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The GlobeScan / SustainAbility Surveys offer a unique, collaborative 
platform that uses research-driven insights, including targeted surveys of 
the most influential thought leaders in the sustainability arena from over 
eighty countries, to explore the biggest sustainability challenges.

The thousands of stakeholders surveyed include leading sustainable 
development experts and practitioners from five sectors:

• Corporate
• Government (including multi-lateral institutions)
• NGOs
• Institutional (e.g., academics)
• Service (e.g., consultants, media)

The GlobeScan / SustainAbility Surveys are in field around four times each 
year, and provide a regularly updated expert perspective on a range of 
timely topics.

You can download all the latest surveys from the GlobeScan or 
SustainAbility websites.
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More than two decades ago, government leaders, scientists, 
NGOs and other change makers gathered in Rio de Janeiro for 
a historic summit that would set the direction of sustainable 
development (SD) for years to come. Since the Earth Summit, 
progress on climate change and sustainability has been uneven, 
and, many will argue, disappointing. As the date of the United 
Nations climate change conference in Paris approaches, the 
global community is facing another seminal year, building hopes 
that the December summit will mark the beginning of a new 
chapter with ambitious goals and more decisive action.  

For this survey, we asked expert stakeholders representing 
business, government, NGOs and academia across 82 
countries to evaluate the progress that various institutions 
have made since 1992 and reflect on their expectations for 
the next 20 years. We were not surprised to see in the results 
the continuation of remarkable achievement by non-state 
actors, including especially NGOs, which remain in a league 
of their own. We were also unsurprised by the extremely poor 
performance of national governments, according to expert 
stakeholders.

What did surprise us was that stakeholders’ expectations for 
leadership are gradually becoming more balanced across a 
range of actors. No doubt, this shift is a result of frustration with 
the poor long-term achievement by state actors. But it is also 
a reflection of an increasingly complex global landscape with 
a multitude of actors expected to collaborate on solutions to 
systemic challenges. In this context, the perceived improvement 
in the performance of the United Nations is encouraging, 

and this leadership will be put to the test later this year when 
decision-makers gather in Paris. 

As usual, in this survey we asked stakeholders about who they 
consider to be the corporate leaders in the area of sustainability. 
Consistent with the past four years, Unilever’s global reputation 
among corporations is judged by experts to be unparalleled, 
with the leadership gap this year widening even further. This is a 
remarkable achievement by the company, especially since past 
leaders have tended to falter or be supplanted by others within a 
few years of claiming the top of the ranking.

This year we also asked about which NGO and national leaders 
are standing out from the pack, and why. Among NGOs, the 
World Wildlife Fund (WWF) and Greenpeace emerge as global 
top-performers and their perceived ability to engage a range of 
stakeholders once again underscores the critical importance of 
collaboration for SD progress. 

When it comes to national governments, Germany and Nordic 
countries are believed to outperform other countries on the 
global stage, but Costa Rica and China are also emerging as 
strong challengers to European dominance in the SD sphere. 

Regardless  of whether talking about corporations, NGOs 
or governments, survey respondents were clear: values are 
paramount to leadership. Without vision and commitment, 
progress will remain out of reach. We hope that this report will 
inspire new thinking, bold action and fresh collective effort. 
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Demographics Government NGO
Academic / 
Research Corporate

Service / 
Media Other Total

Africa / Middle East

Asia

Europe

Latin America / Caribbean

North America

Oceania

Total

7

10

11

11

20

5

64

10

11

41

9

30

1

102

17

26

88

20

58

17

226

10

18

82

23

64

9

206

10

17

68

16

59

5

175

4

2

18

5

8

6

43

58

84

308

84

239

43

816

Survey Methodology
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• 816 qualified sustainability experts completed the online questionnaire from March 17 to April 7, 2015.  

• Respondents were drawn from: corporate, government, non-governmental, academic/research, service/media, 
and other organizations.  

• Experts surveyed span 82 countries in Asia, Africa / Middle East, Europe, North America, Latin America / 
Caribbean, Australia / New Zealand, and comprise a highly experienced respondent pool:  

• 69 percent have more than ten years of experience working on sustainability issues. 
• 24 percent have five to ten years of experience. 
• 7 percent have three to four years of experience. 
• Respondents with less than three years of sustainability experience have been excluded from the results.
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• Non-state actors continue the trend of significantly 
outperforming all other organizations on their SD leadership 
record. The contribution of NGOs since the 1992 Earth 
Summit in Rio is ranked highest by polled experts, followed 
by social entrepreneurs, academic institutions and social 
change movements.

• The leadership of national governments since 1992 is ranked 
lowest and is viewed negatively by close to two-thirds of 
respondents. The United Nations is the only actor who 
receives higher scores compared to three years ago when 
experts were last asked the same question. 

• While national governments continue to face the most 
pressure to lead on SD issues, since 2012 expectations 
have become more balanced across a range of actors. 
Expectations for governments to lead have decreased, 
with other actors—e.g. the private sector, NGOs, the 
United Nations — now expected to more evenly share the 
responsibility.

• Perceptions of performance and expectations for 
leadership remain deeply misaligned. The discrepancy is 
most pronounced for state actors, who are expected to 
be at the helm of driving the agenda but whose perceived 
performance is very poor. In contrast, NGOs are not 
expected to lead but their perceived contribution is stellar.

• In terms of corporate sustainability leadership, for the 
fifth year in a row Unilever tops the rankings of corporate 
sustainability leaders with the leadership gap widening each 

year. The company holds its top position in all regions of 
the world with the exception of Latin America and Oceania, 
where Natura and Interface, respectively, are considered by 
experts to have the best reputation.

• WWF and Greenpeace alternate in the top position in NGO 
leadership rankings across different regions of the world. 
Experts believe that the ability to effectively engage a range 
of stakeholders and drive collaborations is the defining 
attribute of a leading NGO.

• Country leadership rankings are dominated by Germany 
and Nordic governments, with Costa Rica being the highest-
ranked country outside of Europe. China’s status as an 
emerging leader on SD is confirmed by its No. 8 position on 
the global list and reputation being most prominent in the 
eyes of experts from Asia and Oceania. 

• While the ability to engage and collaborate drives the 
reputation of NGOs, polled experts primarily measure the 
leadership performance of governments and companies by 
how well their values align with sustainable development. 
Close to a quarter of respondents also now believe that 
corporate leadership requires integration of sustainability 
into the core business model. For governments, effective 
action on energy and climate change is viewed as 
the second most-important quality of a sustainable 
development leader. 
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Institutional Leaders on Sustainability & 
Progress Since the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio 
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Advancing Sustainable Development Since Rio: Non-State Actors 
Set the Bar for Excellence
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Question
How would you rate the 
performance of each of 
the following types of 
organizations in terms of its 
contribution to progress on 
sustainable development 
since the 1992 Earth Summit 
in Rio?

Please use the 5-point scale 
provided (where 1 is “poor” and 
5 is “excellent”).

Non-governmental actors have played a leading role in advancing the sustainable development agenda since the 1992 Earth Summit 
in Rio. Polled experts believe that NGOs have outperformed all other organizations by a wide margin. They are closely followed by 
social entrepreneurs, academic institutions and social change movements. Only a small fraction of respondents positively view the 
contribution of national governments, who ranked the worst on the list of 11 types of organizations. The performance of the private 
sector is also ranked relatively low.
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Leadership Since 2012: Only the United Nations Makes Gains on 
Perceived Contribution to SD
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Question
How would you rate the 
performance of each of 
the following types of 
organizations in terms of its 
contribution to progress on 
sustainable development 
since the 1992 Earth Summit 
in Rio?

Please use the 5-point scale 
provided (where 1 is “poor” and 
5 is “excellent”).

Compared to 2012, experts’ view of the performance of most institutions has slackened somewhat. One exception is the United 
Nations, which is considered to be performing better. The perceived performance of NGOs remains the same. 

“Good performance” (4+5)

2015

2012
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Citizen-led mass social change 
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Q
uestion

In your opinion, w
ho 

should lead the sustainable 
developm

ent agenda over the 
next tw

enty years?

Please select the tw
o m

ost 
suited from

 the follow
ing list. 

N
ational governm

ents continue to face the m
ost pressure to lead on sustainable developm

ent issues. H
ow

ever, since 2012, 
expectations have becom

e m
ore balanced across a range of actors. Expectations for governm

ents to lead have decreased, w
ith other 

actors – e.g. the private sector, N
G

O
s, the U

nited N
ations – now

 expected to m
ore evenly share the responsibility.

20
15

20
12

Prom
pted, Total M

entions

N
ational governm

ents  

Private sector 

M
ulti-sectoral partnerships/collaborations 

T
he U

nited N
ations  

C
itizen-led m

ass social change m
ovem

ents 
 

C
ity/local governm

ents 

N
G

O
s 

International financial institutions
 

M
ultilateral organizations

 

Independent research and academ
ic

 
organizations  

Social entrepreneurs  

30 

25 

21 

16 

15 

11 

8 8 

7 7 

44 

29 

26 

21 

18 

14 

8 8 9 9 

5 

37 
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Perceptions of perform
ance and potential for leadership rem

ain m
isaligned. Both national governm

ents and the private sector are 
expected to be spearheading the sustainable developm

ent agenda, but their perform
ance continues to be view

ed as poor. Conversely, 
w

hile N
G

O
s, social entrepreneurs and academ

ics are not expected to be the core drivers of progress on sustainable developm
ent, their 

perform
ance is rated very high by experts. In contrast to 2012, w

hen the U
N

 w
as view

ed by experts as an organization that should lead 
but at the sam

e tim
e w

as thought to be perform
ing poorly relative to other actors, new

 results now
 place the U

N
 am

ong those best 
positioned to lead the agenda.

E
xpectations and Perform

ance R
ecord 

at O
dds for G

overnm
ents, N

G
O

s

11

Q
uestion

H
ow

 w
ould you rate the 

perform
ance of each of 

the follow
ing types of 

organizations in term
s of its 

contribution to progress on 
sustainable developm

ent 
since the 1992 Earth Sum

m
it 

in Rio?

Please use the 5-point scale 
provided (w

here 1 is “poor” and 
5 is “excellent”).

In your opinion, w
ho 

should lead the sustainable 
developm

ent agenda over the 
next tw

enty years?

Please select the tw
o m

ost 
suited from

 the follow
ing list.

Should not Who Should Lead Should

Low
Perform

ance
H

igh

M
ulti-sectoral partnerships/collaborations

Citizen-led m
ass scocial change m

ovem
ents

Private sector

N
G

O
s

U
nited N

ations

City/local governm
ents

N
ational governm

ents

Social entrepreneurs
Independent 

research/academ
ic

organizations

M
ultilateral 

organizations
International

financial institutions

A
rrow

s indicate shift from
 2012
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eaves C
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Q
uestion

W
hat specific com

panies 
do you think are leaders in 
integrating sustainability into 
their business strategy? 

Please enter a m
axim

um
 of 

3 com
panies in the spaces 

provided.

A
fter dom

inating our corporate sustainability leadership ranking for m
ore than five years, U

nilever has further im
proved its position and 

is now
 ahead of com

petitors by 27 percentage points. Patagonia, the only other com
pany to be m

entioned by m
ore than 10 percent of 

experts, rem
ains in second place. 

%
 of Experts

N
atura

5 

IKEA
5 

N
estlé

4 

38 
U

nilever

11 
Patagonia

8 
Interface

6 
M

arks &
 Spencer

3 
G

E

3 
BA

SF

3 
N

ike

3 
Coca-Cola

2 
W

alm
art

+5
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egions 
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Q
uestion

W
hat specific com

panies 
do you think are leaders in 
integrating sustainability into 
their business strategy? 

Please enter a m
axim

um
 of 

3 com
panies in the spaces 

provided.

W
e continue to see consolidation around a few

 leadership com
panies across the regions. U

nilever is in a leadership position 
throughout m

uch of the w
orld, w

ith the leadership m
argin being the largest in Europe. H

ow
ever, N

atura is perceived as the undisputed 
sustainability leader am

ong Latin A
m

erican experts, m
entioned by one-third, and Interface leads in O

ceania. 
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V
alues, B

usiness M
odel D

rive C
orporate R

eputation

15 Integrated sustainability values, including the beliefs of executive leadership, are seen as a key m
arker of corporate leadership. 

H
ow

ever, an increasing num
ber of experts m

aintain that corporate leadership in sustainable developm
ent is m

ainly driven by m
aking 

sustainability part of com
pany’s core business m

odel. 

Q
uestion

W
hy do you think [IN

SERT 
CO

M
PA

N
Y #1 FRO

M
 Q

3] 
is a leader in sustainable 
developm

ent? 

Please enter up to tw
o 

responses in the spaces 
provided. 

26 

22 

12 

12 

10 

27 

15 16 

11 

9 9 

5 

18 

13 

9 

4 

11 

2 

V
alues 

Part of core business m
odel  

Sustainable products/services  

Results / "w
alk the talk" 

A
m

bitious targets/policies 

Long-term
 com

m
itm

ent 

%
 of Experts

20
15

20
14

20
13
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W
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of N
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overnm
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ctors
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Q
uestion

W
hat specific N

G
O

s do you 
think are leaders in advancing 
sustainable developm

ent? 

Please enter a m
axim

um
 of 3 

NGO
s in the spaces provided.

O
nly a few

 N
G

O
s stand out as SD

 leaders in the eyes of experts. O
ne quarter of experts globally m

ention W
orld W

ildlife Fund as a 
leader in advancing sustainable developm

ent, m
aking it a strong presence am

ong N
G

O
s in this space. G

reenpeace also stands far 
ahead of the pack. 

%
 of Experts

W
orld W

ildlife Fund 
25

G
reenpeace 

18

O
xfam

 
9

W
orld Resources Institute (W

RI) 
6

W
orld Business Council for Sustainable 

D
evelopm

ent (W
BCSD

) 
5

Ceres 
4

Environm
ental D

efense Fund (ED
F) 

4

Friends of the Earth 
3

U
nited N

ations 
3

350.org 
2

Carbon D
isclosure Project (CD

P) 
2

Forum
 for the Future 

2



Sustainability 
L

eaders

The 2015

A
 G

lobeScan/SustainA
bility Survey

W
W

F, G
reenpeace M

aintain L
eadership Position A

cross R
egions

18

Q
uestion

W
hat specific N

G
O

s do you 
think are leaders in advancing 
sustainable developm

ent? 

Please enter a m
axim

um
 of 3 

NGO
s in the spaces provided.

Experts across the different regions m
ainly agree on w

hich N
G

O
s are leaders on sustainability, w

ith m
ostly the sam

e organizations 
appearing in the top tier. W

W
F and G

reenpeace dom
inate the space in all regions, w

ith the exception of G
reenpeace receiving notably 

few
er m

entions am
ong N

orth A
m

erican experts. W
W

F enjoys the strongest reputation am
ong European and Latin A

m
erican / 

Caribbean respondents, w
hile the leadership of G

reenpeace is m
ost prom

inent in O
ceania.
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E
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ent and C
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rive N

G
O
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eadership
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Q
uestion

W
hy do you think [IN

SERT 
N

G
O

#1 FRO
M

 Q
5] is a leader 

in sustainable developm
ent? 

Please enter up to tw
o 

responses in the spaces 
provided.

Experts believe that the ability to effectively engage a range of stakeholders and drive collaborative initiatives is the m
ain quality 

distinguishing N
G

O
 leaders, highlighting the grow

ing im
portance of partnerships in sustainable developm

ent. This is closely follow
ed 

by an organization’s ability to exert influence, and the effectiveness and im
pact of its program

s, w
hich w

as the second m
ost-frequently 

m
entioned attribute of an N

G
O

 leader. 

31

25

22

17

11

10
Reach and scope  

Leadership and advocacy 

U
nderstanding the issues  

A
pproach and goals  

Engagem
ent and collaboration  

%
 of Experts
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G
erm

any, Scandinavian G
overnm

ents  
D

om
inate C

ountry R
ankings

21

Q
uestion

W
hat specific national 

governm
ents do you think 

are leaders in advancing 
sustainable developm

ent? 

Please enter a m
axim

um
 of 3 

national governm
ents in the 

spaces provided.

G
erm

any is view
ed as a SD

 leader am
ong national governm

ents by one quarter of global experts, ahead of N
ordic countries Sw

eden, 
D

enm
ark, and N

orw
ay, and w

ith the U
K rounding out the top five. Costa Rica, alm

ost alone am
ong Latin A

m
erican countries on experts’ 

radar, stands out in the top tier of national governm
ents leading on SD

. China is the highest perform
ing A

sian country and appears 
am

ong the top ten global country sustainability leaders.

%
 of Experts

25
G

erm
any 

21
Sw

eden 

16
D

enm
ark 

13
N

orw
ay 

11
U

K 

8
N

etherlands 

8
Costa Rica 

7
China 

5
U

SA
 

4
Bhutan 

4
France 

3
Finland 

3
Sw

itzerland 

3
Brazil 
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G
erm

any and Sw
eden’s L

eadership 
C

onsistent A
cross G

eographies 

Q
uestion

W
hat specific national 

governm
ents do you think 

are leaders in advancing 
sustainable developm

ent? 

Please enter a m
axim

um
 of 3 

national governm
ents in the 

spaces provided.

Experts across all regions agree on either G
erm

any or Sw
eden as leading national governm

ents in the area of SD
. N

orw
ay, D

enm
ark, 

and the U
K are also m

entioned as leaders by experts in nearly all regions. In A
sia and O

ceania, China is em
erging as a new

 leader 
challenging the dom

inance of European countries. 

22
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 L
eadership 

am
ong N

ational G
overnm

ents

23

Q
uestion

W
hy do you think 

[IN
SERT N

ATIO
N

A
L 

G
O

V
ERN

M
EN

T#1 FRO
M

 
Q

7] is a leader in sustainable 
developm

ent? 

Please enter up to tw
o 

responses in the spaces 
provided.

A
 country’s values, including its culture of support for SD

 both am
ong leaders and the population, is considered by experts to be 

the m
ain driver of perceived leadership am

ong national governm
ents. Experts also associate action on energy and clim

ate change 
—

 especially aggressive goals around renew
able energy —

 w
ith SD

 leadership, follow
ed by a country’s policies being particularly 

am
bitious, innovative, com

prehensive, or strict. Being able to show
 results is also seen as a key factor of SD

 leadership am
ong national 

governm
ents.

V
alues

31 

Energy and clim
ate change 

27 

Policies 
22

Im
pact and action 

19

Leadership 
9

Environm
ental protection 

8 

%
 of Experts
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