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[bookmark: _Toc1676236231]1. Introduction
Sustainability has become a key business priority as governments, investors, customers, and environmental groups increasingly expect organisations to reduce their environmental impact and operate responsibly. The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) provide an internationally recognised framework that supports organisations in addressing key environmental, social and economic challenges while contributing to sustainable development Bexell, & Jönsson, (2017).
For energy companies, achieving sustainability is particularly challenging as they must meet growing energy demand while reducing emissions and transitioning to cleaner energy sources Durmus, (2024). Shell plc has committed to supporting this transition through its Powering Progress strategy, investing in renewable energy, carbon capture technologies, electric vehicle charging infrastructure and other emissions reduction initiatives Shell, (2024).
Despite these efforts, Shell continues to generate a substantial proportion of its revenue from oil and gas, raising questions about whether its business model fully supports its sustainability ambitions. This makes Shell a relevant case study for examining how organisations balance sustainability commitments with long-term business performance.
This research proposal will evaluate Shell plc's contribution to SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production) and SDG 13 (Climate Action), focusing on how its sustainability and innovation strategies support environmental objectives while maintaining long-term business success.








[bookmark: _Toc1941872063]2. Identification of Shell's Business Problem 
The key business problem facing Shell plc is balancing sustainability objectives with profitability and business growth.
Shell has publicly committed to achieving net-zero emissions by 2050 while continuing to deliver shareholder value and meet global energy demand Shell, (2025). However, the company continues to invest in fossil fuel production, creating concerns among stakeholders regarding the effectiveness of its sustainability strategy.
This issue is complex because Shell must simultaneously:
· Reduce greenhouse gas emissions.
· Improve environmental performance.
· Meet regulatory requirements.
· Maintain competitiveness within the energy market.
· Deliver financial returns to shareholders.
· Invest in sustainable innovation and renewable energy technologies.

The challenge is further complicated by increasing stakeholder expectations and growing scrutiny regarding environmental, social and governance (ESG) performance. Failure to effectively address sustainability concerns could damage Shell's reputation, increase regulatory risks, and reduce investor confidence.
Therefore, the central business problem is determining whether Shell's sustainability and innovation strategies are genuinely contributing to SDG 12 and SDG 13 while maintaining long-term business success.
[bookmark: _Toc483196363]3. Research Aim, Objectives, and Research Questions 
[bookmark: _Toc1961503690]Research Aim
To evaluate the effectiveness of Shell plc's sustainability and innovation strategies in supporting SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production) and SDG 13 (Climate Action) while maintaining long-term business performance.
[bookmark: _Toc497361414]Research Objectives
1. To examine Shell plc's sustainability and innovation strategies and their alignment with SDG 12 and SDG 13.
2. To evaluate the effectiveness of Shell plc's responsible production, resource efficiency, and waste management initiatives in supporting SDG 12.
3. To assess the contribution of Shell plc's climate-related strategies, carbon reduction initiatives, and renewable energy investments towards achieving SDG 13.
4. To analyse the impact of Shell plc's sustainability and innovation strategies on long-term business performance, including financial performance, competitiveness, and stakeholder value.
5. To identify the challenges and opportunities faced by Shell plc in balancing sustainability objectives with profitability and business growth.
6. To provide recommendations for improving the effectiveness of Shell plc's sustainability and innovation strategies.
[bookmark: _Toc1798639661]Research Questions
[bookmark: _Toc490819495]Main Research Question
How effective are Shell plc's sustainability and innovation strategies in supporting SDG 12 and SDG 13 while maintaining long-term business performance?
[bookmark: _Toc1108740026]Supporting Research Questions
1. How do Shell plc's sustainability and innovation strategies align with SDG 12 and SDG 13?
2. How effective are Shell plc's responsible production and resource management practices in supporting SDG 12?
3. To what extent have Shell plc's climate action initiatives contributed to reducing environmental impacts and supporting SDG 13?
4. How do sustainability and innovation strategies influence Shell plc's long-term business performance?
5. What challenges does Shell plc face in balancing sustainability goals with profitability and business growth?






[bookmark: _Toc1597363416]4. Critical Literature Review
Growing expectations from governments, investors, customers and environmental groups have made sustainability a central element of business strategy, encouraging organisations to balance environmental responsibility with financial competitiveness. Climate change, resource depletion, and tighter environmental regulations have encouraged organisations to embed sustainability into long-term business strategies.The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) provide an internationally recognised framework for tackling environmental, social and economic challenges while promoting sustainable development (United Nations, 2015). For energy companies such as Shell plc, achieving these goals is particularly challenging, as they must balance meeting global energy demand with reducing carbon emissions and transitioning towards cleaner, more sustainable energy sources.

One of the most recognised sustainability frameworks is Elkington's, (1997) Triple Bottom Line (TBL), which argues that organisations should measure success through three dimensions: economic, environmental, and social performance, often referred to as Profit, People and Planet. This framework is particularly relevant to Shell because the company must balance profitability with reducing emissions and meeting stakeholder expectations. However, Norman, & MacDonald, (2004) argue that organisations often prioritise financial performance because environmental and social outcomes are more difficult to measure. This criticism is reflected in Shell's business model, where despite significant investment in renewable energy and low-carbon technologies, much of its revenue still comes from oil and gas production Shell, (2024). This raises questions about whether Shell's sustainability strategy represents genuine business transformation or protects its corporate reputation.
Stakeholder Theory Freeman, (1984) also provides a useful framework for understanding Shell's sustainability strategy. The theory argues that organisations should create value for all stakeholders, including investors, employees, governments, customers, and local communities. Eccles, & Klimenko, (2019) suggest that Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) performance has become increasingly important to investors, making sustainability a strategic business issue rather than simply an ethical responsibility. For Shell, balancing stakeholder expectations is particularly difficult because shareholders expect strong financial returns, while governments and environmental groups expect faster progress towards decarbonisation. Jones, & Comfort, (2019) argue that organisations able to manage competing stakeholder interests are more likely to achieve long-term competitive advantage.
This research focuses on SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production) and SDG 13 (Climate Action), as these goals are closely aligned with Shell's sustainability strategy. SDG 12 promotes resource efficiency, waste reduction, and sustainable production methods United Nations, (2015). Arora, & Mishra, (2019) argue that businesses must improve operational efficiency and resource management to support sustainable development. Similarly, Geissdoerfer, et al, (2017) highlight the importance of the Circular Economy, which encourages organisations to reduce waste, reuse materials and maximise resource efficiency.
Shell has introduced several initiatives that support SDG 12, including reducing methane emissions, improving operational efficiency, and investing in lower-carbon energy solutions Shell, (2024). However, Bebbington, & Unerman, (2018) argue that companies operating within the fossil fuel industry face significant limitations because their business models continue to rely on extracting finite natural resources. Delmas, & Burbano, (2011) also warn that organisations may engage in greenwashing by presenting sustainability reports that overstate environmental performance. These contrasting views highlight the ongoing debate over whether Shell's sustainability initiatives genuinely contribute to responsible production.
SDG 13 focuses on climate action through reducing greenhouse gas emissions and accelerating the transition to a low-carbon economy (United Nations, (2015). Shell's Energy Transition Strategy includes investment in renewable electricity, hydrogen, electric vehicle charging infrastructure and carbon capture technologies Shell, (2024). While these initiatives demonstrate progress, the International Energy Agency, (2023) argues that achieving global climate targets requires much greater reductions in fossil fuel production. Likewise, Newell, & Simms, (2020) suggest that continued investment in oil and gas undermines climate commitments. These differing perspectives indicate that Shell continues to face challenges in balancing climate action with long-term profitability.
The relationship between sustainability and business performance is also widely debated. The World Economic Forum, (2024) argues that embedding sustainability into business strategy supports innovation, resilience and long-term competitiveness while helping organisations respond to increasing stakeholder and regulatory expectations. Similarly, Eccles, et al, (2014) found that organisations with strong sustainability performance often achieve better long-term financial performance through improved innovation, governance, and risk management. However, Hart, & Dowell, (2011) argue that sustainability initiatives often require substantial investment before financial benefits are realised, creating tension between short-term profitability and long-term sustainability goals.
Although previous research has explored sustainability, climate action and corporate performance, there remains limited research examining how Shell's sustainability and innovation strategies contribute simultaneously to SDG 12, SDG 13, and long-term business performance. Much of the existing literature examines environmental or financial performance separately, creating a gap in understanding how multinational energy companies balance sustainability commitments with commercial success. This research aims to address that gap by evaluating the effectiveness of Shell's sustainability strategy in supporting both environmental objectives and long-term business performance.
[bookmark: _Toc1924802074]5. Research Methodology and Design 
[bookmark: _Toc1088426851]Research Philosophy and Approach
This study will adopt an interpretivist research philosophy, as it aims to explore the effectiveness of Shell plc's sustainability strategies and understand stakeholder perspectives within a business environment. An interpretivist approach is appropriate because it allows for a deeper understanding of complex organisational issues and how they are perceived and experienced by different stakeholders.
A qualitative research approach will be used because it enables an in-depth exploration of complex organisational issues that cannot easily be measured through numerical data alone Saunders, (2009).
[bookmark: _Toc97195480]Research Strategy
A case study strategy will be adopted focusing on Shell plc. Case studies are particularly suitable for investigating complex business problems within their real-world setting.
[bookmark: _Toc1894768960]success. Data Collection
The research will primarily use secondary data sources, including:
· Shell Annual Reports.
· Shell Sustainability Reports.
· ESG Reports.
· Academic journal articles.
· Industry publications.
· Government reports.
· United Nations publications.
Secondary data is appropriate because extensive information regarding Shell's sustainability performance is publicly available.
[bookmark: _Toc1504469423]Sampling Strategy
Purposive sampling will be used when selecting documents and reports. Only sources directly relevant to Shell's sustainability strategy, SDG 12 and SDG 13 will be included.
This approach ensures that the data collected is relevant to the research objectives.
[bookmark: _Toc991447843]Reliability and Validity
Reliability will be enhanced by using reputable and consistent sources such as academic journals, company reports and government publications.
Validity will be strengthened through data triangulation by comparing findings from multiple sources. This will help ensure conclusions accurately reflect Shell's sustainability performance.
[bookmark: _Toc1575433184]Limitations
Several limitations may affect the research:
· Reliance on secondary data may limit access to internal company information.
· Company reports may present sustainability performance positively.
· The study focuses on a single organisation, which may limit generalisability.
· Time constraints may restrict the depth of analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc1263233919]Ethical Considerations
The study will comply with university ethical guidelines.
The research will:
· Use only publicly available information.
· Ensure accurate referencing of all sources.
· Avoid plagiarism.
· Present findings objectively and without bias.
· Respect intellectual property rights.




[bookmark: _Toc37715454]6. Business Relevance and Practical Implications
This research has significant relevance for Shell plc and the wider energy sector, where sustainability has become an important driver of business strategy and long-term competitiveness. As governments introduce stricter environmental regulations and investors place greater emphasis on Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) performance, businesses must demonstrate that their sustainability strategies create both environmental and commercial value.
For Shell, the findings could help evaluate how effectively its sustainability and innovation strategies support SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production) and SDG 13 (Climate Action). The research may identify opportunities to improve resource efficiency, reduce emissions, strengthen sustainability reporting, and increase investment in renewable energy and low-carbon technologies.
The study may also provide insights into how sustainability initiatives influence long-term business performance, stakeholder trust, corporate reputation, and competitive advantage. Understanding this relationship could support Shell in making strategic decisions that balance environmental responsibility with profitability and business growth.
The research is also relevant to the wider energy industry, as many organisations face similar challenges in transitioning to lower-carbon business models while maintaining financial performance. 








[bookmark: _Toc861861501]7. Conclusion
This research proposal has explored the challenge Shell plc faces in balancing its sustainability commitments with the need to remain profitable and competitive within the global energy market. As expectations from governments, investors and society continue to increase, energy companies must demonstrate that they can reduce their environmental impact while continuing to deliver long-term business value.
The proposal has established a clear research aim, supported by specific objectives and research questions, to investigate how effectively Shell's sustainability and innovation strategies contribute to SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production) and SDG 13 (Climate Action). The literature review highlighted the importance of theories such as the Triple Bottom Line and Stakeholder Theory, while also identifying differing viewpoints on whether sustainability initiatives within the oil and gas industry can genuinely support environmental goals without affecting financial performance. It also identified a gap in the existing research, particularly regarding how Shell balances sustainability objectives with long-term business success.
The proposed qualitative case study methodology, using secondary data from academic, industry and company sources, provides an appropriate approach for investigating this complex business issue.
Overall, this research has the potential to provide valuable insights into the effectiveness of Shell's sustainability strategy and identify opportunities for improvement. The findings may support future strategic decision-making, strengthen sustainability practices, and contribute to a better understanding of how multinational energy companies can balance environmental responsibility with long-term commercial success.
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