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Uniper’s Sustainability Strategy
Uniper is a global energy company with over 11,000 employees, operating in around 40 countries worldwide. Since the company was founded in 2015 it has produced a sustainability report setting out the action the company is taking towards becoming more sustainable. 
While the first version of the sustainability report focussed mainly on areas within the company’s existing business priorities (Uniper, 2016), in 2017 the company aligned its sustainability report around nine of the United Nations Sustainability Goals (SDGs) (Uniper, 2017). And in 2018 the company set out a future looking ‘Sustainability Strategic Plan’ for the first time. 
Uniper’s strategic core issues include power generation and ensuring a secure supply of electricity and gas, trading of global commodities, energy storage and energy infrastructure. Yet the business has acknowledged the need to adapt to changes in the energy sector and environmental issues, such as addressing climate change, now represent a strategic core issue for the company. To ensure the company remains relevant in a renewable energy future, in 2020 the company set an ambition to tackle their emissions and be climate-neutral by 2035. 
Uniper’s Sustainability Strategic Plan covers five key areas: climate action and security of supply; people; environmental protection; human rights and compliance culture; and stakeholder engagement. In 2020, targets were set to reduce further CO2 emissions, ensure transparency through stakeholder engagement, and promote waste reduction, land pollution prevention and environmentally responsible mining. 
Uniper has made great progress in several areas. The company has reduced Scope 1 carbon emissions in Europe by nearly 78%. The introduction of a new renewables operating unit and development of carbon capture technologies has advanced innovation in clean energy. 
Yet the company remains heavily reliant on the use of fossil fuels. The planned closure of coal fired power stations makes some progress towards addressing climate action and ending the company’s use of fossil fuels, though there is still some way to go before the company ends use of all fossil fuels.  
Operationally, Uniper has also taken action to manage its waste, and while the company has not made any commitment to developing a circular economy, the company is looking at ways to reduce its waste including by identifying whether gas turbine air filters can be reused. 
In addition, Uniper has taken action to support ecology by ensuring that habitats for local wildlife is protected around its power station sites and projects such as supporting the local nature reserve in Connah’s Quay Wales are welcome but could also be extended to cover all operations sites where possible. 
So, while there is clear progress being made in achieving Uniper’s sustainability goals, there are still challenges that need addressing. 





A sustainable energy sector – the challenges ahead
The drive for sustainability is forcing companies to radically rethink the products they produce, the technologies they use and their overall business models (Nidumolu, Prahalad, Rangaswami, 2009). As more companies look to a sustainable future, questions around how they manage the planet’s limited resources will become a defining issue for future economic growth and competitiveness (Leon, 2018). 
A sustainable company is one that can adapt to these changes and grow in turbulent times (Leon,2018, p19). Environmental pressure is driving the move to a renewable energy sector across many countries and for a company that is built on fossil fuels such as Uniper, the move to a fully renewable energy company will represent a complete change in the company’s business models. This can only be achieved by a fundamental shift in the business’s strategic vision, values and purpose. 
Fundamentally the company needs to look strategically at how it will continue to deliver financial growth, deliver for its customers and employees, while also addressing environmental issues such as resource scarcity and the continued use of fossil fuels and social issues such as ensuring everyone has access to energy. 
Other companies in the energy sector have already changed their business model to adapt to the challenges ahead. Orsted, one of Europe’s most well-known renewable energy companies was once based heavily around the use of coal but is now one of the leaders in renewable energy (Orsted, 2022). 
The energy sector is heavily regulated and reliant on the infrastructure and policies put in place by governments and regulators. In 2019 the UK introduced into law a target of reaching net zero by 2050 (UK Government, 2019) and other countries have also introduced their own decarbonisation targets. In 2021 the UK government went further and announced plans to decarbonise the power sector by 2035 (UK Gov, 2021).
Policies like this have the potential to impact heavily on the business, both positively and negatively, therefore there are challenges that the company needs to prepare for. This includes the potential for further regulation on areas such as climate taxes, the continued use of natural gas and future policy around new energy sources. But it can also bring significant early-mover advantages to the company and ensure it is seen as a leader in the field (Nidumolu, Prahalad, Rangaswami, 2009). 
Overall, Uniper has recognised that it will face challenges - including on how it can develop and deploy new low-carbon technologies in time to meet its 2035 target and around the uncertainty of new technologies as a commercial product and increasing UK and EU climate policies - but the company needs to act fast if it is to become a global leader in renewable energy. 






Why a business case for sustainability should become a focus for the organisation
While there are clear challenges with ensuring sustainability is a focus for the organisation, there are also competitive advantages that can be gained. Schaltegger (2015) states that there are two main reasons why companies take action on sustainability – profit or legitimacy. However, it is no longer the view that business cannot exist to create both profit and be sustainable (Cote, 2021) and although it is said that companies that focus on sustainability as a goal today are more likely to reduce their operating costs (Nidumolu, Prahalad, Rangaswami, 2009), for Uniper the benefits run far deeper than solely reducing operating costs. The company must look beyond short-term gains and look at the long-term legitimacy of the company. 
Companies that have sustainability as a goal today are more likely be seen as ‘early movers’ and therefore develop technologies and products that are better than their rivals or create whole new businesses (Nidumolu, Prahalad, Rangaswami, 2009). And while it might seem that investing in new ways of doing things will be costly for the business, evidence shows that this isn’t necessarily the case and businesses that address social problems can also generate economic value (Porter, Kramer, 2011). 
The recent United Nations Global Compact report into climate leadership reinforced this view by stating that new technology is the driving force behind the creation of new business models (UN, 2021). And while traditional business models were more aligned to creating value just for shareholders, often at the expense of other stakeholders, today’s businesses are challenging the status quo and are creating business models that create value for all stakeholders (Whelan, Fink, 2016) such as on issues as improving the quality of life in the community in which the firm operates, and protecting the environment (Ramona-Diana Leon, 2018, p101). 
And Uniper doesn’t have to act alone, sustainability value can be delivered both as a company but also in partnership with other organisations. According to the UN (2021) there are now greater opportunities for investment and collaborative working than before the covid-19 pandemic and getting business and governments working together and sharing knowledge will be critical in addressing climate action. 











The external environment - challenges and opportunities

	Political 
	Economical 
	Sociological 
	Technological 
	Legal
	Environmental

	Geopolitical situation 

Government policy and regulation 

Grants and funding 

Restriction placed on company activity 

Stability of Government 

Current and future tax policy 
	Rising gas prices

Economic growth

Inflation rates

Consumer behaviour and support 

Increased taxes

Supply volatility 


	Access to energy

Career attitudes 

Lifestyle attitudes 

Ethical concerns 
	Incentives for new technology 

R&D support 

Technological acceptance 

Technological understanding 
	Health and Safety regulation

Employment laws

Climate change laws

Highly regulated area 
	Climate change 

Stakeholder concerns

Environmental policies 

Pressure from NGOs  

Availability of fossil fuels 

















Meeting the challenges – Uniper’s strengths and weaknesses

	Uniper SWOT Analysis

	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	Expert in the field 

Expert in developing new technologies 

Strong leadership 

Motivated employees 

Location of sites 

Already operate in global markets 
	Reliance on fossil fuel generation 

Risk averse

Sustainability and corporate strategy not fundamentally linked 

Fairly new company so low level of public and policy maker awareness 

Reputation as a fossil fuel company  




	Opportunities
	Threats

	Innovation in new technologies 

New global markets 

Increased partnership working 

Integration of corporate and sustainability strategies 

Opportunity to increase reputation of the company 

Motivate employees 
	Cost of bringing new technology to market 

Shareholder activism 

Human rights issues in supply chain 

Increasing running costs

Risk of stranded assets 

Others will beat us to developing and launching new technologies 














The propositions for value creation through sustainability

While Uniper has identified its long-term target and ambition, it now needs to look at the steps it needs to take in order to reach that goal.  Such a fundamental transition does not happen overnight. Orsted’s transition to become a leader in sustainable energy took the company ten years to achieve (Orsted, 2022), therefore it is essential that Uniper moves quickly from strategy to implementation.
The company has so far worked within the boundaries of its existing knowledge and expertise but developing new business models means changing the way things are done currently and looking at how the business can continue to meet its customers’ needs but in a different way (Nidumolu, Prahalad, Rangaswami, 2009). 
For example, it may seem counter-productive for an energy company to be looking at ways to help business and consumers either reduce their energy consumption or make smarter use of their energy, but that is precisely what Octopus Energy have done with Agile Octopus, which was designed to offer consumers half hourly energy prices to enable them to use electricity when there was plenty of renewables on the grid (Octopus Energy, 2022).  
Shell may not be a company that you would immediately associate with sustainability initiatives, but in 2000 the Shell Foundation was founded, bringing together business solutions and a market-based approach to tackle some of the world’s growing problems such as poverty (Shell, 2022). 
Identifying new initiatives such as these not only develop new business models for the organisation and increase financial value, they can also help build better relationships with stakeholders and according to Whelan and Fink (2016) investors are increasingly using a company’s nonfinancial disclosure when making investment decisions. 
So, while having a sustainability strategy in place is vital, it is of equal, if not more importance to ensure that the company can connect both the financial targets with the sustainability strategy. 
According to Rohm and Montgomery (2011) ‘sustainability only becomes strategic when it is integrated into the fabric of an organization’. Figge, Hahn, Schaltegger and Wagner (2002) also highlight that a lack of integration is a major obstacle in achieving simultaneous improvements in economic, environmental and social performance. 
But as more and more investors look to divest from fossil fuel companies due to a lack of certainty, and with increasing pressure from NGOs, there is a risk that fossil fuel companies will see their value fall (Carlin, 2021) and this increasing pressure (see Jones and Osborne, 2021) means businesses that are not bringing sustainability into their corporate vision and strategy could face an uncertain future. 





Stakeholder consideration.

Stakeholder relationship management plays in important role in strategic leadership therefore it is extremely important that companies know who their stakeholders are, where their interests lie and what their expectations are (Pons. A, Vintrò. C, Rius. J, Vilaplanaa, J., 2021).  In addition, stakeholders are increasingly expecting transparency, which in turn generates real value for stakeholders including employees, shareholders and customers (Pons. A, Vintrò. C, Rius. J, Vilaplanaa, J., 2021). 
Uniper has a wide range of stakeholders with an interest in the business – employees, shareholders and investors, NGOs, government and politicians, interest groups and regulators. And while nearly one in three CEOs said that investors are now in the top three of most influential stakeholders to manage, especially in the high-emitting industries such as oil and gas, consumers and employees still come top of the list of stakeholders with the greatest impact on how a company will manage sustainability, (UN, 2021).  
By using the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) Uniper publishes an annual report setting out the progress it is making towards reaching its goals on environmental, social and governance (ESG). But the GRI has its own limitations including a lack of focus on the firm’s distinctive competitive strategy; a potential lack of connection to the real business of the firm; and treatment of social and environmental impacts as add-ons (Rohm and Montgomery (2011). 
The GRI isn’t the only reporting initiative undertaken by Uniper. Uniper also submits data on climate change to the Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP, 2021), Sustainalytics ESG Risk Ratings, Energy Intelligence’s Top 100 Green Utilities and MSCI ESG Ratings (Uniper, 2022). 
But although annual reporting like the GRI are useful, shareholders want more than just an annual overview of a company’s performance, and using a scorecard ensures that companies are able to monitor progress, align the corporate and sustainability strategies and also ensure that they are identifying and meeting the demands of their stakeholders (Figge, F., Hahn, T., Schaltegger, S.,Wagner, M., 2002)
By linking both the corporate strategy with the sustainability strategy the company will also be able to highlight the opportunities and competitive advantage that can be met through sustainability (Rohm, Montogmergy, 2011). 

Conclusion
Starik and Kanashiro (2013) described the move to a more sustainable future as a revolution - one of the ‘most significant changes since the information revolution of the 1990s’. Lubin and Esty (2010, quoted in Rohm and Montgomery, 2011) compared the drive to sustainability as game- changing as the introduction of the computer and the internet. 
Our customers, shareholders and employees want us to act. Globally, 81% of CEOs are already developing new products and services leveraging electrification, sustainable materials and circular design (UN, 2021). There is a real risk that the companies will be left behind if they fail shift to a net zero business model or to keep up with progress and innovation (UN, 2021). 
This report has highlighted the action that Uniper needs to take to ensure it can become a global leader in the energy sector. Only by embracing sustainability through developing new business models, with the creation of a new vision and purpose, by fully integrating sustainability with the corporate and financial strategy, and by developing ways of monitoring progress throughout the year, can Uniper truly build an energy company fit for a sustainable future.  
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