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Abstract: The platform economy is the embodiment of the activities carried out by its influential
players, which by their very nature are new markets, facilitating the matching of suppliers and
customers. A new market entails access to or even joint use of underused assets, provision of new
working places, and simplification of human life with online transactions and services, which serves
the assumption that the platform economy is able to undertake sustainable development and may
meet a number of the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) introduced in 2015. First, this
paper aims to study whether the platform business model entails sustainability as its integral core
concept. Second, it attempts to assess if platform companies from two selected industries—ride-
sharing services and EdTech—meet SDGs comparably better than their predecessor linear companies
in transportation and education. The study carries out an empirical analysis of eight companies.
The results indicate that platform companies demonstrate a relatively lower commitment to SDGs
compared to linear transnational firms, which can be explained by the level of maturity of platform
companies and their still mostly non-public nature.

Keywords: platform company; platform economy; linear company; sustainable development goals;
sustainability

1. Introduction

Back in 2000, 189 countries signed the Millennium Declaration, committing to achieve
a set of 8 goals: (1) eradicate extreme poverty and hunger, (2) achieve universal primary
education, (3) promote gender equality and empower women, (4) reduce child mortality,
(5) improve maternal health, (6) combat HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases, (7) ensure
environmental sustainability, and (8) develop a global partnership for development, by
2015. These became known as the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) [1]. Later on,
in 2008, the United Nations launched the Business Call to Action (BCtA) initiative, which
was aimed at accelerating progress towards the above stated goals in low and middle-
income nations with the help of private sector, which at that time was mostly regarded as a
non-priority stakeholder [2].

In 2015, within the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, adopted by all UN
member states, 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were introduced as an urgent
call to action by all countries. Seventeen goals set 169 global targets with deadlines and
232 global indicators, which would review the progress of SDG actions against global
targets. The introduction of goals was preceded by a rather long period of negotiations,
consultations and dialogues between national governments, representatives of the business
community, non-governmental organizations, and educational and public institutions [3,4].
For the first time since the initiation of the MDGs, multinational companies have taken
a real, active participation in the process of formulating both the goals themselves, and
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the tasks faced by—among other things—international companies for achieving these
goals, thereby giving additional validity and legitimacy to all the efforts of the global
community [5]. That year more than 70% of “big” international companies announced their
commitment to the SDGs by amending their operations and strategic plans in the short-
and medium-time period [6].

Theoretical and empirical research in the field of international business and, in part,
international trade policy, traditionally rarely assesses and measures the changing role
of transnational companies in global sustainable development issues—in particular, in
agenda setting, SDG development, and the creation of intersectoral partnerships. In
most cases, research focuses on macro-level analysis [7–9] and covers the current state
of multinational companies’ commitment to SDGs within individual sectors, e.g., patent
applications [10], linkages between SDG targets and companies’ value chain operations [11];
linkages between companies’ subsidiaries and headquarters’ SDG vision [12], corporate
sustainability ethics [13] or a general overview of the issue [14].

As for new types of companies with new explosive business models that emerged
in the era of digitalization and their relationship with SDGs, the research in this field is
actively developing. However, they cannot yet provide a comprehensive and complete
understanding of the subject area under study. This is partly due to the fact that the
very nature of these new actors in the global economic space is still the subject of intense
discussion. For example, in this work, we use the concept of platform companies, but
related terms are used by other authors, such as sharing economy companies, collaborative
economy entities, i-business firms, etc. This, however, does not prevent authors using
different terms from being in a certain consensus that we are dealing with close and related
categories, and when considering issues not directly related to the development of basic
definitions, such as the topic of this study, from considering these terms as interchangeable.

Reviewing the issues raised and the results introduced by the scientific community in
terms of platform businesses and SDGs revealed that the topic of the relationship between
platform companies and the goals masks generic challenges. The results of the research
are complicated and can be different depending on: (a) separate SDGs’ alignment with
sustainability with regard to digital and platform economies, as well as SDGs taken for
analysis (each SDG has/does not have criteria in terms of a digital perspective); (b) the
typology of the platform companies, and the type of platform business model in particular,
selected for the analysis, and (c) the type of ICT prevailing in the platform.

Fuster Morell, Espelt and Cano primarily concentrated on a digital perspective of
SDGs [15]. The researchers postulated that the SDGs themselves do not promulgate digital-
ization as an effective tool of knowledge and asset accessibility, or for reaching equality.
This suggests that SDGs should improve their digital perspective to intertwine better with
sustainable platforms [15]. Their second step was to track if platform companies meet
SDGs. Fuster Morell, Espelt and Hidalgo set the tasks of comparing several platform econ-
omy models, namely cooperative models, open commons models and platform capitalism
models, and their connections with SDGs [16]. The scholars concluded that the platform
model closest to the SDGs is commons-oriented. Another important finding that they
introduced was the reasons behind why platform companies are not responding in full to
SDGs, the first being the limited digital perspective of the SDGs in their own definitions,
the second—the immaturity of the platform economy itself, which needs time to uncover
all its strengths and meet the challenges mentioned in the SDG context. The sustainable
influence of Industry 4.0 (I4.0) technologies for meeting SDGs was also helpful in shaping
the current research [17]. Researchers concluded that the majority of I4.0 technologies posi-
tively influence the 2030 Agenda, and only very few elements are expected to negatively
influence the goals related to reducing inequality (SDG10). Another work helped to touch
upon the potential of collaborative business models, which is also concerned with meeting
SDGs [18]. The authors rested on the connectedness of three concepts—sustainability,
business model innovation and cross-sector collaboration—on the condition that if they are
methodologically elaborated at the governmental level, they could lead to real-effect sus-
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tainable businesses. Few studies have been dedicated to the examination of sustainability
strategies of global firms by industry [19].

Attempts have been made to uncover the motivations that force platform companies
to demonstrate and contribute to serving society, including in the context of SDGs [20].

Realizing the potential and the increasing impact of new business models on the
economy, society and the environment, a number of authors have made efficient attempts
to assess and open a discussion on developing a methodology for assessing the impact of
platform (sharing/collaborative) economies on progress towards achieving SDGs [21].

It seems that in order to increase the understanding of the role of platform companies
in achieving Sustainable Development Goals, a complementary assessment of their com-
mitment to SDGs would be a great contribution. Commitment reflects the orientation of
the company’s senior management towards achieving SDGs, no matter what motives they
are guided by. The manifestation of commitment is an indicator of the aspiration to achieve
this goal and, to a certain extent, a guarantee of a positive effect in the future—even if at
the current time these achievements seem insignificant. In the future, one can evaluate
the effects and track the dynamics of this commitment. However, conducting such an
assessment faces a more fundamental challenge—the development of its principles and
methodology.

On the one hand, the assessment methodology should be universal—platform compa-
nies cannot and should not, in our opinion, be considered in isolation from other business
entities as their contribution to achieving universal values, namely SDGs, is evaluated.
On the other hand, in order to understand the specifics or the path along which relatively
“young” business entities are moving, it is useful to understand to what extent they can
claim to be the leaders in the matter of contributing to SDG achievements. With that
in mind, a comparative analysis of platforms with their “older” and more experienced
counterparts is necessary.

The aim of this paper is to have a deeper look at the general tendency of platform compa-
nies, crowding the world market and displacing linear businesses, and their impact on meet-
ing the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals. The relevance of the topic lies in the scarce and
fragmented findings of scholars in assessing the basic readiness/commitment of platform
companies to following SDG targets, as well as to investigate if platform companies—being
newer, and thus assuming that they are “smarter” and better functioning—fail to assume
responsibility, leading more to issues such as environmental degradation, inequality and
social injustice compared to traditional players in the market.

Considering the above stated research gap, we addressed these research questions by:
(1) conducting a selection of platform companies in order to pick up illustrative cases for
evaluating the commitment of platform companies to SDGs; (2) conducting a comparative
analysis of existing approaches to assess the contribution of companies towards the imple-
mentation of SDGs; (3) proposing a methodological approach to determine the potential of
companies to contribute to SDG achievements by assessing the degree of their commitment
to SDGs; (4) based on the proposed methodology, conducting a comparative analysis of the
degree of commitment of linear and platform companies based on selected cases.

Our findings show that the level of platform firms’ commitment to SDGs in two
selected industries, belonging to the secondary and tertiary sectors, is less explicit than
that of their linear “twins”, suggesting a broad area for discussion and interpretation of
this phenomenon.

2. Materials and Methods

Explaining platform firms’ commitment to SDGs is challenging, not least because it
has no recognized and widely used frameworks.

This section focuses on the main approaches that are used in this field and explains
how we obtained the data.

Searches for the information and indicators, that along with the strategy, goals and
interactions with stakeholders would also the reflect the organization’s activities in terms
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of their social responsibility and commitment to sustainable development, revealed that
all the entities in our study did not follow the same reporting practices. Although the
pressure for sustainability reporting is growing under the influence of global trends, it is
still a non-obligatory practice [22].

However, the changing behavior of investors and public opinion towards more re-
sponsible capital allocation decisions beyond just financial reasons, requires better clarity
and confidence in the Environmental, Social and Corporate Governance (ESG) agenda
disclosed by a company.

Unlike with financial reporting standards, guided by the International Accounting
Standards Board (IASB), whose approach is generally accepted in more than 140 countries,
the international community is still at a crossroads in developing a unified and globally
accepted system for corporate disclosure of sustainability commitment. As of 2020, there
were more than 100 multi-stakeholder initiatives in this field, involving 5181 constituent
members [23].

Still, several initiatives in this field have gained the greatest recognition.

1. The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI)

The GRI was founded in 1997 as the initiative of two non-profit organizations (CERES
and the Tellus Institute) to create “the first accountability mechanism to ensure companies
adhere to responsible environmental conduct principles, which was then broadened to
include social, economic and governance issues” [24]. In 2016, the GRI introduced the first
global standards for sustainability reporting that reflect corporate responsibility for their
impacts and contributions to a sustainable future.

2. The Climate Disclosure Standards Board (CDSB)

The CDSB was founded in 2007 as an international consortium of business and envi-
ronmental NGOs “to provide investors with decision-useful environmental information
via the mainstream corporate report, enhancing the efficient allocation of capital” [25].

3. The International Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC)

The IIRC was founded in 2010 by The Prince of Wales’ Accounting for Sustainability
Project, the Global Reporting Initiative and the International Federation of Accountants
in order to “consolidate existing reporting practices to move towards a reporting frame-
work that provides the information needed to develop the global economic model to
meet the challenges of the 21st century” [26]. In other words, this reporting standard is
aimed at demonstrating how financial and non-financial performance connects with the
environmental, social and governance contexts within which every firm operates.

4. Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB)

The SASB was founded in 2011 as a nonprofit organization “to help businesses and in-
vestors develop a common language about the financial impacts of sustainability prospects”.
Unlike all the other initiatives, the SASB gives guidelines for the disclosure of sustainability
information which is financially significant and industry-specific, thus making it purpose-
fully relevant for investors [27].

In June 2021, the IIRC and SASB merged to form the Value Reporting Foundation
(VRF), with the goal of leading to a “shared understanding of enterprise value—how it is
created, preserved or eroded over time” for both businesses and their stakeholders [28].

This is another attempt to clarify and simplify the corporate reporting landscape; how-
ever, the initiative still has a long way to go in order to become a unified global reporting
standard. Along with that, in November 2021 during the UN Climate Change Confer-
ence (COP26), the IFRS Foundation Trustees announced the formation of the International
Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB)—“a comprehensive global baseline of high-quality
sustainability disclosure standards to meet investors’ information needs” [29].

As all the revised ESG reporting standards are still far away from being as unified and
comprehensive as the financial reporting standards, we relied on the SDG Impact Standards,
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developed by SDG Impact—a flagship initiative of the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP). Being driven by the UN in total accordance with the initial SDGs’
ambition, these standards are undergoing public consultations, “including the investment
and business community, civil service organizations, organizations expert in human rights
and the rights of indigenous peoples, other United Nations bodies as initiatives, and
relevant industry groups” [30].

The most advantageous distinguishing feature of the SDG Impact Standards is that,
unlike all the other initiatives we considered earlier, these standards were developed in
order to make them a universal, available as a voluntary, self-assessment guide. This made
them the perfect framework for use in our study, considering that this approach enables
the usage of open-access data on firms’ performances.

We used the second public consultation draft of the SDG Impact Standards for Enter-
prises (as of March 2021 guidelines), following their criteria [31].

We examine whether entities disclose information concerning SDG commitment in
open-access sources—annual statutory reports, official corporate statements and initiatives
(that can be traced on the company’s website), and CEO interviews. Measures of firms’
transparency were based on disclosure quantity, rather than quality—and this is true of
the commitment issues, which are still not properly formalized—found in the literature on
political science and international business [32,33]. We follow this formal counting approach
in incorporating an informativeness dimension: disclosure of the number of initiatives
towards committing to SDGs allows responsible investors to compare the performances of
different firms with different backgrounds within the ESG dimension, whereas disclosure
of definite figures in terms of a number of patents, alternative energy solutions, or a number
of generated livelihood opportunities does not.

2.1. Sample Construction
2.1.1. Selecting the Sample for Automotive Industry and Ride-Sharing Services

There are 31 companies within the Auto and Truck Manufacturing industry on the
Forbes Global 2000 list of 2019. We took the ranking of 2019 because it was the last available
year that included classification not only within sectors but also within industries for the
listed companies. For the ranking, Forbes uses data from the FactSet Research systems to
screen for the biggest public companies over four metrics—sales, profits, assets and market
value—from the latest 12-month financial data available. All figures are consolidated in
U.S. dollars. The ranking methodology required the creation of four separate lists of the
2000 biggest companies across each of the metrics. Then, each of the four 2000 lists had a
minimum cutoff value for a company to qualify: sales $4.47 billion, profits of $333.3 million,
assets of $10.72 billion and market value of $6.55 billion. A company needed to qualify
for at least one of the lists to be eligible for the final Global 2000 ranking. After qualitative
computations, experts provided a final quality control by checking for issues that do not
show up in figures but hamper the company’s image. Publicly traded subsidiaries for
which the parent company consolidates figures were also excluded from the list (for most
destinations the consolidation level means control over 50% or more of the subsidiary’s
stock) [34].

The next criteria was the commitment of the company to the UN Global Compact.
The UN Global Compact has 296 entities within the Automobiles and Parts sector among
its participants. Twenty out of 31 companies from the Forbes Global 2000 list joined the
Compact. Thus, the dropout rate at this stage was 35.5%.

The last criteria—the institution’s commitment to the BCtA Initiative—was met by
neither of the companies. In fact, BCtA now has only two members in transport and logistics
that are scaling profitable business solutions for low and middle-income economies, and
none of the taxi- or car-sharing platforms are among them.

With this in mind, we focused on the leaders in the Forbes Global 2000 Ranking within
the Auto and Truck Manufactures industry.
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The reasons for comparing the automotive industry with ride-sharing services stand
on the concept that was first introduced 50 years ago by K. Schwab and H. Kroos, and then
developed by K. Schwab and P. Vanham [35]. Stakeholder capitalism is a form of capitalism
in which companies do not only optimize short-term profits for shareholders, but seek
long-term value creation, by taking into account the needs of all their stakeholders and
society at large [35]. Today, for us, this means that the institute of private property is no
longer needed. Instead, a “user economy” is introduced. “The world will no longer be the
same, capitalism will take a different form, we will have completely new types of property
in addition to private and state. The largest multinational companies will take on more
social responsibility, they will more actively participate in public life and be responsible for
the common good” [36].

This approach is also in line with the concept of “shared consumption” [37]. Sharing
economies are becoming a new socio-economic model that revolutionizes our consumption
of goods and services. As the real need of a consumer is not to possess a thing (in our
case—a vehicle) but to get the value from that thing (in our case—transportation or moving
over distances), the institute of private property is greatly under threat. Thus, we have
more and more examples in which the consumer’s tangible asset (a car) is substituted by
the intangible service (transportation as a service—TaaS model). Additionally, ride-sharing
platforms are not the only drivers of this shift anymore; car manufacturers are also starting
to launch ride-sharing. In 2019, Volkswagen introduced a carsharing service “We Share” in
Berlin; in 2021, they continued the initiative in Hamburg, positioning it as “a much-used
alternative to public transit” [38]. In 2020, Tesla launched an opportunity to share personal
cars with other people by introducing a special feature in its app (a part of Tesla’s Network
initiative), claiming it “will enable the customers to either provide ride-sharing service
in their vehicle, similar to other ride-hailing services or rent out their vehicles to other
customers, similar to other crowdsourcing agencies” [39].

So, for the platform companies in this segment, we tried to undertake a review of the
leading and most cited rankings to obtain a sample of global ride-sharing companies. Given
the connectedness of the planned sample to the specific industry, it was not a surprise to
discover that these players in the automobile industry could hardly be found in the platform
company rankings, showing controversy between their popularity among consumers and
their unlisted, unranked status in parallel. It was decided to use a multi-level analysis and
apply it to: (a) 43 platforms compiled by Cusumano, Gawer and Yoffie, ranked as purely
transactional or innovative platforms [40]; (b) top 100 digital MNEs according to sales or
operating revenue, compiled by the World Investment Report 2017, which analyzed all
digital MNEs [41]; and (c) top 100 global digital platforms in 2021 according to market
capitalization, compiled by Dr. Holger Schmidt and providing a sample of 100 platform
companies [42].

The revealed result was that the ranking by Cusumano et al. introduced only 22 trans-
action platforms, hypothetically including taxi and ride-hailing companies, that ultimately
did not provide data on the number of ranked companies. The listed companies were
mostly from the internet content market or e-commerce.

Ranking of digital MNEs by UNCTAD had none of the analyzed companies on their
list either. It is of note the reason for which some platform companies, including Uber, were
unlisted in the Top Digital MNEs. The reason was that they did not meet the third criteria
of the selection: (1) applicability to MNEs (foreign revenues or assets over 10% of the total,
and subsidiaries outside the home economy), (2) listing on stock exchanges worldwide,
and (3) provision of relevant information on the geographic distribution of sales. A number
of platform companies, due to their virtual presence in the majority of countries and having
only the headquarters with no affiliated registration, provide no information on foreign
sales or foreign assets.

Finding no taxi or ride-hailing companies in the first two rankings, it was decided to
apply the Top 100 global digital platforms according to market capitalization 2021 compiled
by Dr. Holger Schmidt, and the required entities for the analysis were finally discovered [43].
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As of the 2021 ranking, this includes six entities—Uber, Lyft, Didi Chuxing, Ola, Grab, and
Yandex (Yandex. Taxi as part of the Yandex company). Given the changeability of the market
capitalization of such businesses, we attempted to see the presence of these companies
in the ranking of dynamics. The results allowed us to reveal that all six companies were
ranked over 5 years in the ranking compiled by Schmidt from 2017 to 2021, with Uber
outpacing the others by market value, followed by Didi Chuxing. The final selection of the
company used in the analysis resulted from the publicity of the companies’ annual reports,
with Uber again providing the necessary information. Dissimilarly, for Didi Chuxing,
there are no annual reports on the company’s official website (the company became public
only in 2021) [44]. For these reasons, for the final analysis, we took Lyft—third by market
capitalization, with annual reports for 2019 and 2020 available.

2.1.2. Selecting the Samples for Universities and EdTech Companies

There are 1118 higher education institutions in the Times Higher Education Impact
Ranking 2021 [45]. This number comprises a variety of organizations involved in higher
education such as universities, institutes and specialist colleges that provide data on SDG
17 and at least three other SDGs. By number of institutions in the ranking, Canada was
represented with 23 universities, Australia with 24, Thailand with 25, Taiwan with 35,
Pakistan with 36, Iraq with 37, Brazil and Spain with 38, USA with 45, India and Turkey
with 49, the UK with 50, Japan with 75 and Russia with 76. While the sample displays a bias
towards higher levels of developing nation representation, countries with the best scores
across all their universities are Australia, the UK and Canada. Institutions from emerging
markets have relatively low scores.

The next criteria, as with the auto industry, was the commitment of the institution to
the UN Global Compact. The UN Global Compact has 691 academic institutions among
its participants. However, only a few institutions from the Times Higher Education Im-
pact Ranking, defined at a previous stage, have signed on to the Compact. Thus, out of
76 Russian universities, none were in the list; out of 75 Japanese—only 5; out of 50 from the
UK—only 10. The dropout rate on this stage was 99%.

Having recognized this discrepancy, we decided to focus on those institutions that had
both high scores in the Times Higher Education Impact Ranking (more than 90.0 points)
and an active global compact status, and as one more filter, we then checked whether
they had a well-developed internationalization strategy, resulting in a high percentage of
international students and/or educational programs with partner institutions abroad.

The last criteria—the institution’s commitment to the BCtA Initiative—was met by
none of the education institutions. In fact, BCtA now has only four members in education
that are scaling profitable business solutions for low and middle-income economies, and
none of the higher educational institutions or MOOC platforms are among them.

As for the platform companies in this segment, the sampling from the rankings of
the platform companies was even more complicated than with regards to taxi and ride-
hailing companies. None of the rankings analyzing platform companies listed EdTech
companies. Therefore, for our study, we selected two companies by three authoritative
criteria: (1) availability of data for public access; (2) availability of free educational courses
as a solid proof of meeting SDG 4; and (3) number of courses and users registered on the
platform. The sample resulted in the selection of EdX and Coursera—two educational
platforms with the biggest number of users and provided courses.

3. Results
3.1. What Sustainability Does a Platform Business Model Show?

A platform business model is a model “focusing on being an interaction provider
between supply and demand, focusing on data, and focusing on building alliances and
ecosystems” [46].

Preceded by the business context, sustainability refers to “doing business without
negatively impacting the environment, community, or society as a whole” [47]. A company
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that includes sustainability in its strategy aims to make a positive impact on at least
one of the pillars of sustainability as a general concept, namely, the economy, society or
environment [48].

An important disclaimer on sustainability in terms of the subject of this research—
platform companies—should be made. This paper estimates if platform companies from
the selected industries meet the UN SDGs in a more efficient way than linear ones. It
does not cover the issue of measuring the sustainability of the platform business model
as vigorously implemented by miscellaneous types of companies: linear, tech, sharing,
platform, etc.

Given the platform companies selected for the analysis, it can be claimed that their
platform business models entail sustainability. Referring to Uber and Lyft, they promote
accessible transportation; EdX and Coursera disseminate accessible and high-level educa-
tional courses.

3.2. Comparative Analysis of Platform and Linear MNEs in Terms of Meeting SDGs

We have studied the Forbes Global 2000 list of 2019. It was comprised of 10 sectors with
82 industries. Out of these 82 industries we selected 50—only those that were represented
by at least 10 companies. Then, we studied the ESG corporate reports of 2 companies from
each of the 50 industries for the latest year available, in order to make general estimations
on how these companies contribute (or to be more precise: claim that they contribute) to
SDGs. The results are presented below:

SDG 1—No poverty—equal pay and safety working conditions, no bounded la-
bor/slavery in the supply chain, generation of livelihood opportunities.

SDG 2—Zero hunger—reduction of food waste and loss, capacity building and sharing
of knowledge on sustainable agriculture.

SDG 3—Good health and well-being—support to national health systems, providing
affordable healthcare options to employees.

SDG 4—Quality education—vocational, training and other educational programs for
employees and communities, flexible work options engaging online and offline educational
possibilities, support access to childcare for employees with children.

SDG 5—Gender equality—inclusion of gender equality principles in company policies.
SDG 6—Clean water and sanitation—development of new technologies and products

for better sanitation, improvement of water usage in production processes.
SDG 7—Affordable and clean energy– investments in new (alternative) energy solu-

tions, development of new technologies and processes for lower energy capacity.
SDG 8—Decent work and economic growth—introduction of financial advisory initia-

tives for employees, improvement of economic inclusion through supply and value chains.
SDG 9—Industry, innovation and infrastructure—integration of sustainable, resource-

efficient and green practices into business models.
SDG 10—Reduced inequalities—introduction of a fair wage policy, assistance to

marginalized groups with employment opportunities.
SDG 11—Sustainable cities and communities—assistance to marginalized groups,

including charity options, development of transportation policies for employees and supply
chain operations, on-site spatial improvements.

SDG 12—Responsible consumption and production—development of circular models
for products, engagement of consumers in sustainable development through benefit plans
and knowledge dissemination.

SDG 13—Climate action—investments into and development of new green technolo-
gies and processes for a better climate-related impact.

SDG 14—Life below water –introduction of practices for waste collection, reuse
and recycling.

SDG 15—Life on land—introduction of practices for waste collection, reuse and recycling.
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SDG 16—Peace, justice and strong institutions—raise awareness of the relevant legisla-
tive regulations and codes among employees, implementation of zero-tolerance to bribery
and corruption.

SDG 17—Partnership towards goals—better collaboration ties with competitors within
the industry, dissemination of knowledge about own best practices in the SDG fields.

To date, more than 18,000 companies (almost twice as many as back in 2019) have
declared their readiness to participate in achieving the SDGs by joining the 10 principles of
the UN Global Compact [49]. Being the largest global initiative in the field of corporate so-
cial responsibility, the Treaty has been a platform since 2000 for promoting the UN’s desire
to achieve sustainable development goals through the active interaction of multinational
businesses. The question remains open concerning the real degree of involvement of all
these companies in the processes of reorganizing their management and operational activi-
ties to bring them as close as possible to the ideals of the SDGs, since many global firms still
consider sustainable development as synonymous to corporate social responsibility (CSR).
Additionally, although CSR is implemented, as a rule, in stages, gradually increasing efforts
to improve social, environmental and economic indicators of business—i.e., compliance
with measures and prudence (to optimize work and avoid negative consequences) →
optimization and control (including quality management systems and sustainable devel-
opment) → and, finally, integration of environmental and social issues into the business
model and value creation—most companies so far associate themselves only with the first
and second stages [50–53].

As far as all the companies studied in our research are public, under the pressure of
public opinion and national, regional and internationally voiced commitment to SDGs,
they all proclaim the importance of the SDGs and give promises to contribute to their
achievement. In public reporting, all companies focus mainly on environmental, social, and
governance issues that matter most to their business and their stakeholders—customers,
employees, regulators, investors, and even urban areas. For platform companies, stake-
holders also include platform users.

However, none of the platform companies from our study (Uber, Lyft, edX, Coursera)
is a signatory or participant of the UN Global Compact. Still, some of them publish official
documentation, indicating their aspirations to meet SDGs.

Thus, Uber has voiced the CEO’s commitment to SDGs—mostly focused on SDG 8, 12
and 13, and the Climate Assessment and Performance Report. Both Uber and Lyft prepare
environmental, social and corporate governance reports [54–57].

Coursera and EdX mostly deliver commitment through free courses on sustainable
development. EdX is also partnering with the SDG Academy— with a focus on SDG 4
and 17.

3.3. Meeting of SDGs by Companies in the Automotive Industry and Ride-Sharing Services

The automotive industry is a significant sector of the world economy, with more than
3% of the global GDP, and is one of the drivers for macroeconomic growth, stability and
technological progress in both developed and developing countries, covering many related
industries [58].

In 2019, almost 92 million cars were produced worldwide [59]. China, the USA, Japan,
and the EU are the largest manufacturers of passenger cars and commercial vehicles [60].
This reflects that fact that over the past decade, the competitive scenario in the automotive
industry has changed dramatically. If until 2010 the world leader in the production of
motor vehicles was the European Union, with a global share of more than 30%, since the
beginning of 2010 the EU has lost its primacy to China [61]. These changes also directly
affect the group of manufacturing companies. At the moment, three conglomerates are
leading: the Volkswagen Group (12.2% of the global market), Toyota Group (11.4%) and
Renault–Nissan–Mitsubishi Alliance (10.8%) [62].

For the choice of the linear companies sample, we followed three criteria, outlined in
Section 2. As none of the top auto companies listed in Forbes Global 2000 were among the
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signatories of the BCtA Initiative, we focused on the two leaders in the Forbes Global 2000
Ranking within the Auto and Truck Manufacturing industry who also signed under the UN
Global Compact. These companies are Toyota (#15 in the Forbes list) and Volkswagen (#18).

Toyota Motor Corp., the leading manufacturer of motor vehicles and parts by market
value ($176.6 billion); it is a Japanese company founded in 1937, operating in a variety
of segments: (1) automotive—design, manufacturing, assembling and sales of passenger
and commercial vehicles, related parts and accessories; (2) IT—development of intelligent
transport systems; (3) financial services—purchase or lease financing to dealers and cus-
tomers along with retail leasing; and (4) other segments—telecommunications, sales of
housing, etc.

Even though Toyota, along with the producers of high-class cars, such as Ferrari,
Porsche and Tesla, and the majority of Chinese manufacturers, has not expressed a com-
mitment to the Global Compact, it is actively performing in other reporting formats. Since
1999, Toyota has published Environmental Reports, and since 2002, Sustainability Data
Books [63]. In 2016, the company introduced the CDP Supply Chain Program to support
continuous environmental initiatives (reduction of greenhouse gas emissions, water re-
source conservation and protection of forests) conducted with suppliers. For the 2020
assessment, the company got an A score (the highest possible) for climate change and water
security issues [64].

Toyota is attempting to become carbon neutral via both energy-saving and the intro-
duction of renewable energy and the utilization of hydrogen, with the aim of achieving
zero carbon emissions from all global plants by 2050.

Volkswagen AG, the leading European manufacturer of motor vehicles and parts, has
a market value of $91.9 billion. Like Toyota, it was founded in 1937, and now operates
in a variety of areas: (1) automotive—design, manufacturing, assembling and sales of
passenger and commercial vehicles, related parts and accessories both for Volkswagen
and other brands of the group; (2) power engineering—development and production of
large-bore diesel engines, turbo compressors, industrial turbines, chemical reactor systems,
gear units, propulsion components and testing systems; and (3) financial services—dealer
and customer financing, leasing, banking, insurance, fleet management services, etc.

Unlike Toyota, Volkswagen has been an active UN Global Compact participant
since 2002.

Since 2017, it has published Group Sustainability Reports with information on aspects
of employee, environmental and social matters, human rights and ethical codes [65]. It is
also on the A list of the CDP Program 2020 for water security issues and on the A-list for
climate change issues [64].

Volkswagen is attempting to reduce total carbon emissions via its climate-neutral
e-mobility program, which requires decarbonization of both the production and supply
chain. From 2030, all plants worldwide, other than in China, are to operate entirely on
green electricity.

As the automotive industry is heavily exposed to carbon emission issues, both Toyota
and Volkswagen seriously consider reporting on SDG achievement progress. In general,
their reporting highlights contributions to the following SDGs:

SDG 7: development of new technologies and processes for lower energy capacity;
SDG 8: information on employees; collective bargaining agreements; employees,

receiving regular performance and career development reviews;
SDG 12: proportion of spending on local suppliers; waste disposal;
SDG 13: financial implications and other risks, and opportunities due to climate

change; reduction of energy consumption; reduction of GHG emissions;
SDG 16: values, principles, standards and norms of behavior; consulting stakeholders

on economic, environmental and social topics; assessment of operations for risks related to
corruption; approaches to tax governance; political contributions;

SDG 17: mechanisms for advice and concerns about ethics.



Sustainability 2022, 14, 674 11 of 19

Gradual shifts from car ownership to the Transportation-as-a-Service model require
investigation into the leading ride-sharing providers. As already outlined in Section 2, we
examined Uber and Lyft as platform companies. Uber, founded back in 2009, is now the
leading global ride-sharing service. In 2019 Uber went public. In its mission statement,
Uber positions itself as “a tech company whose mission is to help power movement of both
people and things”, providing ride options, food delivery, and freight services in more than
70 countries [66]. It has more than 100 million active platform consumers and $92 billion in
annualized run-rate gross bookings across all platforms [55].

In all its reporting and public positioning, Uber states its commitment to sustainable
development. Thus, it responds to standards of the Sustainability Accounting Standards
Board (SASB), the Task Force on Climate-related Financial Disclosures (TCFD), and the
ESG. However, when studied in detail, the company mostly commits to climate-related
issues—although with some attention to SDGs 8, 10 and 11 by sharing ideas and taking
action in fighting racism and reaching full equity, diversity and inclusion, as well as
changing transportation policies in cities [56]. However, the biggest company’s bet for
achieving SDGs is to carry out 100% of its rides globally in zero-emission vehicles or
through micromobility and public transit by 2040.

Lyft, another on-demand ride-sharing service, was founded in 2012 and is now one of
the largest multimodal transportation networks in the United States and Canada, with over
two million rides per month. Like Uber, it went public in 2019. Registered revenues in 2020
dropped to $2.4 billion from a record $3.6 billion in 2019 [67].

As with all the companies in this segment, Lyft focuses mostly on its contribution to
reduced emissions by supporting a car-free lifestyle. However, as with Uber, Lyft feasibly
assists with SDG 8, 10 and 11 by sharing full equity and its diversity approach, supporting
low-income communities and helping to improve city communities. By 2030, the company
is planning to have 100% electric vehicles in its network [57].

A comparative assessment of the two selected car manufacturers and two ride-sharing
platforms with regards to the SDG Impact Standards for Enterprises [31] is presented
in Table 1.

Table 1. SDG Impact Standards for Enterprises. Assessment of car manufacturers and ride-sharing platforms.

Requirements’ Dimension * Uber Lyft Volkswagen Toyota

1. Strategy 1.1
1.2

2. Management
2.1
2.2
2.3

3. Transparency

3.1
3.2
3.3
3.4
3.5
3.6

4. Governance
4.1
4.2
4.3
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We classify the degree of commitment showcased for every given indicator by whether:
(a) no information is disclosed; (b) minimal information (commitment announced, but no
supporting data is disclosed); (c) partial information (commitment announced, but support-
ing data is disclosed only in CEO interviews); (d) almost full information (commitment an-
nounced, supporting data is disclosed in CEO interviews and official corporate statements
and initiatives); (e) full information (commitment announced, supporting data is disclosed
in CEO interviews, official corporate statements and initiatives, and annual reports).
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In the Table, the assessment carried out using this logic is visualized, where mini-
mum (red color) stands for no information, and maximum (green color) stands for full
information disclosure.

3.4. Meeting of SDGs by Universities and EdTech Companies

Holon IQ forecasts that the global education market is to reach more than $10 trillion
by 2030, due to population growth in developing countries and re-skilling and up-skilling
demand in developed economies [68]. As almost 1.3 billion people are projected to reach
working age in the next 10 years, and as Asia and Africa will contribute mostly to this
growth, education as an industry is turning into a prominent player in the SDG ‘win–win-
game’ [69].

Most tertiary educational institutions fall into SDG 4 as they all, at least in public
opinion, ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and the promotion of lifelong
learning opportunities for all. According to the UNESCO Institute for Statistics, the world
average for gross enrollment ratio for tertiary education (SDG 4.3.2) in 2020 was only
40.24%, with large disparities between countries: less than 10% for Sub-Saharan African
countries and more than 85% in Northern America and Europe [70].

Simultaneously, they contribute to SDG 5 by empowering equal gender opportunities
in education. What is more important, global gender balance in higher education is shifting
towards female rather than male (as it is in previous educational levels); however, gender
equity within science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) fields might vary
significantly country by country [70–73].

Access to higher educational programs and inequalities in educational attainment
among men and women of different socio-economic statuses is a stumbling block for
the majority of universities providing on-campus education. However, for education
technologies (here and after—EdTech) companies, the fact that they act within the platform
model ensures the goal of empowering learners from all over the world to create pathways
to a better life through distant access to best (or at least better) learning practices in a variety
of fields.

For our study, we obtained publicly available data on EdX and Coursera—two educa-
tional platforms with the highest number of users and provided courses.

EdX is an online educational platform providing more than 3000 courses to more than
35 million users through almost 15,000 instructors. It was founded in 2012 as an initiative
of MIT and Harvard for providing open-access courses to a wide panel of learners. Within
less than 10 years, edX turned into a global educational provider with its own learning
management system (Open edX).

The edX commitment to SDGs goes beyond SDG4 and includes an embrace of sus-
tainable development as a holistic and activist pursuit [74]. By providing better access to
knowledge and skill-sets, the platform helps its learners to obtain jobs and career changes.

As with EdX, Coursera was founded in 2012 by two Stanford professors with the
mission of providing life-transforming learning experiences to learners around the world.
Today, Coursera is the largest player in the field, offering over 3000 courses to more
than 92 million users through partnerships with more than 250 universities, non-profit
organizations and businesses [75].

By creating greater access to world-class education online, Coursera enables the
creation of accessible pathways for learners with different backgrounds and opportunities
to secure jobs in transforming environments—thus driving lasting social change. According
to the company’s own estimations, free access to content on Coursera is equivalent to
$460 million [75]. Even though Coursera is not in the list of companies that signed under
the UN Global Compact, in 2021 it earned the B Corp certification for meeting rigorous
standards of social and environmental performance, accountability and transparency [76].
The same year it also converted to a Public Benefit Corporation.

The latest available data from EdX shows that in 2012–2016, 67% of their learners were
men and 33% women [77]. The share of overall enrollments from women on Coursera
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globally increased from 38% in 2018–2019 to 45% in 2020. For STEM courses, which teach
many high-demand digital skills, enrollments among women grew from 31% in 2018–2019
to 38% in 2020 [78].

For better comparison, we have chosen two universities that meet the following criteria:
(1) University is ranked in the Times Higher Education Impact Ranking, which assesses

more than 1100 universities from 94 countries on action taken towards the UN SDGs.
(2) University has signed onto the UN Global Compact, as the world’s largest corporate

responsibility initiative.
(3) University has an international student body and educational programs with

partner institutions abroad.
The first university that meets all three of these criteria is the University of Manchester,

UK. It was the first university in the UK to set social responsibility as its core goal. Today,
the University is playing a leading role in tackling SDGs in four ways: (1) research impact
through publications, partnerships and collaborations; (2) teaching through providing
accessible education to different communities globally and building social responsibility
opportunities into the curriculum; (3) public engagement activity in order to involve
and inspire local and global communities with SDGs; (4) responsible campus processes,
operations and policies [79].

Since 8 April 2019, the University is a member of the UN Global Compact as part of its
respect for human rights, the labor environment and anti-corruption [80].

In the Times Higher Education Impact Ranking 2021 the University of Manchester
ranked number 1, with the best scores for SDGs 9, 11, 12 and 17.

The University of Manchester has over 10,000 international students enrolled from
almost 160 countries.

The RMIT University, Australia, has been a participant of the UN Global Compact
since September 17, 2003 [81].

In the Times Higher Education Impact Ranking 2021, the RMIT University ranked
number 3, with the best scores for SDGs 8, 9, 10 and 17.

RMIT has exchange programs with more than 150 partner institutions on three conti-
nents and almost a quarter of its 30,000 students are international ones.

A comparative assessment of the selected four educational bodies within the SDG
Impact Standards for Enterprises [31] is presented in Table 2. As with Table 1, we classify the
degree of commitment showcased for every given indicator from minimum (no information
is disclosed) to maximum (full information is disclosed).

Table 2. SDG Impact Standards for Enterprises. Assessment of universities and EdTech companies.

Requirements’ Dimension * EdX Coursera University of
Manchester

RMIT
University

1. Strategy 1.1 4 3 5 4
1.2 4 5 5 4

2. Management
2.1 4 4 4 4
2.2 3 3 5 5
2.3 3 3 4 4

3. Transparency

3.1 2 2 5 4
3.2 2 2 4 3
3.3 4 5 4 4
3.4 4 4 4 4
3.5 4 5 5 5
3.6 2 5 4 4

4. Governance
4.1 4 4 4 4
4.2 4 5 5 5
4.3 5 4 5 5
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4. Discussion

Platform companies entered the market at the beginning of the second decade of the
21st century, and despite the fact that they were able to gain very serious positions in
the market within just ten years and become competitors for many linear transnational
firms that have been on the market for many decades, they are still in the first stage of
the evolution of their management system and interaction with the external environment.
The evolution of positioning in relation to sustainable development goals has taken linear
companies more than fifty years, starting with the report “Limits of Growth” by the Club
of Rome and the report of the Bruntland Commission of 1987 [82,83].

The fact that linear companies still play a very important role in the economy and in
the life of society, while platform companies are rapidly strengthening their positions and
successfully competing with linear ones—often taking away customers and resources from
them by creating new markets and implementing the principles of stakeholder capitalism—
urges many stakeholders to carefully observe and try to evaluate the results of their activi-
ties not only in terms of economic efficiency, but also their consequences and contribution to
a wide range of issues of concern to society—one of which is undoubtedly the achievement
of SDGs [7–21].

Public institutions, the academic community, and government agencies are trying
to understand, systematize and evaluate the impact of business structures (both linear
and platform) on the achievement of SDGs. The methodology proposed in this paper for
assessing companies’ commitment to achieving SDGs is a contribution to the development
of tools for assessing the readiness of platform companies to commit themselves to the
promotion of critically important issues for society [22–33].

The assessment of companies’ commitment to achieving SDGs remains debatable.
Further elaboration is required on whether commitment can be considered as a starting
point for assessing the real desire of companies to contribute to the implementation of
SDGs, and on which indicators or other tools can be used for an objective assessment
of this.

A separate issue, nevertheless closely related to the proposed model, is the assess-
ment of the real contribution of platform companies to the achievement of SDGs. As
was indicated, researchers have already addressed the topic of the methodology for as-
sessing the contribution of the platform/sharing/collaborative economy, or its individual
representatives, and its testing on individual country cases, e.g., [21].

In our opinion, it is fundamentally important to assess the correlation between the
level of demonstrated commitment to achieving SDGs and the actual contribution to its
achievement. This analysis seems to be multi-factorial, starting from the confirmation of
the real relationship between these variables, and ending with the determination of specific
indicators of the propensity of firms belonging to different industries, countries, etc., to
deviate from the fulfillment of their declared commitment.

5. Conclusions

The proposed model for assessing the commitment of platform companies to achieving
SDGs integrates the results obtained in the framework of theoretical interdisciplinary
research and practical developments in the framework of public discussions—primarily
under the auspices of UN institutions.

The proposed methodology makes it possible to assess the degree of commitment of
platform firms to achieving SDGs by four parameters: Strategy, Management, Transparency
and Governance. This allows us to comprehensively determine, on the basis of open
data, the degree of declared (and simultaneously open to public evaluation) data and the
commitment, or at least the declaration of commitment, to SDGs by platform firms. Such
an assessment is extremely important in terms of the future development of companies’
strategic goals and values that are pledged by their senior decision makers.
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This methodology is based on indicators that can be estimated for most platform
enterprises based on open data. Thus, it allows us to make an independent assessment
of the company’s commitment (declared or real) to achieving sustainable development
goals. Such an assessment, in turn, enables the analysis of the company’s achievements
in SDGs—taking into account intentions to advance or follow instructions for achieving
sustainability. This is of fundamental importance, since, at least at the current stage, the
commitment to SDGs in most cases is still taken on a non-regulatory basis.

The conducted testing of the model, based on selected cases, confirmed the assumption
that platform companies demonstrate less commitment to SDGs. These results are in line
with data previously obtained by researchers that, despite the digital nature of platform
companies, they are currently unable to confirm a high efficiency of their business model in
terms of contributing to the achievement of SDGs, in contrast to their effectiveness within
financial indicators.
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Appendix A

Table A1. SDG Impact Standards for Enterprises’ criteria.

Standard Dimension

1. Strategy

1.1 The Enterprise embeds positive contributions to sustainable development and
SDGs into its purpose and strategy

1.2 The Enterprise sets ambitious impact goals aligned with its purpose and
strategy

2. Management

2.1 The enterprise has effective processes and other mechanisms to deliver on its
strategy and impact goals.

2.2

The enterprise assesses and compares the tangible positive and negative
impacts associated with its products, services and operations, and makes
choices between options to optimize its contribution to sustainable
development and SDGs, in line with its impact goals.

2.3
The enterprise systematically monitors and manages its ongoing impacts and
acts to optimize its contributions to sustainable development and SDGs
(including managing unexpected outcomes).
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Table A1. Cont.

Standard Dimension

3. Transparency

3.1

The enterprise discloses how sustainability and contributing positively to
SDGs is integrated into decision making and reports (at least annually) on its
performance, in line with the Sustainable Development Goal Disclosure
(SDGD) Recommendations.

3.2 The enterprise communicates its impacts consistently by using SDGs and ABC
Impact Classifications, etc.

3.3

The enterprise implements reporting mechanisms to meet the needs of
stakeholders affected by its activities and the civil society organizations that
act on their behalf, including considering additional non-public, tailored
reporting or changes to existing public reporting to make disclosures more
relevant and accessible to a broader range of stakeholders.

3.4

The enterprise makes its policies concerning respect for human rights publicly
available, in line with the UNGPs, planetary boundaries in line with
science-based targets, and other responsible business practices in line with the
UNGC’s Ten Principles and the UN’s Women’s Empowerment Principles, and
discloses how it implements and manages its performance and conformance.

3.5 The enterprise complies with relevant laws and regulations regarding social,
environmental and governance disclosures.

3.6

The enterprise has its external sustainability and/or impact-related reporting
verified by an independent third party (or otherwise explains why it has
selected not to) and follows up findings with suitable rectification measures in
a timely way.

4. Governance

4.1 The enterprise’s governing body has active oversight of matters.

4.2 The enterprise’s governing body meets the national minimum corporate
governance standards.

4.3

The enterprise’s parent and/or holding company—including its ultimate
holding company—has policies, practices and performance relating to
corporate governance, respect for human rights in line with the UNGPs,
planetary boundaries in line with science-based targets, and other responsible
business practices in line with UNGC’s Ten Principles and the UN’s Women’s
Empowerment Principles, that are consistent with the requirements set out in
these standards.
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