Fairclough (2001) has studied the process of 

economical and societal change in the “global economy”, analyzing the language in the new 

capitalism. 
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Discourses are not eternal, they can change over time and are embedded in institutions, as they 

are bound up with institutional practices. For example, as I noted in the literature review, the 

discourse of sustainability is relatively new and it has changed over time, and even more, the 

notion of “sustainable development” is just arising.  

In this regard, Arturo Escobar (2011) has studied the concept of “development” and “post-

development” as a social practice, he analyzed how the concept is understood through language. 

According to him, the development discourse made possible the creation of a vast institutional 

apparatus through which the discourse was deployed, that is, through which it became a real and 

effective social force (Escobar, 2007). Thus, with the institutionalization of these concepts, 

hegemonic orders are settled, as it was the controversial notion of “one size fits all”.  

According to Fairclough (2001), “Social practices networked in a particular way constitute a social 

order”, hence the political concept of ‘hegemony’ can be employed in analyzing different orders 

of discourse. These relationships of power though discourse are dynamics, as new discourses could 

appear, criticizing the dominant discourse. But also, the discourses could be expanded and adapted 

to other contexts, determining a diversification of narratives. 

When theoretical concepts or categories and methods from one discipline are incorporated within 

another, this is seen as a process of ‘recontextualization’. In other words, recontextualization refers 

when a discourse is added and adapted to other areas and fields, showing adhesion and the 

support of those dynamics of power. 

In words of Fairclough (2012a): “‘Recontextualization’ is seen as a colonisation/appropriation 

dialectic, which implies that recontextualized strategies, narratives, discourses and so forth may be 

substantially transformed through appropriation within the field of strategic struggle of the 

recontextualizing context.”  

In this regard, for Fairclough, CDA is a transdisciplinary research that focuses on the process of  

recontextualization of discourses (Norman Fairclough, 2001, 2012b) and how these complex 

processes and changes in discourse impact upon social life. It points us to how and under what 

conditions discourses are endorsed as new ways of acting and interacting and new social 

relationships, inculcated as new ways of being, new identities, and materialized, for instance in 

new ways of organizing time and space in institutions and organizations. In other words, the idea 
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of recontextualization entails a hybridity, a mix of different discourses, therefore it implies a 

transformation to suit the new context and its discourse.  

The operationalization of discourses, meaning how discourses are being appropriated with 

different strategies, is conditional and contingent to the context in which they are 

recontextualized. In this regard, Fairclough has studied these strategies for transition (Fairclough, 

2001). CDA addresses these discursive issues in an interdisciplinary research, as it assesses the 

dialogue between different disciplines when discourses are being recontextualized. As such, we 

can see social life as interconnected networks of social practices of diverse sorts, as economic, 

political, cultural, among others (Fairclough, 2001).  

Thereby, the integration of the SDGs into investors practices could be considered as a case of 

recontextualization of the sustainable discourse. The SDGs, originally conceived for countries and 

political organizations, are increasingly being used in the private sector, and, as the topic of this 

research, specially are being used in financial industry. How investors are dealing with this 

recontextualization, how they are adapting the discourse to their own needs, the challenges and 

limitations that they are perceiving, and their motivations in doing so, will be some of the ideas I 

am going to discuss in the next chapter. But first, in the next section I am going to present the 

framework, inspired in Fairclough approach, that will be used for the analysis.  

4.3. Developing an Analytical Framework 

As I indicated, this thesis focusses in Critical Discourse Analysis to analyze how investors are making 

sense of the SDGs into integrating them into to practice. For that purpose, I am going to use a 

three-fold framework based on Fairclough’s approach to analyze the data collected.  

In this regard, to comprehend how the investors are constructing their voice in the sustainability 

debate and legitimizing it, I will analyze how the investors understand the SDGs and perceive 

themselves, by analyzing the assumptions and motives present in their discourse.  

As indicated before, DA focuses on understanding how language is used to construct and change 

aspects of the world (Saunders et al., 2012), therefore it focuses upon a social problem which has 

a semiotic aspect (Fairclough, 2001).  
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Fairclough has developed a three-dimensional framework that analyze the discourse from all the 

perspectives of its being: the text, the discourse practice and the social practice (Fairclough, 2001; 

Mutana & Mukwada, 2018; Saunders et al., 2012).  

The analysis of the text concerns how the text (such as reports, videos, websites, etc.) is 

constructed, what is trying to achieve and how. The discursive practice examines the context of the 

text production from the actor’s perspective, acknowledging the types of interpretations that 

might be made of the text. The analysis of the social practice examines how these propositions of 

the text are interrelated with the context they are immersed.  

Sustainability has been a field of research for Discourse Analysis, especially the research of 

sustainability adoption by different organizations (Christensen et al., 2015; Frandsen et al., 2013; 

Guthey & Morsing, 2014) and the construction of legitimacy. For example, Mutana & Mukwada 

(2018) have investigated the key aspects that characterizes the current discourse in sustainable 

mountain tourism. By using the three-fold framework inspired in Fairclough, they have been able 

to investigate how the current sustainable tourism management discourse influences the 

mountain tourism in developing countries. 

Their application of the framework for discourse analysis on sustainability-based on Fairclough 

theory-3-fold analysis approach inspired this research and it will used for my analysis as it follows. 

First, in the Analysis of the Text section, texts such as  websites, reports and publicly available 

information from the investors will be analyzed by applying content analysis, to identify how the 

investors are currently communicating on SDGs and what are the key themes of the sample.  

Secondly, the Discursive Practice will consist in the analysis of the information obtained from the 

in-depth interviews to understand perception of investors and how they present themselves. For 

that purpose, questions such as what arguments are used, how SDGs are understood and the 

analysis of the coherency and consistency (for example between interviews and information 

disclosed) will be considered.  

Lastly, the Socio-cultural Practice refers to the analysis of the context in which the discourse is 

immersed, in order to understand the industry, the agenda setting and what are the assumptions. 
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Here I will be analyzing academic and non-academic sources combined with the results of the 

exploratory interviews to understand the context and networks in which the discourse is located. 

As I indicated, this analytical framework will help me to understand how investors are dealing with 

the recontextualization of SDGs discourse into their practices, and how the SDGs are perceived by 

the industry.  

Finally, to shed some light on what could be motivating the investors to this recontextualization of 

SDG discourse, I will be considering in the analysis the framework used by Guthey & Morsing, 

(2014) that classifies the motivations for companies to take on social responsibilities. According to 

the authors, there are six main motivations for organizations to integrate sustainability into their 

practices, these are: risk management (this means to avoid scandals and reputational risks), 

organizational functioning (i.e. attract dedicated workforce), market positioning (to position the 

company as sustainable and responsible, and gain positive brand value), civil positioning (refers to 

the cases that is a “license operate” or mandate), moral positioning (when its aligning values, its 

perceived as the right thing to do) and social reform (refers to the discussion of role of business in 

addressing social issues).  

Thus, by analyzing the case of institutional investors and its discourse, I will bring some clarity on 

how Danish institutional investors are addressing the sustainability agenda by the integration of 

the SDGs. 

5. Case presentation 

As I indicated, this research will analyze the integration and recontextualization of the SDG 

discourse by Danish institutional investors, posing the opportunities and challenges that it poses 

for the field. To that end, in this section, I will introduce briefly the context of RI in Denmark, to 

understand what has been said and where the sample is framed. Following, I will present the 

sample that it will be studied in the analysis.  

5.1. SDG investing in Denmark 

According to Eurosif (2018), the financial services industry in Denmark is characterized by a large 

number of well-established asset owners, as despite its small size, the country hosts nine of the 

world’s 300 largest asset owners.  



45 
 

When it comes to RI, in recent years, there has been a further formalization of demands for 

investors as the Danish Government released a guide on responsible investment in 2018, based on 

OECD’s Guidelines (Eurosif, 2018).  

Furthermore, more and more investors are becoming PRI signatories, as between 2019 and 2020, 

18 new investors have signed the principles. At September 2020, the country counts with 46 

signatories of PRI principles, composed by 15 asset owners, 28 asset managers and 3 services 

providers (PRI,2020).  

In this context, Dansif appears the organization of reference, as it is the association for  institutional 

investors, advisers and others involved in responsible investments in Denmark (Dansif, 2020b). 

Overall climate change seems to be the main issue of concern for Danish investors and it is 

estimated that over the next years, new developments towards ESG integration -and the SDGs- 

will be made (Eurosif, 2018). In this regard, the report of (Dansif, 2020a) on “Investor Reporting on 

the Sustainable Development Goals” is a clear example of this increasing interest on addressing 

the SDGs.  

As I indicated, in January 2020, Dansif has published a report about investor reporting on SDGs in 

the Nordics (Dansif, 2020a). This report provides an overview of the significant reporting guidelines 

and tools that investors can use to report on SDGs and additionally presents an overview of Nordic 

investors perspectives on SDG reporting, based in interviews to 17 different asset managers and 

asset owners for Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden.  

As it was previously mentioned, this research will build from Dansif report and give a new twist, 

asking how they are using the SDGs as a language. As indicated by some scholars, “many investors 

are actively utilizing the rhetoric of the SDGs to frame their own agenda” (Castellas & Ormiston, 

2018), nevertheless the recontextualization of this discourse has not been studied yet.   

As I previously indicated, I used the sample selected from Denmark, and I analyzed the information 

about the SDGs that they had publicly available. For this, I considered their annual reports, their 

sustainability reports, their websites and the information about responsible investment posted, 

and their LinkedIn profiles with some information or article mention of the SDGs. With this 

information, I was able to rank the sample between the frontrunners and the laggards 
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communicating about the SDGs. As my interest is to understand the motives, the challenges and 

opportunities behind this strategy, I selected the frontrunners of the Dansif sample, as the sample 

of my analysis.  

5.2. The sample 

It is important to note that as institutional investor I understand an entity which pools money to 

acquire investment assets or give loans to get a profit. The functions can encompass the asset 

owners (those who provide the capital) and the asset management (those who manage the money) 

(Davis et al., 2016).  The sample of this research is, in fact, conformed by two asset owners and two 

asset managers.  

As asset owners I will be analyzing ATP and PFA. ATP is Denmark’s largest pension and processing 

company a self-governing institution, established by the Danish Parliament by law in 1964 (The 

ATP Group, 2020). On the other hand, PFA pension is a pension company originally founded in 

1917, that nowadays have more than 1.3 million individual customers (PFA Pension, 2020a).   

As asset managers I will be analyzing Danske Bank and Nykredit. Founded in 1994, Nykredit Asset 

Management is the asset management arm of Nykredit group that holds EUR 44bn in assets under 

management (Nykredit, 2020). While Danske Bank one of the largest asset managers in the Nordics 

with more than EUR 200bn under management for institutional and retail clients (Danske Bank, 

2020a).  

As I indicated, each of these investors has been selected based on their relevance in Denmark and 

their approach to sustainability, as they are the frontrunners in communicating about the SDGs. 

The analysis of the three aspects of this discourse, the text, the discursive practice and the socio-

cultural practice, will be addressed in the next chapter.  

It is important to mention that in the analysis I have not noticed much differences between asset 

managers and asset owners in their approach to the SDGs, therefore the findings in general will be 

presented as a whole, differentiating them when necessary and relevant for the research. 
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6. Analysis  

This section presents the results of the analysis under the perspective of the texts, the discursive 

practice and the socio-cultural practice. During the analysis, five main themes have been identified: 

the SDG integration, the SDG perception, the SDG communication, PRI reporting and ESG approach 

as a summary. These aspects appear as cross section and indicate the varied vantage points in 

which the SDGs are understood and the developments that have shaped the current discourse on 

sustainability in responsible investments industry in Denmark. Hereafter, each one of the aspects 

will be presented from the three different levels of the analysis4.  

6.1. Analysis of the text 

For this section, all the relevant information such as annual reports, sustainability reports, PRI 

reports, websites and social media of each investor of my sample was mapped and analyzed, 

considering its mentions to the SDGs. As indicated, all the investors in the sample are PRI 

signatories and have information in English. 

Even though all of them explicitly indicate that support the SDGs and they have integrated them 

into their practices in one way or another, the information publicly available is still very limited. 

The SDGs appear as an additional, to which investors are aligning its practices to contribute to the 

goals. Only ATP has a specific SDG report, besides responsible investment related information in 

its sustainability reports or some news SDG related on its website and LinkedIn.  

ATP report called “2019 Sustainable Development Goals: Part of ATP's responsibility” (The ATP 

Group, 2019) is the most comprehensive and precise report focused on SDG strictly. In over 15 

pages, the company specifically details its approach to the goals, indicating the processes and 

activities developed to support them.  

On the rest of the reports for other investors, the SDGs appears as a comment, where the focus is 

to explain its approach to responsible investment in general. ESG integration and management are 

the main aspects described and the alignment to the Paris Agreement and UN Global Compact 

appears as fundamental for license to operate.  

 
4 For more detail about the structure of the analysis, please check Appendix 2.  
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As indicated before, five main aspects have been recognized during the analysis hereby I will 

present how these are seen from the text perspective.  

SDG Integration 

Regarding the integration of the SDGs into the practices, all of them have indicated that they 

support the SDGs and the goals are aligned to their values and purpose. However, different 

approaches could be identified from the available information. For example, ATP has indicated that 

they have an holistic approach as they cover the SDGs widely by aligning overall to its practice, 

using them a reporting tool and frame of reference to evaluate their work with social responsibility 

(The ATP Group, 2019). Conversely, PFA indicates that they have selected five SDGs and designed 

strategies to tackle them, differentiating the actions by different stakeholders, such as customers, 

employees and society in general (PFA Holding, 2018).  

Also, different actions related to responsible investment has been adapted to integrate the SDGs, 

such as thematic engagements aligned to the goals, socially responsible due diligence, benchmark 

of impacts to the goals or focused investments and initiatives that directly contribute to the SDGs. 

One of these investments is, for instance, the Danish SDG investment bond (IFU, 2019) which PFA 

indicated they have taken part of, that contributes to making a positive difference in developing 

countries with projects SDG-aligned.  

Also, the SDGs appears as an important topic for news. Most of the investors have announced their 

advances in their websites and LinkedIn pages. Different articles as the co-investment in the Danish 

SDG investment fund (PFA Pension, 2020b) or its approach impact investment and the SDGs 

(Sönderberg, 2019) are important to show that they are working towards the common goals. As 

indicated by ATP, with these actions the investors want to exercise its influence to raise awareness 

of the different business opportunities offered by the SDGs (The ATP Group, 2019).  

SDG Perception  

Even though in the texts the main focus is given to ESG and sustainability in general, it can be noted 

that the SDGs are perceived as a way to make a contribution to the world, to create a sustainable 

present that ensures a good future. Although sometimes the SDGs are referred as another 

international agreement and conventions that the investors support, the SDGs are seen as a 
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compass, an ambitious agenda to support long term value creation that contribute to sustainable 

development and growth. For example, ATP explicitly indicates: “We use the SDGs for inspiration, 

guidance and quality assurance of our responsibility work” (The ATP Group, 2019).  

Furthermore, it is important to note that in all the reports, the notion of trust and transparency 

appears as fundamental. For investors the trust of its customers and society in general is essential 

to its business and transparency of its practices is seen as ambition and as growth driver to increase 

the trust of its customers. 

Also, the notion of disinvestment is presented as the last choice. Engaging with companies is the 

priority to drive change, taking responsibility for the companies they invest and cooperate with. 

Responsibility, in this regard, is tied with the idea of communication and a constructive dialogue, 

to influence towards good practices and to make consensus with the different stakeholders to 

create sustainable growth.  

Thus, “In essence, it is about creating value for customers, companies and society, taking 

responsibility, and being part of the change, the transformation, and the solution” (Danske Bank, 

2020b).  

According with Guthey and Morsing framework (2014), two main motivations has been identified. 

Firstly, in some of the reports is present the idea of they are doing responsible investments to make 

a positive contribution to the world because it is the right thing to do, using active ownership and 

their sustainability knowledge in the investment process to take part in this change into a 

sustainable future. This could be understood as a moral positioning of the organizations. In other 

reports, indicates that the fiduciary duty to its customers is first and ESG management and 

responsible investments are seen as a way to gain trust, as an integral part of this duty. In this 

sense, the motivation for SDG integration and sustainability management in general can be 

considered as risk management to avoid potential reputational risks.  

SDG Communication 

It is important to note that, as the investors assess the companies they invest, they are well aware 

of the opportunities, but also the shortcomings of communicating about SDGs. For example, ATP 

indicated that the reporting on SDGs is still overwhelmingly of a qualitative nature, and most of 
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the reports focus on companies’ positive contributions to the SDGs, failing to report of how part 

of its business can contribute negatively (The ATP Group, 2019). The impact of our actions can be 

positive and negative and, as the SDGs are interconnected and sometimes even opposed, the 

impact on one of the SDGs can impact other goals as well. Even more, some companies present 

the SDGs as a strategic compass while others focus in specific application of the SDGs, failing to 

connect the SDGs to its core business (The ATP Group, 2019).   

PRI Reporting 

Finally, as indicated, all the investors all the sample are PRI signatories (PRI, 2020b), and as such, 

they report to them on an annually basis. These reports are comprehensive and not quite related 

to the SDGs yet. It represents an important source to understand their approach to responsible 

investments, their practices and their values. For example Nykredit’ RI Transparency report (2019), 

consist in over 200 pages report which details how the company assess ESG and how the company 

is aligned with Responsible Investment’ practices. Even if currently it is not oriented to the SDGs, 

it has to be noted that some related questions will be added soon by PRI.  

ESG as main approach  

The investors’ communications are focused on ESG and responsible investment in general. Bringing 

ESG to the center of their strategy and sustainability as crucial for the investment industry is the 

approach they are communicating. For example, ESG communication is contemplated as one 

aspect in the Sustainable Investment Policy for Danske Bank (2019), Nykredit on the other hand, 

has published an article with an analysis were indicates that ESG pays off (Dahl & Larsen, 2014), 

stating that the organization believes that ESG can be a catalyst for better returns and lower risks 

(Nykredit Realkredit Group, 2019).  

To sum up, as indicated, ESG is considered as more comprehensive and integrated to the business 

model and practices, and the SDGs reference seems only narrative. Correspondingly, it has to do 

that the SDGs are relatively new. For the moment, SDGs are briefly mentioned on annual reports 

and sustainability reports, being the only exception the aforementioned report of PFA. It appears 

as an aspect considered in the values and practices of the organization; besides it is a topic of news 

in its websites and social networks.  
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6.2. Discursive practice  

For this section, I interviewed the ESG representatives of the selected investors to understand their 

approach and perception regarding the SDGs and sustainability in general. The interview had two 

main themes: SDG integration and SDG communication, in which we covered topics such as the 

changes in the company since the launch of the SDGs, the challenges and opportunities, and their 

approach, focusing in its communicational dimension5. As in the previous section, five main aspects 

have been recognized during the analysis and I will present how these are seen from the discursive 

practice (Appendix 2). 

According to the analysis of the interviews, all investors have agreed that they have seen a big shift 

in the industry over the last years. They have seen a grown pressure and interest on ESG and 

responsible investment general.  

When it comes to the SDGs, “the big change (…) is actually that it was not only countries making a 

deal with other countries, it was also countries and the UN reaching out to the entire global 

population of course private companies, NGOs, and so on” (Appendix 6.1). Event thought they 

consider the SDGs as a very important tool, they indicated that it didn’t change much the way they 

are working as responsible investors.  

In this regard, the SDGs are seen as an extra thing, that match the business model “quite well” 

when it comes to the communicational side, becoming easily understandable for its stakeholders. 

For them, the SDGs add great value as it represents a way to frame what they are doing, and in 

general it’s a good tool to link the short and the long-term goals. Nykredit, for example, indicated 

that it was directly integrated to their investment policy, as they recognized as important and it is 

interlinked with their ESG approach (Appendix 6.1). Others, are more cautious indicating that 

currently are exploratory and holistic in their approach, trying to identify what it makes sense for 

them (Appendix 6.2, Appendix 6.4).  

In other words, “we are of course aware of the SDGs and as a long term investor we find this very 

important, but it hasn’t changed much in the way we were working, because we’ve been a 

 
5 For more information please check the interview agenda and the transcriptions in the Appendices 5 and 6. 
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responsible sustainable investor for a very long time working with the ESG, so this was just an extra 

thing” (Appendix 6.4). 

SDG Integration 

When it comes to the integration of SDGs into their practices, it is something that they are still 

thinking a lot about, trying to address it when they think about products, reporting or how it will 

impact the investment return, among other topics (Appendix 6.2). Some of them, for example, 

have invested in the SDG fund managed by IFU (Appendix 6.3, Appendix 6.4).  

Therefore, they don’t really see the SDGs will fundamentally change the investment universe, as 

the risk relation still decides where assets are being allocated, and that’s the dynamic of the 

industry. However, it is said that in an hypothetical situation where two investments have the same 

risks and returns, and one generates more positive impacts on the SDGs, it will be accounted, as 

the contribution to the SDGs helps to build more community sense, and adds more value to the 

investment in that sense (Appendix 6.3). Accordingly, the return of investments is still the main 

driver in the investment decisions. SDGs, in that regard, “it will never be the primary driver for our 

investment decisions” (Appendix 6.3). 

In investors words, the SDGs “hasn’t changed much in the way we work, except that we are asking 

if a company doesn’t report or reflect on the SDGs we will ask why and we will encourage them to 

integrate the SDGs, but before we will encourage to integrate the ESG” (Appendix 6.4). 

Even thought, they indicated that the SDGs didn’t change its investors process, because they 

already were integrating sustainability with the ESG factors management, they agreed that the 

SDGs have changed how they communicate about the positive impact from its investments 

(Appendix 6.2 & 6.3). The SDGs appear in this respect as a framework which everyone is adopting, 

perceiving that makes sense, and they are willing to apply it. In this regard, “the question is of 

course how we do this” (Appendix 6.2). 

Hence, in their discourse, the communicational aspect of the SDGs seems the most relevant and 

useful aspect for them, the “big shift” that the SDGs are posing, and the problem of 

recontextualization of the discourse appears as the main issue to tackle. They have indicated that 

“are trying to see to what extent can use it as a communicational framework” (Appendix 6.3), or 
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in other words, “it’s a way to frame actually what we are trying to do in sustainable investments, 

to put that in the larger context” (Appendix 6.1). 

Thus, “the issue is, of course, that the SDGs are created for countries, and not for companies. And 

the issue for us is that the SDGs are not created for investments they are created for countries than 

our institutional customers have adopted these, and we are trying to make sense of it from an 

investment point of view. And that is I think the root cause of why this is very challenging task” 

(Appendix 6.2). 

SDG Perception 

When it comes to the perception of the SDGs per se, as I indicated, the investors agreed that add 

great value to their communicational side. “The problem is when you are talking about 

sustainability it very quickly becomes very fluffy” (Appendix 6.1) thus, according to the investors, 

by using the SDGs they can be much more precise about their strategy. SDGs are much more 

detailed than what people recognize, as they have targets, sub targets and indicators, offering the 

possibility to zoom in and out in the strategy, to the greater goal, structuring your process 

(Appendix 6.1 & 6.3). In this regard, it is fully recognized that the SDGs are interlinked, and it acts 

more like a compass, helping to give direction and clarity to the society and the stakeholders about 

their strategy (Appendix 6.3).  

SDG Communication 

The SDGs are easier to communicate than ESG factors, “because if you have to tell somebody about 

the framework and then report on the framework, there is not a lot of space and time to do that” 

(Appendix 6.1). The SDGs offers a common language -and a common ambition- to speak 

sustainability that everyone, inside and outside the organization, can relate to. And that’s one of 

the main reasons why the SDGs have been picked up so much (Appendix 6.2).  

In investors words: “we structure our communication around issues related to sustainability, since 

the SDGs provides a very good framework and a whole visual identity that we can use in order to 

convey what are primary focus points within the relevant sustainability as a corporate pension 

scheme provider, life insurance provider, and so on, we definitely have some SDGs that match our 

business model quite well” (Appendix 6.3).  
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It is important to note that in general responsible investors know about sustainability because they 

are not only communicating but also assessing companies in other to make better decisions in their 

investment strategy. Thus, they are conscious about the shortcomings and challenges of the SDGs 

as a framing tool. For example, the investors recognized that there is a lot of “SDG bingo” and 

green washing in general around the SDGs, posing a challenge to make it work as a trusted 

framework by the society in general.  

Another aspect with the SDGs is that the focus is on the positive impact, ignoring the negative 

effects that a project can pose. Impacts can be positive and negative, and the investors are well 

aware of this. Thus, “all the SDGs stories you read from investors are positive impact and we are a 

bit cautious about not bragging but being too positive about our impact” (Appendix 6.4).  

SDGs are seen as mainly storytelling, a narrative mainly focused on the positive. In investors words, 

“you want to tell about your dearest companies, your dearest decisions that you made, that you 

are very proud of, and that gives you a bias towards the positive. I think that’s fair; you want to tell 

the positives, but you just need to be very aware about that bias” (Appendix 6.1).  

Moreover, when they talk about impacts, they know it is not “black or white” and it is very difficult 

to assess. For instance, “some of the companies with the largest impact are also companies that 

definitely do have the largest negative impact” (Appendix 6.1) and not many companies report on 

that. Hence, investors are having issues in communicating but also assessing regarding the SDGs. 

The SDGs are interconnected and sometimes divergent, posing the challenge of how to measure 

it. For example, “it is difficult to quantify how many jobs are being created from an infrastructure 

investment” (Appendix 6.3) or in another hypothetical case, if you build, for example a hydro dam, 

that would be good for SDG 7 but maybe it wouldn’t for indigenous people or the local biodiversity 

(Appendix 6.4).  

These flaws are some of the reasons why the integration of SDGs is taking a while, as the 

shortcomings are significant, and the importance of reporting about the positive and negative 

impacts is recognized. 

When asked if they faced any external request from its stakeholders to integrate the SDGs into 

their practices, the main difference between asset managers and asset owners became visible. The 

asset managers agreed that they did, even though is still early days, more and more people are 
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looking at this, and the society in general is more aware. The SDGs have more appeal that it had 

before -when it was launched- and some clients are requesting it, although it is not that wide yet. 

The requests are mostly related to integrating the SDGs into reporting or information regarding 

products or investments aligned with the goals. By contrast, asset owners indicated that they didn’t 

face any direct request about the SDGs. Even if they are aware that there is a growing interest from 

all types of stakeholders in ESG and responsible investments, they haven’t experienced any 

increased interest on the SDGS, and the focus is more on other regulations, such the Paris 

Agreement (Appendix 6.3). However, they do not exclude the possibility that in the future 

information regarding this topic will be requested, specially from NGOs or the media (Appendix 

6.4).  

So, if the external requests are still limited or nonexistent, what is the motivation for them to 

integrate the SDGs into their practices and communicate about it? According with Guthey and 

Morsing framework (2014), three main motivations has been identified in the discourse to be 

influencing their decision, to a greater or lesser extent: market positioning, risk management and 

moral positioning.  

At first instance, all investors have indicated that sustainability for them because is important for 

their clients. Thus, the SDGs appears as a matter of making what they do relevant to the end client. 

The SDGs facilitates that space (Appendix 6.3), with a common language, it enables the discussion 

around sustainability. As market positioning, “We are doing this because this is important to our 

customers and therefore it is important to us” (Appendix 6.2). Meanwhile, ATP indicated that even 

if they haven’t experienced any request on SDGs, to report on it was more and internal aim, as 

they indicated “we wanted to show how we can relate to the SDGs in our investments” (Appendix 

6.4).  

From another perspective, it can be also considered risk management as they indicated that they 

customers are first, and sustainability and ESG management is relevant for them. SDGs appears as 

an easy way to communicate, as it resonates with different audiences. Thus, “It resonates with the 

people that we are having this dialogue with, because, all the sudden, they know what all is about, 

because it is fairly simple, to be honest” (Appendix 6.2). 
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In investors words, “First of all, of course as I said before, customers. This is important to our 

customers, that is a motivation enough. Second, of course we believe that this is something that 

will impact societies, and our investments going forward, meaning that this is something that we 

should also consider, and understand also how this will impact those things” (Appendix 6.2).  

Lastly, in the discourse can be identified, at some extent, the presence of a moral positioning. To 

be part of the solution, creating value for its clients and a positive impact for the society in general 

are pointed out as motivations for integrating the SDGs.  So, “the first step is really to create value 

to our clients and the second step just as important is that you want to create value for society at 

large, make a difference” (Appendix 6.1). 

The investors agreed that the legitimacy in the industry comes from all responsible actions 

altogether, such as ESG management, and their alignment to the customer values, corporate 

responsibility and transparency, among others (Appendix 6.2). In this sense, the SDGs are just one 

aspect of it. The only use of the SDGs in their communications, without a consistent framework of 

ESG strategy and management, it is seen as just a strong marketing tool. They expect the 

integration of the SDGs contributes to the enhancement of their credibility as responsible actors, 

but it is also difficult to test, and it depends on what type of clients base it is considered and if 

sustainability is relevant for them (Appendix 6.3).  

Regarding the next developments, investors agreed they will continue communicating, but also, 

they are expectant to see what will happen in the industry and in general with the SDGs. This is an 

exploratory phase, and they are trying to understand what makes sense and what it will happen. 

Communicationally, they are moving from stating what is it’s their position (or the causes that they 

support) to explaining what they are doing and how. More reporting in this regard is expected to 

be published.  

PRI and its reporting 

Finally, when asked about PRI and its reporting, the investors agreed that PRI is doing “a lot of good 

things” such as developing frameworks and offering guidelines to have the right approach to 

responsible investments (Appendix 6.2). They were good at getting out the discussion and creating 

a large community, also proving useful information such a case-studies. However, when it comes 

to the reporting, the investors concurred that too much work is spent on PRI reporting and the 
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framework presents some shortcomings. However, they pointed out that is useful as you learn 

more about your own business and it also acts as a guideline on responsible investment when you 

are starting on these topics.  

Some suggestions were done as, for instance, they can improve how they are measuring and 

assessing different asset managers and asset owners, as it is perceived as not so nuanced, meaning 

that everyone have a good performance (Appendix 6.2). Also, they are concerned about the 

tendency over time to make mandatory new things on the reporting. This combined with the fact 

that they are unsure if someone actually reads the report, as it is too long and no one have asked 

about it (Appendix 6.1, 6.2, 6.3 & 6.4).  

Another issue is the overabundance of different frameworks and reporting that the investors are 

facing. Thus, ATP expressed: “we are looking to several different kinds of reporting frameworks 

because there are so many of them. PRI mentioned, at PRI in person in Paris last year, they knew 

about 400 different kinds of frameworks and that’s just insane. So, we are trying to follow what’s 

going on, but it is a lot” (Appendix 6.4). It has to be noted that this overabundance of reporting 

poses a problem, as it takes time and resources to be compliant to each one of them. Thus, 

Nykredit indicated: “today I’m reporting to the UN PRI of course, and I’m reporting to clients, but 

I’m also reporting by the Nykredit report, the CSR report, and then I’m reporting on the different 

funds in the reporting requirements on asset funds, and so on” (Appendix 6.1).  

However, in this regard, it is seen that “PRI is on the reporting side is being very sharply overtaken 

by the EU framework, and the reporting on there” (Appendix 6.1), and even if it is time-consuming 

the first time, after  that, it only requires the time used to update the data related and the new 

procedures (Appendix 6.4). 

Overall, the PRI reporting is seen as a lot of work but it is worthy, as it is a good exercise to connect 

the line to the investors values and what they actually investing in, hence it’s a good exercise to 

understand more their own business (Appendix 6.1 & 6.4). 

ESG as a methodology 

Finally, to sum up, SDGs are seen as mainly as a way to communicate and again, it is clear that the 

main sustainable approach for investors is ESG. ESG is considered the core, the foundation of what 
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they do from a sustainability perspective and, in this regard, the SDGS are the thematic perspective. 

They are related, but not the same. Thus, SDG reporting is seen as much more storytelling and 

about how they are working towards the world we – as a society- would like to achieve. In other 

words, “you can’t have the SDGs without ESG” (Appendix 6.4). 

More specifically, “the SDGs are goals and the ESG is the methodology to reach those goals. So, I 

can’t put it more precisely than that. So ESG is actually what we do to hopefully reach the SDGs” 

(Appendix 6.1).  

Regarding the communicational aspect, ESG in general requires a fuller scale analysis than the 

SDGs, as SDGs have the tendency to focus on the positive aspects but not necessarily the 

challenges, whereas “in a ESG report when you have to report on emissions, your waste generated 

and so on, you can’t really hide behind what’s a net positive” (Appendix 6.3).  

The investors recognized that they haven’t been good communicating this and it is early days. They 

have been working with sustainability for years now, but the ESG factors still appear as something 

only known in the industry (Appendix 6.4). In this regard, the SDGs offers this ease of communicate 

and being understood by other audiences, though this integration to their communications is still 

exploratory. In the next years, more reporting using SDGs will come, even though the SDGs would 

never be the primary driver for their investment decisions. To integrate the SDGs and communicate 

on it is a journey and still, there is much work ahead.   

6.3. Socio-cultural practice  

As indicated, as part of the beginning of this research I interviewed three representatives of 

industry, in which we talked in detail about the changes, the challenges and opportunities of the 

investing industry with the launch of the SDGs (to know the questions in detail please see the 

interview guide on Appendix 3). This, combined with the analysis of secondary information, gave 

me an overall sense of the social context (Norman Fairclough, 2001) for Danish investors and in-

depth understanding of the industry. As indicated before, five main aspects have been recognized 

during the analysis hereby I will present how these are seen from this dimension.  
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SDG Integration 

According to the analysis of sociocultural practice, the integration of the SDGs emerges amid major 

changes in the industry. As I have indicated, with the apparition of the Environmental, Social and 

Governance factors (ESG) as a criterion for investments we are starting to note how the investment 

world is changing. The focus is shifting from trade to value creation, moving from a transactional 

perspective to a relational. The investors are starting to care about the intentionality and 

additionality of its portfolios, as an awareness of how portfolio investment and associated activity 

can create or mitigate risks (Hawley & Lukomnik, 2018) considering the future impact of its 

investment choices. 

Thus, it can be seen that the industry is moving from a norm-based approach to a search for 

purpose and relevance. In other words, “we have seen a drastic change since 2010, where the 

industry were mostly focused on what not to do, so really excluding companies (…) and these days 

is more about what it is relevant what should investors do more, the purpose ” (Appendix 4.1). 

The industry has been pressured from different angles, as the legislation or the media. More focus 

on the fiduciary duty combined with the dismissal of most of the arguments against the integration 

of sustainability enabled the rise of responsible investments, due to the publication of some studies 

showing that this type of investments present the same or even better performance (Appendix 

4.2).  In fact, “there are no longer financial risks arguments against why sustainability in its many 

forms should not being integrated” (Appendix 4.1). For instance, investing in wind parks is getting 

attractive returns, therefore the perceived risk has almost disappeared. Moreover, it is known that 

“a company that manage ESG is going to manage a non-financial downturn better” (Appendix 4.2).  

The idea of a financial return combined with a moral purpose represents a massive economic shift, 

showed by the multiplicity of new responsible practices in the industry such as ESG incorporation, 

active ownership or impact investment. In other words, it can be seen that “sustainability is 

becoming mainstream and that’s the business” (Appendix 4.1).  

This comes accompanied by changes in the society overall, as people is getting more conscious of 

the impact of our consumer decisions in the world. The rise of veganism movement, the awareness 

of the use of plastic or organic and fair-trade products are clear examples of this change is 

consumer behavior. People is getting increasingly aware that, in one way or another, we are 
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investors as we are shaping the world with our decisions, what we vote, what we prioritize, what 

we consume has an impact in the world. And in this regard, investors have a massive power to put 

topics on agenda and make changes. “If they can join forces, and speak with one voice, they can 

actually make change” (Appendix 4.1), as for instance, pressuring companies to reduce carbon 

emissions.  

In other words, “With your money you are basically deciding which economy you want to see. 

Which economy are you supporting? When you go to the supermarket and you buy a non-organic 

carrot versus an organic carrot you are supporting two different ways of driving economy. And it is 

the same with the pension fund. What are you investing in? are you investing in offshore wind 

parks, solar parks, or are you investing in coal?” (Appendix 4.1).  

Although it is just beginning, the society becoming aware of the impact of our actions, and in this 

sense, investors are being increasingly pressured to consider these issues. Thus, in a broader sense, 

the change of the investment industry is about how to integrate sustainability into the business 

logic. 

This growing pressure of institutional investors is influenced by the government regulations, the 

media, the rankings made by NGOs and the society in general, generating sort of a competition on 

being the most sustainable. The integration of SDGs into investors practices arise from this context. 

In this sense, it seems that the main motivation to integrate the SDGs by institutional investors is 

a market positioning, in terms of Guthey & Morsing' framework (2014). 

There are different approaches to the integration of the SDGs, for example, some asset managers 

has been oriented towards mobilizing capital for developing countries and raise awareness of SDG 

impacts, creating new products, while others have done some relabeling of existing products to fit 

them to the SDGs, using the same language and the symbols (Appendix 4.2 & 4.3). Also, investors 

are building their portfolios focusing in one singular SDG or in a holistic way. However, the return 

of investment is always the main driver, as the investment managers will provide product and 

services where they will gain money (Appendix 4.3). 

Therefore, in this sense the sustainability aspect is used as value driver, is about to create a positive 

socio environmental impact alongside with providing a market return of investment (Appendix 

4.3). SDGs, appear as a factor that creates new interesting opportunities, especially is the sub 
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targets are considered, as the investment can be directed toward specific objectives (Appendix 

4.3). In this regard, cherry picking of objectives is not seen as a problem, as you are aligning your 

strategy to specific (and investable) goals.  

Of course, in a broader sense, when it comes to integrating sustainability into investors’ practices 

there is still a lot to be done. For instance, investors do not have enough resources yet, as there 

are many different topics to analyze and not enough time or people to cover all in depth. Moreover, 

there is still an untapped potential in the member and client base, as the majority doesn’t feel very 

empowered to demand more sustainable practices (Appendix 4.1). According to Pelle Pedersen, 

“we are not really ensuring true alignment between the institutional investors and its members” 

(Appendix 4.1) and that’s a massive barrier to do more than what they are doing today. In this 

regard, “the industry is not reaching its potential yet” towards a positive impact in sustainable 

development (Appendix 4.1). 

SDG Perception 

In this context, the integration of the SDGs can be seen as an attempt to align the communication 

between the investors and the wider community, a way to break down some barriers between the 

institutional investors and their members (Appendix 4.1). Thus, instead of trying to explain the 

society the ESG factors, the investors are using the “same language” to explain their practices with 

concepts that everyone can understand and resonate with. For example, this could be “a driver 

that can potentially make more relevant for all of us to understand how our pensions are being 

invested” (Appendix 4.1). 

Hence, the SDGs are perceived as a unified framework that we all can relate to (Appendix 4.1). 

They are not revolutionary, but it provides a way to talk about things that people working in the 

industry already knew, making it accessible for other audiences (Appendix 4.2 & 4.3), being this 

the main perceived benefit of the SDGs. In simpler words, SDGs act as a framework that everybody 

can collaborate around and a common language that you can use with your clients, to compare 

with your peers and to see what is important for the world (Appendix 4.3).  

More precisely, “The UN has been developing the SDGs in close collaboration with a lot of 

stakeholders, governments, corporates, some degree investors, NGOS, human rights organizations, 

they’ve really been making a strong collective push in developing SDGs and then also they created 
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very easily recognizable logos, for the individual goals and I think that in itself makes it recognizable, 

understandable, something that you can talk into” (Appendix 4.3).  

Thus, “The SDGS is not only the goals of governmental companies it’s how we want to see the 

world look like in 2030” (Appendix 4.1) however, by itself they are just arbitrary targets that put a 

picture on some of the world issues (Appendix 4.1).  

As a framework, present some shortcomings and limitations for institutional investors, for 

example, not all the SDGS are equally investable or easily addressed (Appendix 4.3), even more 

some of them are interlinked and sometimes the impact can be opposed. This make it difficult to 

measure and to assess its impact.  

SDG Communication 

When it comes to the communicational aspect, there is a great exposure to green washing by using 

the SDGs (Appendix 4.1 & 4.2). Thus, one risk is that the general population becomes more 

skeptical, as SDGs in general are seen as storytelling. Also, there is not clear how many people 

actually know about the SDGs or resonate with them,  and it depends of the country and the special 

context, it is different in Denmark, than in developing countries or other parts of the world 

(Appendix 4.1).  

Nowadays, when investors evaluate the performance of a company the materiality is the main 

focus. Currently, the general ESG assessment not necessarily is aligned to the SDGs (Appendix 4.2). 

Despite that the SDGs are easy to communicate, for the moment there is no unique model to assess 

companies with them (Appendix 4.2). 

When it comes to the investor’s communications, there is a need to make it easier and more 

engaging and appealing for people (Appendix 4.1). In this sense, “the SDGs can be a very solid 

framework for the industry to use to make it much more relevant and engaging compared with x 

tons of CO2, scope 1 and 2, that people cannot relate” (Appendix 4.1).  

What is more, it seen that investors spending time in creating well detailed reports, it is in doubt if 

people actually read them. Thus, if people don’t read it, the communication is not effective. Using 

the SDGs as a framework could work to make it easier, but also it was mentioned the need to find 

other ways of communication to engage the community and make the investment industry 
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accessible for all (Appendix 4.1). Therefore, “new ways to communicate, new approaches to 

engaging people is a massive barrier the pension funds -and institutional investors in general- 

should overcome” (Appendix 4.1).  

In this regard, good communication is seen as a solution of people’ skepticism. Transparency, 

coherence and consistency are seen as ways to generating trust and avoid exposure to criticism in 

the longer run. Stating the positive and negative impacts, your approach and your values could be 

a way to upfront meet the criticism and skepticism the industry faces.  

“With the SDGs is become quite central to speak about impact, in terms of effects that your 

investments have on not only the financial side but also on the social environmental side” 

(Appendix 4.3). However, it is key to contemplate that the notion of impact should consider the 

positive and negative effects, the intended and unintended consequences. 

PRI and its reporting 

When it comes to PRI and its reporting, they have been useful to create a network around the 

principles of responsible investment, aligning visions and practices. In an overall perspective, this 

consensus is promising, as it could have the potential to work as a unified power to move the 

market in a common direction (Appendix 4.1). Regarding PRI reporting, even though the 

framework doesn’t seem relevant for external participants, for internal processes can provide 

interesting information for invertors on how to work int the SDGs (Appendix 4.3). 

ESG as a general framework 

In conclusion, the integration of the SDGs is seen as a part of the ESG framework. The SDGs are 

used as one aspect in a much bigger discussion in sustainability. They are being useful to mobilize 

all resources, including the corporate sector, towards a common goal. As a framework, they are 

increasing the already existing attention on impact and, in that sense, it could be considered that 

SDGs could have more relevance for impact investment (Appendix 4.3).  

During the interviews it was noted that, in an overall view, there is a growing imbalance between 

the E, the S and the G. Nowadays, we are seeing too much reliance on climate and too little 

emphasis on social issues (Appendix 4.3). This imbalance it could be seen also in the media, the 

main topic of agenda before the COVID-19 crisis was climate. However, after the effects of this 
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pandemic, people are starting to realize that the three dimensions are interconnected, and in this 

sense “we will never meet our climate objectives if we don’t get more things in the social space” 

(RAS). In this regard, “we need to think in terms of social development as way to also meet our 

climate objectives, and it is interlinked, definitely” (Appendix 4.3).  

Even it is clear for the industry that we are not going to meet all the SDGs in 2030 and certainly the 

UN is aware that by that time a new framework will be needed (Appendix 4.3). It should be noted 

that in the future, it is perceived that the attention may be in some goals more than the others, 

i.e. climate and the others might be sidetracked a little (Appendix 4.2).  

Lastly, it is important to mention that the SDGs had a rapid recognition and acceptance especially 

in the Nordic countries. In this regard, Rasmus Juhl Pedersen, chairman of Dansif, has mentioned: 

“I just think that in the Nordics we are much oriented towards the United Nations. We have a much 

stronger favor in the UN and the institutions, we are also in terms of financing percentage wise, we 

are broad contributors to UN organizations. In the US there is a lot of skepticism about the UN 

because that also too much corruption in power unfortunately, I think that’s the problem with large 

institutions when you have all countries been part and all different types of cultures” (Appendix 

4.3). This is an important aspect, because it might indicate the integration of the SDGs is also 

something particularly relevant for the Danish context in comparison with other countries.  

6.4. Summary of the analysis 

As I have shown in the previous sections, I have analyzed investors’ discourse of the SDGs on its 

three different dimensions according with Fairclough’ framework: the text, the discursive practice 

and the socio-cultural practice. With this analysis I have been able to identify five main aspects: 

the integration, perception and communication of the SDGs, the role of PRI reporting and the ESG 

approach. A brief summary of the findings in each of these sections will be outlined below.  

In addition, it is important to note that as I indicated, in practice I haven’t noticed relevant 

differences in their approach between asset managers and asset owners, therefore it will be 

summarized altogether. 
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SDG Integration 

The integration of the SDGs into investors practices has appeared in a special moment for the 

industry, where there is an increasing focus in the impact and the intentionality of the investments. 

In a broader perspective, this change is about integrating sustainability into their practices.  

Even though there are different strategies in which investors are using the SDGs, such as 

developing new products, the main benefit perceived for its integration is its communicational 

aspect.  

SDG Perception 

The SDGs are perceived as a good framework to communicate sustainability issues with different 

stakeholders even if it presents several shortcomings. How to assess, how to measure when SDGs 

are interconnected and sometimes opposed, or how to define what is good impact or what is 

development, are some of the challenges that this framework poses, as the risk of green washing 

by ignoring the negative impacts or the unintended consequences. Investors are aware of it, as 

they assess companies in this regard too.  

SDG Communication 

Although it seems they didn’t face much external request to address the SDGs into their practices 

and communication, they are still doing it, mainly motivated by a market positioning. Even though,  

moral positioning and risk management determination has also been identified in their discourse, 

according with Guthey & Morsing framework (2014).  

As I indicated, the concept of trust is central for the industry and the importance of transparency 

and coherence in their communications could be seen as a way to mitigate the skepticism of the 

society in general. Nevertheless, the legitimization of the investors in the sustainability discourse 

seem to come, not only form the integration of the SDGs but from the overall ESG strategy and 

management. By using the SDGs to communicate its initiatives they are showing they know the 

topic, besides it is easier to communicate than ESG factors -i.e. scope 1 or 2 emissions- and it 

resonates with different stakeholders.  
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PRI and its reporting 

When it comes to PRI in general is it seen as a good network that it has been successful to 

coordinate and guide investors into this topic, with the potential to be a powerful voice and driver 

for further development. Regarding their reporting, even if it is seen as a time consuming and it is 

in doubt if someone reads it, it its relevant for investors that are starting to address sustainability 

and a good exercise for all to understand more their organization.   

ESG as main approach 

Finally, it is still early days for the SDG integration. They are relevant for the industry, however ESG 

is the main approach. ESG is the overall methodology, while the SDGs are seen as small part of the 

sustainability integration and mainly narrative. Ten years are left, and we might some 

developments in this regard, yet investors are having an exploratory approach, as they are checking 

what works and what makes sense for them. Ultimately, this is the adaptation of the sustainable 

discourse into a new context.  

7. Discussion 

This chapter aims at debating over the major findings gathered from the analyses in order to 

provide a comprehensive overview of the research under the light of the theories and its 

implications for the industry and the academia. It is divided in two sub sections.  The first one will 

follow the same structure as the analysis, discussing over the five main themes that have been 

identified: the SDG integration, the perception and the communication, the role of PRI and ESG as 

the main approach. The second section will describe the general considerations of the thesis 

process, followed by suggestions for future research in the field.  

Finally, as I have indicated, although the distinction between asset owners and asset managers has 

been considered during the analysis, not significant difference has been identified in their 

perceptions and their approach to the SDGs, therefore the results were presented together, 

specifying when necessary.  
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7.1. Discussion of the Findings 

When the millennium started the UN launched the MDG, showing that there were 10 global goals. 

That was the point of departure for new actors to start working in new ideas, new strategies and 

projects. Sustainability and CSR became topics in agenda, and in the field of finance, people started 

to talk about ESG and responsibility in investing. With the appearance of the SDGs in 2015, a new 

agenda has been made that challenges us with 17 global goals in sustainable development for 

2030. Over the last five years, the sustainability debate has arisen, pushing different social actors, 

as governments, NGOs and the private sector, to start addressing these goals. In this regard, the 

SDGs are proposing a global governance by goal setting for a sustainable world. 

It is said that, in order to integrate the SDGs, the organizations should own the strategy and adapt 

it to its processes, as every organization is different. The SDGs challenges social actors to bring 

intentionality, alignment and impact in its strategies. Thus, measurement is key and green washing 

is massive risk.  

The financial industry is not the exception. The industry is transitioning to a relational and 

responsible approach, with the growth of purpose-driven investments. In this sense, investors are 

well aware we live in an interconnected world and all actions have an impact.  

SDG Integration 

As I have mentioned, the integration of the SDGs is a process for all social actors and the debate is 

becoming visible for all sectors in the society. In this regard, the SDGs as a language are making 

visible how we want to see the world in the future and involving different players to work together 

in the same direction.  

In the investors industry, this comes in a particular time. The industry is changing, as there is an 

increasing focus in the relational perspective, the idea of purpose, the impact and the intentionality 

of the investments, posing the opportunity for investors to create a more positive outcome. This 

could be seen as a paradigm shift, as we are witnessing a growing momentum of the Responsible 

Investments, mainly leveraged by the stakeholder pressure to assess sustainability. Motivation, 

values and beliefs are becoming factors that guide investment decisions along with the return of 

investment.  
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Investors are facing a context pressure, particularly in Denmark, where the society is becoming 

aware that we are interdependent and with our decisions we co-create and shape the world. In 

this sense, it is seen that investors could have a massive impact as agents of change, pushing 

companies into more sustainable businesses.  

Even though there are different strategies in which investors are integrating the SDGs, such as 

developing new products and relabeling old ones (Appendix 4.3) or the conscious allocation of 

capital, the main benefit perceived for its integration is its communicational aspect, as the 

relabeling of old products in the terms of the SDGs, a “repackage and recommunication” is taking 

place.  

As I showed before, the integration of the SDGs it could be understood as a recontextualization of 

a discourse in terms of Fairclough theory. It is seen that the SDGs acts as a unification of 

sustainability languages and it facilitates the dialogue in that space. As I presented before, CDA 

consists in the analysis of language use and is concerned with how and why individuals use it in a 

specific context (Saunders et al., 2012), offering an analytical framework to think about discourse 

as an in integral element of social processes. In this regard, it provided me the way to bring some 

clarity in the case of the integration of the SDGs into the practices of some of the largest and 

significant institutional investors in Denmark.  

As previously mentioned, CDA is in essence an transdisciplinary research (Fairclough, 2001), that 

analyses the recontextualization of a discourse in to a new environment, in a specific  moment in 

social practices. It’s described as transdisciplinary since investigates how a discourse is inserted 

into a different context and therefore is combined with other type of language.   

In this regard, the integration of the SDGs into investors practices, as I have shown, it is mainly 

perceived as communicational, as the investors are starting to frame their strategies in 

sustainability into UN terms. Thus, the creation of new products SDG oriented, the relabeling of 

the existing ones, the increasing reporting in these topics are seen as examples on how the 

investors are adapting the SDGs to communicate about their own strategy. Hence, in terms of 

Fairclough we are witnessing an operationalization of the UN discourse into the investors’ context.  

For this theory, the discourse constructs and simultaneously reproduces and changes the social 

world (Saunders et al., 2012) and therefore, the speaker’s interpretation of the previous discourse 
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is able to influence the process of the ongoing action (Van Dijk, 2014) showing the importance of 

the actor’s own interpretation of events. In this manner, in this research I have considered the role 

of investors as social actors, by trying to understand the SDGs and its integration from their point 

of view.  

SDG Perception 

Over last years, Danish investors have been trying to make sense on how to integrate sustainability 

in general and ESG thinking into its practices, and, in this regard, the SDGs appears as one recent 

aspect of this contextualization.  

Even if it is still very new, it could be said that the first five years since the SDG launch consisted on 

how to use the SDGs in investing practices, and now, investors are increasingly working in how to 

communicate their practices and what they have being doing.  

I refer to this phenomenon as a recontextualization of discourse, in terms of Fairclough, since they 

found out that they already did some of this before (ESG management, aligning values with 

investing practices) without naming it, the SDGs therefore, appears as a new way to communicate 

what they already have been doing and relabeling and repackaging appears as a one of the main 

integration strategies. In other words, they are adding a new discourse to communicate 

sustainability with simpler communications, closer and easy understandable for different 

stakeholders. 

 In investors words: “With the SDGs we have a new language to address some of the same concerns 

that we already had, some of the same interest that we had and now we have a more concrete 

conceptual framework that we can fit our investments into” (Appendix 4.3). 

As I have indicated, the recontextualization of a discourse that is not characteristic of the industry 

brings opportunities and challenges associated. In this case, how to assess it the SDGs, how to 

report on it are some of them or even how to assess their impact, when the SDGs are 

interconnected or clashing. In this sense, it is difficult to communicate the negative impact, or 

calculate the additional value, when you can be helping to one SDG, and conflicting other. SDGs 

are transformational and sometimes opposed, they are interlinked and apply for all countries. 
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Thus, the SDGs are seen more as a narrative, as storytelling to tell good cases, than a way to 

evaluate impact.  

Investors have a difficult time in defining how to better communicate what they are doing, and to 

a larger extent, this relates to the problems of integrating sustainability in general, due to the 

limited resources, the complexity of the topic and the difficulty to assess and report about its 

impact. How to assess, how to measure when SDGs are interconnected and sometimes opposed, 

or how to define what is good impact or what is development, are some of the challenges that this 

framework poses, as the risk of green washing by ignoring the negative impacts or the unintended 

consequences. Investors are aware of it, as they assess companies in this regard too inasmuch as 

make investment choices, investors leverage on the information that the companies generate.  

As it was identified, the SDGs are perceived as a good framework to communicate sustainability 

issues with different stakeholders, even if it presents a lot of shortcomings, and these are the same 

challenges present in the sustainability and development fields in general.  Nevertheless, SDGs are 

still useful to align their sustainability work, as it’s easy to communicate to different audiences, 

thus, investors are trying to make sense from its point of view. 

As I have indicated, it seems that the institutional investors in general currently are not facing much 

external request to integrate the SDGs. This was the main difference in the analysis between asset 

managers and asset owners. While asset managers recognized the presence of some external 

requests to the integration, the asset owners indicated that they didn’t received a request directly. 

This difference might be related to the different dynamics of the business, as the asset owners we 

talk about members, and it could be more retained at some degree. The focus might be in to be 

compliant to regulations such as Paris Agreement and UNGC guidelines. While for asset managers 

it could be more attention into marketing and be attractive to new segments6.  

Even if the investors in general haven’t received much external request to integrate the SDGs yet, 

they are integrating it, showing that they want to be part of the conversation. As I have shown, to 

report on the SDGs is seen by the industry as a way to show a clear message to different 

stakeholders.  

 
66 It should be noted that the cause of this difference falls out the purpose of this research, however it could be 
interesting to expand the investigation on this topic in the future. 
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Finally, if we consider the framework proposed by Guthey & Morsing (2014), I have noticed that 

even if the predominant motivation to integrate the SDGs into investors practices seems to be 

market positioning (because they want to be seen as sustainable and responsible), albeit other 

motivations are present in the discourse too, such as moral positioning (as they want to contribute 

to a more sustainable world) and risk management (as there is a perceived risk of bad reputation 

if they ignore it). This could indicate that the industry is very conservative as they are considering 

these changes as a result of the pressure of the general context. As I have showed, the economic 

return of the investments is still the main driver in the industry, even if the ideas of purpose and 

impact are becoming increasingly more relevant.  

SDG communication 

As I have presented, while the investors are recognizing the importance of communicating about 

their sustainability approach and practices and integrating the SDGs as a way to facilitating the 

understanding, the current communications has proven to be few or at least, superficial. A gap 

exists between awareness of the importance of SDGs and its communication. It still early days, and 

even if five years passed since the launch of the SDGs, investors are exploring – and struggling – on 

how to assess and communicate about this.  

It has to be noted as that the sample is composed by largest Danish institutional investors which 

are front runners in communicating about the SDGs, and still their communication is very brief and 

shallow. They are having an exploratory approach, by analyzing what makes sense for them and 

keeping a watchful eye in what’s coming, and in this sense, they can be considered as first movers 

in a conservative industry.   

It is still early days and to adopt the SDGs is journey, as in the discursive aspect, investors have to 

find the way to harmonize the different types of financial and corporate concerns, such as ROI and 

sustainability, in its communication. The integration of the SDGs as a way of address the global 

goals and align with other stakeholders, impose the adaption of the investor’s communication to 

a new type of framing. In this regard, they are trying to suit their communicative needs to an 

international approach, adapting their identities to a common plan which implies a new framework 

of values and shared behaviors (Gotti, 2014). 
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As I indicated, the concept of trust is central for the industry and the importance of transparency 

and coherence in their communications could be seen as a way to mitigate the skepticism of the 

society in general. The importance of trust in the industry is given as we are dealing with power 

relations, complex interactions between different actors, and in this regard, the use of the SDGs to 

communicate offers an “easy” (within its limitations) to engage on the sustainability agenda and 

debate.  

The role of PRI 

As I have showed, when it comes to responsible investment, the role of PRI is important for 

investors. In general, it is seen as a good network that it has been successful to organize and guide 

investors into responsible practices, with the potential to be a powerful voice and driver for further 

development and change. Regarding their reporting, it its relevant for investors new in the field 

and a good exercise for all to understand more their organization and how to be more sustainable, 

even if it is seen as a time consuming, burdensome, and they all doubt if someone actually reads 

it. 

Power relations in discourse 

Finally, I wanted to reflect on the idea of power in the discourse and how it could be seen in the 

integration of the SDGs by Danish investors.  

The concept “discursive power” refers to the power of ideas and norms, which shape the framing 

of problems and potential solutions (Lund-Thomsen et al., 2020). Narratives, storylines, images, 

and symbols are used to build legitimacy; and in this sense, the SDGs could be seen as a clear 

example of a discourse that create new courses of action for different social actors, such as states, 

businesses or in this case, investors. 

From a Foucauldian perspective, discourses support institutions and reproduce power relations, in 

a political way. The interest, therefore, is to understand the institutions and views that are 

supported by the discourses. From this point of view, it could be seen that by the adoption of the 

SDGs the investors are supporting the UN and its view on sustainable development. 

As the use of discourse is itself an action and the use of language it is non-neutral (Gotti, 2014), by 

using SDGs the investors are communicating in different levels. For instance, by adding this 



73 
 

discourse into their practices they are implicitly showing they support this definition of sustainable 

development. This term is relatively new, as it won prominence in 1992, after a UN conference in 

Rio, referring to development processes that do not erode the ecological foundation (Lund-

Thomsen et al., 2020) yet gained relevance in development discourse after the launch of the SDGs. 

It shows the importance of a single definition for sustainable development, that we all agree on, 

companies, public sector, investors, NGOs, consumers, etc., and that could be one of the main 

reasons of its adoption, as it is an unified view, widely spread and easy to frame sustainability 

activities.  

However, in terms of discourse it is important to note that the language shapes but also frames 

reality and limits it. By the adoption of the SDGs, it could be inferred a validation of the UN, a 

support to this unified definition of sustainable development. In terms of Foucault this discourse 

is gaining power, which it could restrict the considerations of other views on the topic, as other 

definitions of development.  

As I indicated, discourses are seen as the use of this language in specific contexts.  Therefore, is 

highly important to understand the context in which a discourse has arisen. In this case, as 

investors know the local context that they are part of (Appendix 4.3), the integration it could be 

understood as an adaptation to the current Danish agenda.  

As I have stated in the analysis of the socio-cultural practice, Danish context is particularly special, 

as the society in general in becoming more aware about important issues such as climate change, 

responsible taxation or circular economy and they are starting to question investors and politicians 

in this regard. People is realizing how the economy is shaped by our everyday decisions and acting 

in consequence (Appendix 4.1). Thus investors are forced to negotiate its approach to this topics 

and redefine its identity in order to successfully communicate in this international and cultural 

setting (Gotti, 2014). 

Hence, in terms of Foucault theory, when we incorporate a discourse, we tend to think and 

describe ourselves in those terms and we act the way it is expected. Also, we adopt subject 

positions that make our identities. A discourse in this way, creates a sense of self around an 

identity. Thus, it could be seen that, by adding the SDGs into their strategy, they are meta-
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communicating that they know about sustainability and they want to be part of the discussion by 

joining this initiative and agenda.   

ESG as a general approach to sustainability 

As a discourse is considered an institutionalized way of thinking (Phillips et al., 2004), in this regard, 

the SDGs could be understood as an institutionalized way to speak about sustainable development. 

Yet, the legitimization of the investors in the sustainability discourse seem to come, not only form 

the integration of the SDGs but from the overall ESG strategy and management. 

According to Phillips et al. (2004), to be recognized as a legitimate agent, the producer of the text 

must ensure that its "right to speak" becomes "consensually validated”. In this sense, the discursive 

legitimacy of investors as responsible actors comes not only from the integration of the SDGs, but 

also from their management of the ESG strategy in general.  

In other words, by using the SDGs to communicate its initiatives they are showing they know the 

topic and also it is simpler to communicate than ESG factors and it resonates with different 

stakeholders, however, the way of legitimizing as sustainable actors it seems to be given by their 

ESG approach.  

ESG strategy is the overall methodology in sustainability, the model to follow, whereas the SDGs 

are perceived as part of the sustainability integration and mainly narrative, that structure process 

and gives direction aligned to the rest of the world. In this regard, it was highlighted by the 

interviewees that ESG is the method for them to report on impacts, positive as well as negative, 

while the SDGs acts as a way to frame their activities and their aspirations, communicationally 

focusing in the narrative of the positive aspects.  

10 years left to 2030: what to expect? 

The SDGs pose complex problems with uncertain solutions due to its multidimensional and global 

nature (Lund-Thomsen et al., 2020). In order to achieve these goals, the only certainty is that it 

needs all the actors aligned and working together for the same purpose. In other words, to achieve 

progress on the SDGs different actors should be involved, such as states and businesses and also 

the finance industry. As indicated by UN representative, everyone is invited to work on the SDGs 

(Responsible Investor, 2020), although there is always a limit for what companies can do. 
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Therefore, the success depends on how the relationships between actors will evolve over time 

(Lund-Thomsen et al., 2020).  

Although it is already acknowledged that all the SDGs will not be met by 2030 due to the fact that 

the financial gap is very large - about $2.5 trillion per year- according to the UN (United Nations, 

2019), we can get aligned and work together towards to get closer to the world in which we want 

to live, to achieve a better future. As I have presented, this will require to change practices and 

start looking to the long term, transforming strategies and start building bridges between different 

actors to generate a common understanding and consensus, and this is the change we are starting 

to see in investors practices.    

Ten years are left and there is an enormous financing gap to achieve it. It is recognized that 

business will not solve all the problems, however the collaboration between different actors will 

leverage the scale to contribute with better positive impact. In this regard, investors are under 

severe pressure on how they will take into account the interconnectedness of the goals to make 

positive impact. This requires them to be able to label, to identify to highlight what is the impact 

on SDGs. Even more, different investors have different interests and not all the SDGs are equally 

investable. The industry profit is the first priority as their fiduciary duty, and social impact is 

considered only after. In a broader sense, the pressure is on how each one of the actors can have 

a more virtuous role in the society, what we can do better to reduce the gap to the goals.  

Regarding the communicational aspect, in these ten years, we might some developments in this 

regard, yet investors are having an exploratory approach, as they are checking what works and 

what makes sense for them. The invitation is made by the UN for more actors to integrate the SDGs 

in their strategies, and in this sense, speak this language. 

To use the same discourse brings alignment between the actors and settle the context to push and 

capitalize development in the next 10 years. The SDGs as a discourse is being built simultaneously 

with all the actors, the entrepreneurs, the companies, the investors, and those in charge of public 

policy. As we have seen, the institutionalization of this language and the legitimization of the actors 

is given by the general context. 

Overall, this is showing us that we could consider the investors as social actors, as drivers of change. 

Nevertheless, this change is an interweaving between different players. It’s a process, a journey. 
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Investors are learning and looking for the best way to assess it. In short, this is the adaptation of 

the sustainable discourse into a new context. 

To sum up…  

Ultimately, coming back to my initial research question, when it comes to how investors are using 

and integrating the SDGs into their practices, I have shown that nowadays is mainly a matter of 

communication. Even if there are developing different strategies to address them, the SDG 

framework is used as a language to participate in the sustainability debate. The motivation is 

primarily market driven, even if other motives were also present in the discourse to a greater or 

lesser extent. To speak in sustainability terms seems a pressure of the market specially in Danish 

context. Finally, their legitimization as responsible actors is not only given by the use of the SDGs, 

as I initially thought, instead it is a more complex phenomenon, that involves the ESG strategy and 

management overall. In other words, the legitimation of investors in the sustainability debate is 

given by ESG management in a broader sense, and the SDG integration is just a part of it. 

7.2. General considerations and implications for future research 

As previously indicated, this research study concludes with a comment on the general 

considerations of the research design, theories and process, as well as the mention of the 

implications and contributions of the research for the academia and investors industry. Lastly, the 

limitations of the study will be outlined followed by some propositions for future research related 

to this topic.  

General considerations of the research 

As this research had an interpretive approach, it recognized that as social actors we play a part in 

the world, interpreting our roles in accordance with the meaning we give to them, and 

furthermore, inferring the social role of others in accordance with our own set of meanings 

(Saunders et al., 2012). The abductive approach and the research design a product of conscious 

and deliberate decisions.  

The choose of a case study analyzing the four largest and significant Danish institutional investors 

which communicate on SDGs was in order to investigate how the industry is moving to a more 

sustainable approach, setting the path to other investors.  
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As previously explained, I believe this thesis represents a good example of the recontextualization 

of a discourse, taking place in the financial industry regarding responsible investments and the rise 

of specialized discursive practices adopted in pos of sustainability. In this regard, the three-fold 

framework proposed by Fairclough has been useful to carry out a comprehensive analysis of the 

research topic, contemplating the influence and interaction of the main aspects the phenomenon: 

the text, the discursive practice and the context. 

Lastly, it is important to note that as a limitation, English is not my mother tongue, either for me 

or any of the participants interviewed, therefore the attention of this research is made on the 

semiotics of the discourse rather that the linguistic aspect. In this regard, the analysis focused in 

the integration of the SDGs as a sign that has - and produces - meaning.  

Research Implications  

Regarding the implications of this research I believe that this study will be relevant principally for 

the academia as it shows how a sustainable discourse is arising and being adopted by different 

actors. This research shows how investors as social actors are making use of this discourse, giving 

it meaning and adapting it to its industry. It takes a different approach on the topic (discourse 

analysis) to investigate about the fields of sustainability and responsible investments.  

The interest of academia in sustainability field has been in how companies are integrating the 

SDGs, but investors are pressured to, therefore it is relevant to analyze it in this regard. At the same 

time the research on sustainable investments has been mainly focused in the analysis of the return 

of investments or reporting. Thus, this research poses a new area of analysis, the communicational, 

showing new topics to be researched, as the role of trust in the industry and the institutionalization 

of a discourse, signifying that the field is progressing.  

On the other hand, this study could be of some interest for the financial industry in general. As I 

have indicated, investors are struggling to communicate sustainability. The effort of their studies 

is mainly on how to report, how to assess and if it would be profitable (it is shown by the available 

literature on the topic). Nevertheless, as a second step, the communicational aspect is important, 

to show what they are doing to its stakeholders. That’s where I believe this thesis can offer a good 

guidance. Even if it is still limited, the investors in my sample are becoming the frontrunners in 

implementing the SDGs and communicating about it. As I have analyzed, it is in their priorities to 
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progress, but they also acknowledge that it is a process and we are all learning. In this sense, this 

thesis would resonate with companies and investors that are facing the same issues in 

communicating about the SDGs and can offer some guidance to the laggards that are just starting 

this journey. 

Furthermore, as Denmark is a special context regarding sustainable development and in special 

the SDGs, I believe this research could be interest for investors in other countries to have as a 

reference.  

Finally, as this research explores briefly the role of PRI and its reporting, I think it could be 

interesting for the organization to read, as it will give them an overview on the perceptions of some 

members of its network. 

Limitations 

I acknowledge that the investigation it could have been extended to a more in-depth analysis with 

a bigger sample for instance, or a comparison of the adoption of the SDGs with other contexts 

besides Denmark. However, given the time and the length of this investigation, the analysis was 

made in the most comprehensive way to the purpose of this study.  

Regarding the research process, one of the main challenges that I encountered was the apparition 

of new publications. As I have indicated, new reports, frameworks and analysis on responsible 

investment and the SDGs are published every day showing the relevance of the topic but also, 

increasing the complexity of the literature review.  

Conversely, it is important to mention that the research was framed in a strange moment that it 

could have affected its importance, as the lockdown in Denmark during COVID-19 crisis started 

when I was conducting the exploratory interviews. Even if I first doubted of the relevance of the 

research topic during such extraordinary times, I was able to interview all my selected sample, 

which implies the interest of the industry on the research.  

Moreover, and demystifying my initial worries, it is important to mention that COVID-19 crisis has 

exposed the rising importance of sustainability and ESG management for companies and investors.  

First of all, it is recognized that the pandemic has exacerbated the financial gap to reach the SDGs. 

According to Kurt Morriensen, head of Europe sustainable finance and impact investment at the 
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UNDP, nowadays the gap is of approximately 2.5 trillion dollars and 200 billion were lost in 

developing countries (Responsible Investor, 2020) putting more weight under financial institutions 

(World Benchmarking Alliance, 2020).  

Additionally, the pandemic has added new pressures on SDGs, as it made visible that the crisis 

recovery should consider the SDG framework. According to Morriensen (Responsible Investor, 

2020), the SDGs are not just a goal, they are a compass, not look 2030, and how we move forward 

that. Even more, SDGs are seen as perfect framework for recovery (Marsh, 2020). It seems that the 

pandemic questioned even more the role of investors in wealth creation and supporting 

development, highlighting the importance of sustainability.  

For example, now, PRI is asking to its members, which together manage over $100 trillion of assets, 

to look beyond the financial returns of their investments and pay greater attention to their impact 

on ESG factors, such as climate change or social inequality. The request comes as the coronavirus 

crisis and recent protests for social justice are at the center of worlds’ agenda. “With greater public 

attention paid to this issues, investors are facing growing pressure to use their vast resources to 

contribute to a more equitable world” (Marsh, 2020). 

With respect to Denmark, according to an study made by Finans Danmark , the COVID-19 pandemic 

has increased Danish investors' awareness of sustainability (Brink, 2020).  

The pandemic showed that the world is complex, interdependent and volatile, and we are facing 

multifaceted challenges. The recovery of the pandemic seems to be a massive opportunity to 

rebuild the economy that is more sustainable and will provide more resilience for society, 

accelerating the progress towards the SDGs (Marsh, 2020; Responsible Investor, 2020).  

Recommendations for future research 

Throughout the process of writing the research paper, I have identified some angles and questions 

that could be interesting to explore further. Therefore, hereafter I would like to share some 

suggestions for future research.  

As this thesis poses the topic from the analysis of discourse, the role of the discourse could be 

further investigated using stakeholder analysis to examine how SDGs are perceived form different 

actors and how it is acting as a language. As I have indicated, the SDGs aligns different actors 
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towards a common goal. It could be interesting to analyze this interplay between institutions, 

actors and agency (Fredriksson et al., 2013) and the SDGs, for instance using the stakeholder 

analysis. Moreover, institutional theory, principal agent theory and Foucauldian approach could be 

used to understand the dynamics of power between different actors, institutionalization and 

legitimization of the SDG discourse in society in general.  

While considering the sample used, firstly further research can be made focusing on the 

differences in the business’ dynamic of asset managers and asset owners. Secondly, another 

interesting research could be to take a broader approach on investors industry and using for 

instance the sample of all PRI signatories and a questionnaire to see if the insights of this research 

could be intended to be replicated by other investors. And lastly, the analysis could be replicated 

considering samples of other countries with a different approach towards the UN.  

As I have indicated, the importance of sustainability and the corporate responsibility is well 

developed and top of the agenda in Denmark but is it so in other regions? And the rest of EU? How 

is it perceived there? A comparison, maybe using PRI signatories in different locations could be of 

interest for the field.  

Furthermore, other possible areas of research were identified while conducting the exploratory 

interviews. For example, a further study could be realized on PRI role, to analyze its interaction 

with different stakeholders to identify challenges and how they can leverage their power and 

usefulness for investors.  

Finally, as this was a study that intend to shed some light in understanding how investors are using 

the SDGs, future research could evaluate the changes in their approach overtime, for example, 

with the same sample in two years’ time, even more after the aftermath of COVID-19 crisis and the 

increasing interest in sustainability. 

8. Conclusion 

In this research the integration of SDGs by Danish institutional investors was assessed. I have 

shown that there is an increasing pressure to consider sustainability in the industry, showed by the 

recent rise of responsible investment as a field.  
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Furthermore, as a society we are getting more curious and aware about how our individual 

decisions shape the world. Therefore, the world is changing and consequently, the financial 

industry is changing, exemplified by the increasing interest in active ownership, intentionality and 

awareness of the impact - positive and negative - of investments.   

In this regard, the SDGs have appeared in this particular time, increasing the interest in 

sustainability and posing new opportunities and challenges for the world and for this industry 

especially. Even if we already know that there is a massive financial gap to reach all the SDGs by 

2030, different actors are being pressured to address the goals, and the investors are not the 

exception. A lot has been already said about how the private sector is addressing the SDGs, 

however, with regard of the institutional investors the research is still very limited. Hence, my 

motivation in this thesis was to shift the focus to the role of investors, to bring a new approach 

about the topic of responsible investments.  

Driven by the idea that investors are using time and resources to integrate the SDGs into their 

practices, the thesis aimed to answer the research question of: how Danish institutional investors 

are using the SDGs? 

As I have showed, nowadays the SDG framework is mainly used as a language to communicate 

their sustainability strategy to different stakeholders. In this regard, the SDGs are mainly seen as a 

compass and a narrative that allows investors to speak in terms of sustainability to different 

audiences. By using the threefold analytical framework based in Fairclough ideas of Critical 

Discourse Analysis, I have been able to study the text, the investors’ perception and the context, 

in a comprehensive way, showing that the adoption of the SDGs represents a recontextualization 

of UN discourse, as SDGs are used basically as a way to frame investors’ approach in sustainability.  

The study showed that investors have been integrating sustainability previously, using ESG factors, 

however, these parameters are specific of the industry and it wasn’t completely known by other 

stakeholders. In this regard, the SDGs offer a good way to communicate sustainable issues, as 

people outside the industry can relate.  

As I have indicated, to speak on sustainability terms is a pressure of the market especially in Danish 

context. Investors are still market driven and, in this regard, this is a recontextualization of the 

discourse, motivated mainly by a market positioning. Profit is still the main driver of the industry 
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even if other motivations such as moral positioning and risk management were also present in 

their discourse to a greater or lesser extent.   

Regarding the power dynamics of the discourse, it could be seen that this adoption of SDG implicitly 

shows that the Danish institutional investors support the UN, they adhere to this definition of 

sustainable development and they want to show that they know about sustainability, as it is a topic 

of agenda for them and considered it as part of their strategy while investing.  

When it comes to the legitimacy of its role, this research showed that the legitimization is not a 

direct consequence of the use of SDGs, but a result that comes from all the different actions 

comprehended in their ESG strategy and management, mainly known inside the industry. 

To conclude, the investors are recontextualizing a discourse that is not characteristic of the 

industry and consequently this brings opportunities and challenges for them. How to assess it, how 

to measure, how to report on it and even more, how to assess the impact when the SDGs are 

interconnected or clashing, are some of the challenges that the SDGs poses, which correspond to 

the same challenges of the sustainability field in general. 

The investors are struggling on how to communicate what they are doing regarding sustainability. 

In this regard, the SDGs, even considering its limitations, appear as a good way to communicate 

their efforts, to state their position and alignment with the global ambition. Still, there is a long 

way to show all the work there is behind, as there is no silver bullet on tackling this. Investors are 

doing it best to address the SDGs, however the communicational disclosures are just starting, it’s 

work in progress and there is still a long way to go.  

Ultimately, SDG appears as a rising discourse in sustainability, will see how it develops, even more 

after the increasing awareness in sustainability after the COVID-19 crisis. In this regard, this thesis 

represents a good basis to continue an investigation on the use of SDGs as a language between 

different stakeholders and the institutionalization of this discourse in sustainability.  
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