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THE POLITICAL IMPACT OF THE SUSTAINABLE
DEVELOPMENT GOALS

Written by an international team of sixty-one experts and drawing on more than 3,000
scientific studies, this is the first comprehensive global assessment of the political impact of
the Sustainable Development Goals, which were launched by the United Nations in 2015.
It explores in detail the political steering effects of the Sustainable Development Goals on
the UN system and the policies of countries in the Global North and Global South, on
institutional integration and policy coherence, and on the ecological integrity and inclu-
siveness of sustainability policies worldwide. This book is a key resource for scholars,
policymakers and activists concerned with the implementation of the Sustainable
Development Goals, and those working in political science, international relations and
environmental studies more broadly. It is one of a series of publications associated with the
Earth System Governance Project. For more publications, see www.cambridge.org/earth-

system-governance.

FRANK BIERMANN is a research professor of Global Sustainability Governance with the
Copernicus Institute of Sustainable Development at Utrecht University and a widely cited
scholar of global institutions and organizations in the sustainability domain. He pioneered the
‘earth system governance’ paradigm in global change research in 2005, and was founder and
first chair of the Earth System Governance Project, a global transdisciplinary research
network of sustainability scholars. He has authored or co-edited 18 books and published
more than 200 articles and book chapters, along with more than 100 policy contributions.

THOMAS HICKMANN is an associate senior lecturer in the Department of Political Science at
Lund University. His research focuses on the question of how societies can best deal with
transboundary issues and provide global common goods in the sustainability domain from
local to global levels. He is co-convener of the taskforce on the Sustainable Development
Goals of the Earth System Governance Project and served from 2015 to 2021 on the
steering committee of the Environmental Politics/Global Change working group of the
German Political Science Association.

CAROLE-ANNE SENIT is an assistant professor of Inclusive Sustainability Governance at the
Copernicus Institute of Sustainable Development at Utrecht University. Her research
explores the integration of the Global South in global change science, global civil society
and global institutions. She is a research fellow of the Earth System Governance Project,
co-convener of the project’s taskforce on the Sustainable Development Goals and man-
aging editor of the Earth System Governance journal.
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“This is a critical assessment of the political change required to deliver the universally
agreed UN Sustainable Development Goals. I strongly advise everyone in political office to
read this book. We are already two years into the decisive decade for humanity’s future on
Earth, when we need to reach the safe and just landing zone defined by the SDGs. This
agenda integrates people and planet, and requires transformative thinking and doing. Also
in politics.”

Johan Rockstrom, Director, Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact Research

“This is a much needed book published at the mid-point to achieve the SDGs. We have

been waiting for a book like this — an evidence-based and holistic assessment of the

progress towards the SDGs from a global governance perspective. All stakeholders
should learn from the authors on how we can achieve the SDGs.”

Norichika Kanie, Professor, Graduate School of Media and Governance,

Keio University

“Knowing whether and how universal goal setting as exemplified by the UN’s SDGs is or

isn’t creating transformative change towards global sustainability is important right now.

An assessment of the question in 2030 will be interesting but too late. This study poses a

timely and profound challenge to scholars and practitioners of global governance to

identify what else, if anything, can and must be done in the time we have left to move
societies towards positive action in securing the future we all agree we want.”

Heide Hackmann, Inaugural Chief Executive Officer (2018 — 2022),

International Science Council; Interim Director,

Future Africa Institute, University of Pretoria

“This comprehensive and rigorous assessment is essential reading for anyone seeking to
ensure that the Decade of Action means something more than words. Agreeing on the
SDGs was a major achievement of the international community in 2015 and the
significance of this common vision only grows in turbulent times. To make the goals and
principles have a real steering effect on the decisions societies make, it is now imperative to
learn from the shortcomings identified in this study and find new ways to accelerate action.
I hope this assessment sparks new ideas and new determination.”

Asa Persson, Research Director, Stockholm Environment Institute

“Biermann, Hickmann and Sénit have led an extraordinary effort to take stock of all that we
know and don't know about the impact of the SDGs to date, this is a unique resource for
researchers, practitioners and policy makers. It is particularly valuable coming at mid-point
in implementation, with enough time left for course correction.”

Sakiko Fukuda-Parr, Professor of International Affairs, The New School
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The Earth System Governance Project was established in 2009 as a core project of the
International Human Dimensions Programme on Global Environmental Change. Since
then, the Project has evolved into the largest social science research network in the area
of sustainability and governance. The Earth System Governance Project explores political
solutions and novel, more effective governance mechanisms to cope with the current
transitions in the socio-ecological systems of our planet. The normative context of this
research is sustainable development; earth system governance is not only a question of
institutional effectiveness, but also of political legitimacy and social justice.

The Earth System Governance series with Cambridge University Press publishes the
main research findings and synthesis volumes from the Project’s first ten years of operation.

Series Editor

Frank Biermann, Utrecht University, the Netherlands

Titles in print in this series

Biermann and Lovbrand (eds.), Anthropocene Encounters: New Directions in Green
Political Thinking

van der Heijden, Bulkeley and Certoma (eds.), Urban Climate Politics: Agency and
Empowerment

Linnér and Wibeck, Sustainability Transformations: Agents and Drivers across Societies
Betsill, Benney and Gerlak (eds.), Agency in Earth System Governance

Biermann and Kim (eds.), Architectures of Earth System Governance: Institutional
Complexity and Structural Transformation

Baber and Bartlett (eds.), Democratic Norms of Earth System Governance
Djalante and Siebenhiiner (eds.), Adaptiveness: Changing Earth System Governance
Behrman and Kent (eds.), Climate Refugees: Global, Local and Critical Approaches

Lamalle and Stoett (eds.), Representations and Rights of the Environment
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Preface

When we began to conceptualize this assessment in January 2020, we were
unaware of the upcoming global pandemic. Shortly thereafter, COVID-19 hit the
world, with devastating consequences particularly for poorer and disadvantaged
groups and regions. The outbreak of the pandemic has laid bare the system
failures, inequalities and disparities of our time and made one thing clear: nobody
is safe until everyone is safe. Only through global cooperation and solidarity can
we fight the virus.

The year 2020 also marked the launch of the United Nations Decade of Action
to secure greater leadership and cooperation to deliver the Sustainable
Development Goals. These 17 global goals are the core of the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development that the United Nations General Assembly adopted in
September 2015. The goals are meant to offer a blueprint to prevent and mitigate
the adverse effects of a global crisis like the spread of COVID-19. Poverty and
hunger, inadequate health systems, inequality, gender gaps, limited access to water
and sanitation, and insufficient social protection: these are the major factors why
the pandemic could have such disruptive global effects. All this highlights the
importance of the ambitions enshrined in the 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable
Development Goals. But where do we stand with the 2030 Agenda? Or more
precisely, have the 17 Sustainable Developments Goals led to major political and
institutional changes after their adoption in 2015?

This is the guiding question this book is set to answer. Resulting from a
collaborative and inclusive writing process, this book provides a broad evaluation
of the scientific knowledge on the steering effects of the Sustainable Development
Goals on key governance dimensions. The book is meant for governance
researchers as a comprehensive assessment of the potential and pitfalls of
‘governing through global goals’ as a steering mechanism in world politics. It shall
also provide evidence-based insights for practitioners and others concerned with
the governance of sustainable development. The book identifies major research
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XViii Preface

gaps, and we hope that it will trigger new research in both Global North and
Global South that builds on our work. As such, this work serves as a key reference
for researchers and practitioners and lays a solid foundation for future studies on
the Sustainable Development Goals and similar global policy initiatives.

The book has been written under COVID-19 restrictions, from a dispersed
global network of home offices, and often in difficult personal circumstances. The
assessment outline was first discussed in 2020 in a virtual meeting of the scientific
steering group, held in conjunction with the International Research Symposium
GLOoBALGOALS2020 hosted online by Utrecht University. The meeting was
followed by online discussions of the author teams responsible for the six main
assessment chapters, often at late or early hours depending on the multiple time
zones involved.

An assessment of this ambition is too large to be handled by one institution. The
assessment has thus become a joint effort of a range of international research
institutions, including the Copernicus Institute of Sustainable Development at
Utrecht University, the Alex Ekwueme Federal University Ndufu Alike, the
German Development Institute, the German Institute for International and Security
Affairs, the Monash Sustainable Development Institute in Melbourne, the North-
West University in South Africa, the Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact
Research, the research and policy network Southern Voice, the Stockholm
Environment Institute, the Sussex Sustainability Research Programme, and the
University of Toronto. The GLOBALGOALS Project at Utrecht University, funded
by an Advanced Grant of the European Research Council, has led the process and
provided managerial and editorial support. The assessment has been endorsed and
supported by the Earth System Governance Project, a global network of scholars
studying governance and policy issues around transformations of planetary
systems and global sustainability.

Without the commitment from all these institutions and colleagues, this
assessment would not have been possible. Many thanks to all who took part in this
journey. First and foremost, we wish to thank the lead and contributing authors for
their dedication and commitment to this assessment and their patience during
detailed rounds of revisions. We are also grateful for the insightful comments and
critical remarks by three anonymous reviewers, whose feedback significantly
improved the design and content of this book. Many thanks also to the supporting
institutions and their funding agencies. Moreover, we are grateful for all
participants of the GLOBALG0ALS2020 conference who made that event a major
success. The keynotes, paper presentations and discussions at GLOBAL-
GoALs2020 spurred our planning and further motivated us to pursue this project
in difficult times. Furthermore, we are indebted to Leonie Grob for her
organizational talent, readiness to help and painstaking work on numerous
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Preface Xix

editorial tasks, and Blake Harvey for her editorial assistance in the final production
stages. Last but not least, we are thankful to the staff of Cambridge University
Press, especially to Emma Kiddle and Sarah Lambert, for providing invaluable
support from the first draft proposal towards production of the book, and to
Matthew Seal for carefully copyediting a book written by more than sixty authors
from all over the world. The key findings of this assessment have appeared in
synthesized form in Nature Sustainability in May 2022.

This book is meant to be an in-depth evaluation of where the Sustainable
Development Goals stand today from an academic perspective. Clearly, we are not
on track to achieve these ambitious goals by 2030. More efforts are needed to
bring about the necessary transformations towards sustainable development. The
Sustainable Development Goals had some positive effects on actors and
institutions, and the first small steps for a better world have been taken. Yet the
race is still long while time is running out.
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Assessing the Impact of Global Goals
Setting the Stage

FRANK BIERMANN, THOMAS HICKMANN AND CAROLE-ANNE SENIT

In 2015, the United Nations General Assembly agreed on the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development to guide public policies and inspire societal actors to
promote sustainable development worldwide. The core of this programme are 17
‘Sustainable Development Goals’ with 169 more specific targets. Two years of
intense intergovernmental negotiations at the United Nations headquarters in New
York preceded the adoption of this agenda, which formally entered into force on
1 January 2016 (Chasek et al. 2016). The programmatic timespan is short: the
goals and targets under the new agenda for sustainable development should be
achieved by 2030. Some targets were to be reached even by 2020.

The ambition expressed in these Sustainable Development Goals is unprece-
dented. The goals and the overarching 2030 Agenda aim at nothing less than
‘Transforming Our World” (UNGA 2015). The world’s governments are now
committed — within less than a decade — to ending poverty and hunger, providing
universal access to basic services such as healthcare, education, water and
sanitation, housing and social protection; reducing inequality within and among
countries and to ending all discriminations (including gender); protecting our
natural environment; and promoting peaceful and inclusive societies.

These goals are not the first attempt at global governance by goal-setting. To
start with, the Sustainable Development Goals were preceded by the Millennium
Development Goals that were operational from 2001 to 2015. These earlier goals
had helped galvanize some individual and collective action, and many actors, from
governments to activists, felt that more ‘global governance through goals’, with a
renewed set of broader and more ambitious targets, would further bolster
sustainable development (Sachs 2012). In addition, the Sustainable Development
Goals draw on a few other earlier experiences with global governance through goal-
setting, such as the Plan of Action of the 1990 World Summit for Children or the first
Development Decade that dates as far back as 1961 (Hickmann et al. 2020; Vijge et al.
2020). The Sustainable Development Goals are thus not entirely new as a mechanism
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2 Biermann, Hickmann and Sénit

of global governance. What sets them apart, however, is that they are by far the most
comprehensive and most detailed attempt by the United Nations to guide sustainable
development policies — through 17 globally defined policy goals and 169 associated
targets with 231 indicators (see e.g., Biermann, Kanie and Kim 2017; French and
Kotzé 2018; Kamau, Chasek and O’Connor 2018; Kanie and Biermann 2017).

The complex structure and broad scope of the Sustainable Development Goals
make them unique and special, at least in five dimensions. First and possibly most
importantly, the global goals are universal. Unlike the earlier Millennium
Development Goals, which targeted only developing countries (and the least
developed countries especially), now all countries are meant to implement the
Sustainable Development Goals within their societies and through global
cooperation, from the many small island developing countries in the Pacific to
the United States or the members of the European Union. Also the wealthy
countries in the North are now requested to deliver regular reports about their
efforts ‘to develop’ towards a more sustainable future.

Second, the global goals cover all dimensions of sustainable development,
including social, economic and environmental objectives (Bhattacharya, Khan and
Salma 2014). The first set of goals relate to the earlier Millennium Development
Goals: Goal 1, End poverty in all its forms everywhere, Goal 2, End hunger,
achieve food security and improved nutrition and promote sustainable agriculture;
Goal 3, Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages; and Goal
4, Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning
opportunities for all. Two goals target inequality and injustice: Goal 5, Achieve
gender equality and empower all women and girls; and Goal 10, Reduce inequality
within and among countries.

Five goals seek to advance living conditions more generally, often with
emphasis on the needs of the poor: Goal 6, Ensure availability and sustainable
management of water and sanitation for all; Goal 7, Ensure access to affordable,
reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all, Goal 8, Promote sustained,
inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and
decent work for all; Goal 9, Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and
sustainable industrialization and foster innovation; and Goal 11, Make cities and
human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable. Goal 12 aims to
Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns.

Three goals centre on environmental concerns: Goal 13, Take urgent action to
combat climate change and its impacts; Goal 14, Conserve and sustainably use the
oceans, seas and marine resources for sustainable development; and Goal 15,
Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably
manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land degradation and
halt biodiversity loss.
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Assessing the Impact of Global Goals 3

The two last goals, 16 and 17, address governance and implementation. Goal
16 is unique in its novel attention to limitations in political systems, calling upon
governments to Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable
development, provide access to justice for all and build effective, accountable
and inclusive institutions at all levels (Biermann et al. 2017). Goal 17 is a
programmatic call to institutionally and financially support the other 16 goals and
to Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the global partnership
for sustainable development, with provisions on finance, technology, capacity-
building, trade, policy and institutional coherence, multi-stakeholder partnerships,
along with objectives on data, monitoring and accountability.

In short, the Sustainable Development Goals are all-encompassing. Almost all
human activities, and all traditional dimensions of sustainability, are covered in
this vast catalogue (for the full text of the 17 goals, see Annex 1). This again makes
the Sustainable Development Goals different from earlier goal-setting initiatives
such as the Millennium Development Goals.

Third, the Sustainable Development Goals are novel in the way they have been
formulated and agreed. The earlier Millennium Development Goals were a product
of the administrative system of the United Nations. While governments gave
guidance and later approval, the Millennium Development Goals had been drafted
by international civil servants (Chasek et al. 2016). The negotiation of the
Sustainable Development Goals in 201315, however, was different. This process
was more inclusive with multiple venues for interventions of civil society and non-
governmental organizations and inputs of over a million people through an online
polling and commenting system. Even though these novel options for interventions
by ‘stakeholders’ were less inclusive than it first seemed and many groups were still
excluded (Sénit 2020; Sénit, Biermann and Kalfagianni 2017), the relative openness
and transparency of the negotiations of the Sustainable Development Goals, despite
all shortcomings, may have opened a new page in global diplomacy (Kamau,
Chasek and O’Connor 2018; Rosche 2016).

A fourth novel feature is that the Sustainable Development Goals have been
institutionally embedded at a higher political level than earlier goals in
development policy, which were either linked to international agencies deemed
most relevant or dealt with in the Economic and Social Council. For example, the
Agenda 21 — the Programme of Action agreed at the 1992 United Nations
Conference on Environment and Development — was evaluated and ‘governed’
through the Commission on Sustainable Development, a body that fell under the
Economic and Social Council (Chasek 2000). This commission failed to attract
decision-makers at the highest level or other key political actors. Over time it
became an annual gathering of delegates from environment and development
ministries with a motley mix of civil society organizations that added colour but
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4 Biermann, Hickmann and Sénit

lacked influence. In 2012, the commission was terminated. In the run-up to the
2012 summit on sustainable development, some studies had argued for a stronger
institutional body in the United Nations system, such as a high-level United
Nations Council on Sustainable Development (Biermann et al. 2012). Eventually,
governments indeed agreed on a new forum with ‘high-level’ representation, but
only in a more informal and less authoritative setting than some civil society
groups and experts had demanded. This new High-level Political Forum on
Sustainable Development meets annually, predominantly to review progress
towards national implementation and overall achievement of the Sustainable
Development Goals (for an evaluation see Chapter 2).

Fifth and finally, the Sustainable Development Goals are more visible in public
discourse and more central in the United Nations system than earlier initiatives.
The Sustainable Development Goals have become the overall programmatic vision
for the entire system of international organizations and programmes under the
United Nations umbrella. Also at the national level, debates on Sustainable
Development Goals abound in many countries and local communities.

Given this mixture of novelty, ambition and general excitement — at least among
some government officials, international civil servants and activists — the following
questions arise: do these 17 Sustainable Development Goals really help resolve the
pressing challenges of poverty eradication, social justice and global environmental
protection? Can global governance through goals be effective — and under which
conditions? While the United Nations and some governments place great hopes on
this strategy, there is still little scientific knowledge on whether such global goals can
live up to the high expectations. Because the goals are to be achieved only by 2030,
it is too early for a concluding assessment of their eventual success or failure. We
can only conclusively have the definitive answer on whether the ambitions and
hopes invested in the global goals will materialize after 2030 (conceptually see
Young 2017; Young et al. 2017).

Nonetheless, a first assessment of the effects of the Sustainable Development
Goals as a governance mechanism is possible today. And it is urgently needed.
Each day, crucial decisions are adopted in politics, local administrations, global
corporations and civil society. Should there be indications that current policies for
the Sustainable Development Goals do not promise their achievement by 2030,
decision-makers in governments, civil society and the United Nations could still
change course. Should we find that the goals lack any impact on political systems,
corporations, civil society and individual daily decisions by citizens, there would
still be time to develop alternative tools and political interventions. Should the
goals, conversely, prove to be increasingly effective as a global steering
mechanism, we could strengthen them even further.
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Assessing the Impact of Global Goals 5

In this context, the coming years are crucial. In June 2022, governments
assemble in Stockholm for a conference that follows a line of sustainability
summits of the past, from the 1972 Conference on the Human Environment in
Stockholm to the 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and
Development in Rio de Janeiro (the ‘Earth Summit’), the 2002 World Summit
on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg and the 2012 United Nations
Conference on Sustainable Development in Rio de Janeiro. The 2022 Stockholm
Conference marks ‘Stockholm plus 50’ and half a century of global environmental
diplomacy. It also happens ‘30 years after Rio” and ‘20 years after Johannesburg’,
the two earlier key events that brought together environmental protection and
global development under the banner of sustainable development. The 2022 con-
ference is a first key moment to reassess political progress towards sustainability
and the steering effects of the Sustainable Development Goals, followed by a
major High-level Political Forum session in 2023. Should it become clear that the
global goals lack effect, that they do not offer direction and that they are being
largely ignored by governments, corporations, civil society and citizens,
alternatives to these global goals must be on the global political agenda in 2022-3.

For that reason, research on the impact of the global goals has become one of the
most dynamic research areas in sustainability science, and many studies on the
Sustainable Development Goals have been published since 2015. A first
international research symposium in June 2020 — the GLOBALGOALS2020
conference hosted by Utrecht University — featured more than a hundred scientific
studies on the political effects of the Sustainable Development Goals, and more
than a thousand scholars, practitioners and interested citizens joined the
livestreams or watched the recordings of the presentations.

In this book we now offer the first comprehensive scientific assessment of the
political effects of the Sustainable Development Goals on the route towards their
target year of 2030.

Assessing the Steering Effects of Global Goals

This book does not evaluate sustainability governance as such. We focus more
narrowly on assessing the political effects of global goal-setting as a governance
mechanism, with emphasis on the Sustainable Development Goals as the premier
and most comprehensive global goal-setting effort to date. Our leading question is
whether, to what extent and how the Sustainable Developments Goals have brought
about any behavioural change of political, economic or societal actors since 2015.

At the core of our analysis is thus, first, the assessment of behavioural changes
of political actors, ranging from international bureaucracies and treaty regimes to
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6 Biermann, Hickmann and Sénit

national governments, regional authorities and local municipalities. Second, we
review and evaluate literature on possible steering effects vis-a-vis economic
actors, such as corporations, partnerships and alliances of business actors. Third,
we assess whether there are indications for steering effects on societal actors, such
as civil society organizations and even individual citizens.

Effectiveness as Behavioural Change because of Global Goals

Given our focus on political effects of goal-setting we define effectiveness here not
in the broadest sense, which would be the progressive attainment of the goals as
measured by their targets and indicators. That is, we do not systematically assess
whether the 17 Sustainable Development Goals are being achieved in terms of
reductions in poverty, increases in renewable energy, reductions in harmful
emissions, improvements in gender equality and so forth. Such analyses are done
by several international organizations and research networks, and we do not seek
to repeat their efforts.

Most such assessments offer a mildly pessimistic view. For example, the yearly
report of the Secretary-General of the United Nations on progress towards the
Sustainable Development Goals finds that progress has been reversed with the
outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic (United Nations 2021). While up until 2020
there was some progress regarding, for instance, declining global poverty (Goal 1),
it is now estimated that the pandemic-related economic downturn has pushed an
additional 119-124 million people into extreme poverty. Progress is still stalled or
reversed regarding the rate of climate change (Goal 13), the rate of biodiversity
loss (Goal 15) and increasing inequalities (Goal 10). A related assessment is the
Global Sustainable Development Report, a quadrennial ‘assessment of assess-
ments’ on sustainability by scientists who have been appointed for this task by the
Secretary-General of the United Nations. The 2019 report warned that progress
made in sustainability governance over the last two decades is in danger of being
reversed through worsening social inequalities and potentially irreversible declines
in our natural environment (Independent Group of Scientists appointed by the
Secretary-General 2019). Beyond this, there are many other reports and
assessments. One example, the reports by the Sustainable Development Solutions
Network and the Bertelsmann Stiftung, rank countries by how they achieve the
goals. In 2020, this group found that Asian countries had progressed the most since
2015 (Sachs et al. 2020). The most recent report from June 2021, however, showed
the ‘first-ever reversal in progress since the [Sustainable Development Goals] were
adopted’, largely due to increased poverty and unemployment related to the
COVID-19 pandemic (International Institute for Sustainable Development 2021;
see also Sachs et al. 2021).
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Assessing the Impact of Global Goals 7

These broader assessments of progress towards sustainability are without a
doubt important. Yet, methodologically they skirt the question of causality, that is,
whether progress that we observe is causally related to the 17 Sustainable
Development Goals. To give an example: China has achieved in the 2000 to 2015
period several Millennium Development Goals owing to its rapid economic growth
and broadening of social welfare. Many indicators related to child mortality,
poverty and poor health in China have improved since 2000, and partially because
of this development, statistically the poverty rate of the entire group of developing
countries was halved between 1990 and 2010. However, few would argue that the
Millennium Development Goals are causally related to the economic growth rates
in China. In other words, China’s economic growth cannot be understood as a
political steering effect of the Millennium Development Goals. China’s rapid
progress towards achieving the Millennium Development Goals from 2000 to
2015 is a matter of correlation, not causation.

Therefore, to better understand the political steering effects of global goals we
must engage in a more fine-grained analysis. This is what this assessment is
designed to achieve. Our core concern is to explore whether and to what extent
political, economic or societal actors have changed their behaviour because of the
adoption of the Sustainable Development Goals in 2015.

To give an example of global governance: one could ask whether the
International Labour Organization has changed its policies and programmes after
2015 because of the Sustainable Development Goals. Such a change would need to
be identified over time, with the policies of the International Labour Organization
being different before and after 2015. After 2015, the policies of the organization
would need to be geared more towards some of the 17 Sustainable Development
Goals than before, and this would need to be because of the goals. Only if such a
policy change in the activities of the International Labour Organization after
2015 could be observed and causally linked to the Sustainable Development
Goals, could we be able to speak with confidence of a steering effect of the global
goals (for a first assessment, see Montesano et al. 2021).

As a second example from national governance: the Netherlands has created
new institutional arrangements to implement the Sustainable Development Goals
(Yunita et al. 2022). Among other measures, the Dutch government has appointed
a national coordinator for the Sustainable Development Goals within its foreign
office, with the mandate to represent the country in international debates and to
support an integrated approach in Dutch policies and society towards the goals.
The appointment of this national coordinator is undoubtedly a political steering
effect of the goals that we can see in national politics. The subsequent analytical
question then becomes, however, whether this appointment resulted in changes in
the behaviour of other actors. Because only when further policies, programmes and
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8 Biermann, Hickmann and Sénit

activities within the Dutch political system have changed after 2015 as a
consequence of the activities of the national coordinator for the Sustainable
Development Goals — and hence as a consequence of the adoption of the
Sustainable Development Goals — could we speak of a broader political steering
effect of the global goals.

Types of Steering Effects

There can be countless and diverse changes in the policies, programmes and
activities of political, economic and societal actors. In this book, we focus on the
assessment of normative, institutional and broader discursive changes.

First, we assume that the Sustainable Development Goals might lead to
normative changes when political, economic or societal actors adjust legislative
and regulatory frameworks and policies in line with, and because of, the goals.
This could be the adoption of their targets in national policy programmes, in sub-
national policy goals of municipalities or in the accounting and self-reporting
frameworks of multinational corporations. To ascertain steering effects of the
Sustainable Development Goals, the normative frameworks of an organization or
institution — rules set for others and rules and standards set for the organization —
would have changed after 2015 and become better aligned with the Sustainable
Development Goals. Explicit references to all or some of the goals in the new
policy or regulatory framework would be a strong sign for the normative effect of
the Sustainable Development Goals.

Second, we analyse whether the goals bring about institutional changes. Such
institutional changes could include the creation of new departments, committees,
offices or programmes linked to the achievement of the goals, or the realignment
of institutional arrangements. The new national coordinator for the Sustainable
Development Goals in the Netherlands, mentioned above, is a typical example
(Yunita et al. 2022). Similar examples include newly created inter-ministerial
coordination bodies within public administrations to implement the Sustainable
Development Goals. While such an institutional realignment within political
systems can be an indicator to suggest political effects of the global goals, one
still needs to assess the eventual political impact of such alignment. Notably, one
should entertain the alternative hypothesis of institutions and agencies engaging
in only symbolic action or in the setting-up of decoy institutions (that is,
pretending political action while avoiding it), or plain institutional
ineffectiveness. And yet, observable institutional realignments in political
systems because of the global goals are first indications that more profound
changes because of the goals are at least conceivable.
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Third, in addition to normative and institutional changes, Sustainable
Development Goals could have discursive effects. The effects of the goals do
not have to materialize only in institutions and programmes of public actors, such
as international organizations, national governments or municipalities. In many
places, the goals have also energized local citizens, civil society movements and
initiatives in cities, districts or villages. Also here, whatever one can observe in
changes towards sustainability and can relate back to inspiration by the Sustainable
Development Goals, we identify in this book as a political steering effect of the
global goals.

We might expect even broader discursive changes. The vision and ambition of
the Sustainable Development Goals — for example in its strong support for the
ending of hunger and the eradication of poverty — might bring about in the
2015-30 period a wider transformation in the way political actors understand the
challenges ahead. Such discursive changes we might trace back in global and
national political narratives, for example in public debates, policy platforms, or
even newspapers and social media. Indications for the impact of the Sustainable
Development Goals would be when terms prominently used in the Sustainable
Development Goals and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development — such as
the phrase ‘leaving no one behind’ — could be identified in later policy documents
or public narratives around the world.

In short, the political steering effects of the Sustainable Development Goals we
might find in the core institutions of governments and international agencies, for
instance by changing rules, standards, programmes and institutional arrangements
or the creation of new institutions and programmes. We might expect such steering
effects also in broader diffusions in civil society, in changes in global and national
discourses, and in the slow trickling down of novel concepts and ideas from the
2015 United Nations General Assembly decision to the individual understandings
and actions of citizens worldwide.

Importantly, steering effects might not always be positive in the sense of
advancing sustainability. The use of the Sustainable Development Goals could be
instrumental, symbolic or counter-productive (Bexell and Jonsson 2019;
Mawdsley 2018). Corporations might for instance instrumentalize the goals to
advance their credibility and increase market shares. Governments might announce
new strategies to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals while not engaging
in structural changes, policy reforms or budgetary reallocation. Non-governmental
organizations could adopt the language of the Sustainable Development Goals to
attract new funding without changing their policies and programmes. Our
assessment hence takes a decisively critical approach towards the possible impact
of the Sustainable Development Goals. Throughout our analysis we seek to
separate real change from pure rhetoric claims.
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10 Biermann, Hickmann and Sénit

Assessment Process

This assessment brings together the body of knowledge among scholars and
experts on the political steering effects of the Sustainable Development Goals, as it
has been published since 2012. Most assessed research deals with the
implementation period since 2015. Yet because the goals were negotiated between
2012 and 2015 and were at that time already prominent in policy circles, we have
included evidence from the negotiation process as well.

Our assessment is a systematic meta-analysis of peer-reviewed academic
literature and to a limited extent ‘grey literature’ that follows similar standards. The
studies that we relied on include analyses of the impact of the Sustainable
Development Goals over time; single or comparative case studies on individual
goals or on specific countries; systematic assessments of expert opinions, for
instance through broader surveys or series of systematic interviews; and a few
quantitative data sets that provide information on the steering effects of the goals
over time. All chapters draw on multiple sources of evidence and on evaluations of
the largest possible bodies of literature that are available to date. They hence go
beyond reliance on impressions by a few experts or practitioners.

Altogether, the author teams of the different chapters collected and considered
over 3,000 scholarly studies. (This number entails some double counts of key
sources that are relevant for more than one dimension of this assessment.) All
studies were identified based on a comprehensive assessment of the academic
literature through a keyword search with the reference software Scopus. The
number of articles per topic varied greatly, which indicates current research trends
and points to under-researched issues. The author teams first sorted scholarly
studies according to their relevance and then analysed the most relevant works in-
depth in smaller teams. The insights from this qualitative content research were
complemented by findings from grey literature and from the authors’ own research
and expertise when literature was scarce on a specific topic.

The breadth of the assessment required a large, diverse and inclusive group of
social scientists and experts from universities and think-tanks, all with specialized
expertise on the Sustainable Development Goals. Each of the six substantial chapters
2-7 is written by a team of scholars with special expertise in that area, led by some
of the most prominent scholars and experts on the Sustainable Development Goals in
collaboration with mid- and early-career scholars who specialize in this field. To the
extent possible, all chapter author teams are balanced in terms of regions and gender.

Assessment Areas

This assessment analyses the body of knowledge on the steering effects of the
Sustainable Development Goals in six key areas that we now introduce and that
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Assessing the Impact of Global Goals 11

form the organizing principle for the following chapters 2—7. In each area, we have
synthesized research and knowledge on the normative, institutional and discursive
effects of the Sustainable Development Goals. Each chapter also charts new research
directions to catalyse the transformative potential of the global goals in the decade of
action to deliver the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Furthermore, each
chapter provides insights into political reform needs that reach beyond 2030 and
may point to a more ambitious and fundamental political reform agenda.

Global Governance

First, the Sustainable Development Goals and the 2030 Agenda were expected to
have a major impact on the United Nations system, which should reorient towards
this agenda for the 2015 to 2030 period. All international organizations, programmes
and agencies are formally committed to implementing the 17 goals and the broader
2030 Agenda. International conferences, treaty regimes and transnational partner-
ships and networks were called upon to refocus in the direction charted by the
Sustainable Development Goals and their 169 targets. To provide for global
oversight and guidance, governments created a new global forum, the High-level
Political Forum on Sustainable Development, which meets annually to review the
implementation of the global goals and the national reports that countries are
requested to submit (Abbott and Bernstein 2015; Beisheim 2015; Bernstein 2017).
In short, the Sustainable Development Goals were to launch a new era of ‘global
partnership’ — as announced under Goal 17 — that would exceed the often weak
global governance mechanisms of the past (Andonova 2017; Chasek and Wagner
2016; Kamau, Chasek and O’Connor 2018).

And yet, can we really see any changes in the system of international agencies
and programmes after 2015? Have the Sustainable Development Goals reshaped
the policies of international agencies? Do we see more cooperation among
international bodies to work towards the implementation of the global goals? Or do
we have to conclude that the United Nations system follows a business-as-usual
approach, without any discernible impact of the global goals? How can the role of
the High-level Political Forum on Sustainable Development be evaluated? Did the
new forum live up to the high expectations raised in 2012 when it was set up to
replace the weak Commission on Sustainable Development? These questions stand
in the centre of Chapter 2 of this assessment.

Implementation at Multiple Levels

Second, the Sustainable Development Goals are expected to change domestic
politics. They are supposed to be implemented by central governments and to
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12 Biermann, Hickmann and Sénit

influence national legislation, strategies and policies. Local and regional
authorities are expected to join the global effort and align policies and programmes
with the Sustainable Development Goals and their targets. We should find the
global goals reflected in the initiatives of cities, provinces and villages, from the
town halls of municipalities to school boards, city planners, university councils and
public utilities. Also the private sector — from global corporations to local
business — is called upon to support the global goals and their sustainability
agenda. Major business associations have taken part in formulating the global
goals, and the central get-togethers of the business leaders — such as the World
Economic Forum in Davos — are full of references to the goals. We should thus
find steering effects of the goals in corporate programmes on social responsibility,
but more importantly in investment decisions and internal policies, for example on
inequalities and discrimination or in policies against corruption.

Finally, civil society organizations and eventually all citizens are expected to
find inspiration in the Sustainable Development Goals. Environmentalists,
unions, youth organizations, farmers’ associations, political parties, along with
students, universities, schools, sport clubs, faith-based organizations — all these
local and transnational actors would need to rally around the 2030 Agenda.
Substantial resources have been invested by international organizations,
governments and local authorities into outreach and dissemination to bring
home the message of the 2030 Agenda and the 17 goals. Colourful pictograms
have been designed to turn the often-dry United Nations-legalese of the
2030 Agenda into a trendy checklist of societal goals that can inspire in the age
of Twitter and Instagram.

And yet, have the Sustainable Development Goals been effective in achieving
their aims in domestic governance? Have prime ministers, mayors, party and
business leaders or school directors and governors responded to the call of the
2030 Agenda and changed their programmes, policies and strategies because of
the global goals? Are there differences in domestic impact between the wealthy
countries in North America, Europe, East Asia or Australia and the developing
countries in Africa, Latin America or Asia? Are the Sustainable Development
Goals more effective in some types of countries or are steering effects broadly
similar?

Importantly and methodologically most challenging: how can we attribute
positive changes and progress that we might observe ‘on the ground’ to the global
agreement of the Sustainable Development Goals in 2015? Is there evidence that
national or local actors, in the public or the private sphere, have changed their
behaviour because of the global goals? In Chapter 3 of this volume we evaluate
research and evidence on these important questions.
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Assessing the Impact of Global Goals 13

Interlinkages, Integration and Coherence

Third, there is little doubt about the tremendous complexity of the 2030 Agenda
and the Sustainable Development Goals. The 169 more specific targets under these
goals offer a mindboggling mix of aims and objectives, sometimes quantified,
sometimes qualitative, in an incredibly broad range of areas. The global goals ask
us to end hunger, transform our cities, reduce inequality, protect marine
ecosystems, fight corruption, end discrimination, raise the living standards in
least developed countries, reduce infant mortality and so on. There are complex
interlinkages and interdependencies between the goals and the 169 targets.
Optimizing and achieving one target might reduce progress on other targets (Le
Blanc 2015; Liverman 2018; Lusseau and Mancini 2019; Nilsson et al. 2018; van
Soest et al. 2019; Weitz et al. 2018). Trying to advance all 169 targets easily
overchallenges actors. For that reason, some experts had argued during the
negotiations of the goals for a more limited number of goals, such as ten, which
some believed would be the maximum to keep public focus and engagement. One
early intervention by Jeffrey Sachs (2012) even listed only four sustainable
development goals. And yet, the complexity of the sustainability challenge, along
with the negotiation dynamics in 2012-15, resulted in what we have today: a
potpourri of 169 targets under 17 global goals.

Importantly, the goals were designed in a way that each would combine the
three traditional ‘pillars’ of sustainable development, that is, economic growth,
ecological protection, and social justice and well-being. The weight of each of
these three ‘pillars’ differs per goal — there is more concern for the environment
when it comes to Goal 14 (Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and
marine resources for sustainable development) and more concern for social justice
when it comes to Goal 10 (Reduce inequality within and among countries). Yet at
least in theory, no goal is only economic, social or environmental. This approach
illustrates even more the challenge posed by the interlinkages and interdependen-
cies of the 2030 Agenda for political and societal actors.

Given the lack of an ordering principle, some studies have expressed doubts that
the goals would be effective (e.g., Allen, Metternicht and Wiedmann 2018). Some
argued that

in the absence of such an overarching principle and vision, the impact of the Sustainable
Development Goals on global governance will likely materialize primarily as spurring some
further clustering or realignment of existing regimes and organizations within crowded policy
domains. ... [Gliven the nature of the challenge [...], the Sustainable Development Goals
cannot be expected to generate major architectural reforms or new integrative practices that
will significantly reduce the fragmentation of the global governance system at large.
(Underdal and Kim 2017: 254)
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14 Biermann, Hickmann and Sénit

Such an outcome, however, would run counter to the broad ambition that
governments expressed in the 2030 Agenda: that goals will add coherence and
consistency, not complexity and confusion. The goals are supposed to better align
the efforts of political and societal actors and to further the integration of govern-
ance instruments in support of the goals (Nilsson, Griggs and Visbeck 2016).
Target 17.14 especially calls upon governments to ‘Enhance policy coherence for
sustainable development’. And yet, is such integration of governance around the
goals observable? Where do actors align their efforts, and where is this attributable
to the global goals that were adopted in 20157 Even though the Sustainable
Development Goals were designed to advance overall coherence in sustainability
governance, often they still seem to operate in silos. But where are trade-offs
between goals and targets? Where are instances and trends where actors prefer
one goal over the other? Research into interlinkages between these goals is thus
important to inform policy and provide evidence-based recommendations on how
to resolve trade-offs, use synergies and accelerate progress across all
17 Sustainable Development Goals (e.g., Nilsson et al. 2018). We cover this
important research in Chapter 4.

Inclusiveness

Fourth, the Sustainable Development Goals and the overarching 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development emphasize the need to improve the life of the global
poor. The goals include explicit commitments to the eradication of poverty
(Goal 1), the ending of hunger (Goal 2) and the reduction of global and national
inequalities (Goal 10). The protection of the poor and the most vulnerable also runs
through other goals, from health to urban settlements, where special provisions
address the needs of the poor and most vulnerable. A central part of the
2030 Agenda is the commitment that no one should be left behind. The ‘leave no
one behind’ formula has become a very visible part in the development discourse
after 2015, indicated by use of its bureaucratic acronym, ‘LNOB’ (Hathie 2020).

More inclusiveness is also the ambition for global governance more broadly,
with the commitment to bring in, and advance the interests of, those countries that
fared worst in economic globalization, especially the least developed countries, but
also a few other partially overlapping categories of countries, such as the small
island and landlocked developing countries (Biermann and Sénit 2022). The least
developed countries are mentioned twenty-seven times in the targets under the
Sustainable Development Goals and thirty-eight times in the broader 2030
Agenda. Goal 10 explicitly calls for ‘achiev[ing] and sustain[ing] income growth
of the bottom 40 per cent of the population at a rate higher than the national
average’, to ‘promote the social, economic and political inclusion of all’, to ‘ensure
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enhanced representation and voice for developing countries in decision-making in
global international economic and financial institutions in order to deliver more
effective, credible, accountable and legitimate institutions’ and to ‘implement the
principle of special and differential treatment for developing countries, in particular
least developed countries, in accordance with World Trade Organization agreements’.
In short, global inclusiveness and the advancement of the interests of the poorest
and most vulnerable are central in the 2030 Agenda and the 17 global goals. Yet,
where can one observe a better inclusion and support of poor and vulnerable
communities and, internationally, of the least developed countries? Did the
promise of 2015 materialize in more inclusive policies and in curbing inequalities
within and among countries? Research on this topic we evaluate in Chapter 5.

Planetary Integrity

Fifth, the claim behind the Sustainable Development Goals is that they help align
social justice with the protection of life-supporting earth systems. In recent years,
scientists have become louder in their warnings that the planetary system might be
at the brink of collapse and transition to new states of operation. Johan Rockstrom,
one of the prominent scholarly advocates, has even called for the declaration of a
‘planetary emergency’ (Rockstrém 2020). More concretely, ‘tipping points’ in the
earth system have been suggested, and scientists have begun to quantify values for
‘planetary boundaries’ that need to be protected for the sake of the stability of the
planetary system (Rockstrom et al. 2009; Steffen et al. 2015). For example, a value
of 350 parts per million of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere has been suggested as
the ‘planetary boundary’ of the climate system. However, these planetary
boundaries do not consider the social and economic dimensions of sustainability
and have therefore met much criticism (Biermann and Kim 2020).

When the Sustainable Development Goals were negotiated, they thus stood in
an inherent tension with the idea of planetary boundaries and the question of the
priority of either social or earth system concerns (Kotzé 2018). Proponents of the
‘planetary boundary’ concept had lobbied at the 2012 United Nations Conference
on Sustainable Development for a reference to planetary boundaries in the
conference outcomes. Some non-governmental organizations even submitted a
Draft United Nations Declaration on Planetary Boundaries to the conference
(Planetary Boundaries Initiative 2012; Ferndndez and Malwé 2018). However, the
planetary boundaries concept found no entry into the 2030 Agenda. Developing
countries in particular viewed them as insufficiently concerned with the social and
economic development needs of the Global South.

The Sustainable Development Goals are the political compromise between these
conflicting interests and concerns. The 17 goals are to integrate social justice,
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economic development and the global protection of ecosystems, while the
relationship of the goals remains non-hierarchical. Although one could read a
prioritization in the decision to begin the list of Sustainable Development Goals
with the commitments to end poverty (Goal 1) and hunger (Goal 2), it is evident
from the 2030 Agenda that all goals are equal and to be achieved simultaneously.
Some academics have advanced framings that would grant the more ecosystem-
related goals 13—15 — climate, life on land and life under water — more prominence.
Some argued that the Sustainable Development Goals should be hierarchically
organized with priority to those that most closely relate to ‘staying within planetary
boundaries’ (Costanza et al. 2015). One often-cited example is the ‘wedding cake’
model (Rockstrom and Sukhdev 2016). Yet overall, such attempts of hierarchizing
the Sustainable Development Goals run counter to the integrated and inclusive
approach advanced in the 2030 Agenda.

Given the conflicting values, the question arises: to what extent did the goals
help to navigate these dimensions? How is the vital concern of preserving the
stability of planetary systems — what we describe here as ‘planetary integrity’ —
reflected in the implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals? Did the
goals advance planetary integrity in areas and policy fields that have only
marginally been associated with ecological concerns? Where can we see change
towards more planetary integrity in governance that can be attributed to the goals?
Research insights on this topic will be evaluated in Chapter 6.

Methods for Analysing Steering Effects of Global Goals

The five core research areas of this assessment, taken together, reveal a final
challenge: we are dealing with a compounding mix of novelty, complexity,
uncertainty, urgency and, not least, global politics and diplomacy. The scholarly
analysis of the steering effects of the goals needs to reflect such a multi-faceted
nature of global goal-setting. This situation calls for novel approaches to scientific
research, assessment and cooperation. Proposals for a new integrated, worldwide
and transdisciplinary ‘sustainability science’ abound (e.g., Clark and Harley 2020),
and studying the Sustainable Development Goals is now a prime example where
this new generation of sustainability science is needed. Consequently, this
assessment includes a chapter dedicated to epistemology and methodology. While
Chapters 2—6 evaluate what we know about the steering effects of global goals,
Chapter 7 discusses how we can know in the first place and identifies knowledge
gaps and avenues for strengthening our methodological approaches and repertoire.

Given the complexity of the 2030 Agenda and the 17 global goals, this research
area has attracted scholars who specialize in quantitative, data-driven work.
Scholars have set up research programmes to study the interlinkages of goals and
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targets through integrated assessment models (Collste, Pedercini and Cornell 2017;
Van Soest et al. 2019). Originating in research on climate and oceans, such models
have become more complex and also cover human activities. They are used to
understand interlinkages among Sustainable Development Goals and their targets,
and conversely, the goals offer a testing ground for elaborating and refining the
models. Another data-driven approach to cope with the complexity of the
Sustainable Development Goals is social network analysis, a method to show
dynamic relations among large numbers of actors, programmes or policies. The
GLOBALGOALS Project at Utrecht University, for instance, uses network analysis
to map and analyse relations among international organizations and Sustainable
Development Goals.

The complexity of the Sustainable Development Goals has also given rise to
new approaches in the humanities and qualitative social sciences. Also here, some
scholars turn to data-driven approaches, for example in the qualitative content
analysis that Galvao, Cabral and Maurer (2020) used to track the influence of
Sustainable Development Goals in texts from research projects and surveys of
teachers, students and university staff in Brazilian universities. Others revert to
qualitative, discursive and interpretative work to study broader questions, such as
how the Sustainable Development Goals change perceptions and actions of
decision-makers and societal influencers (e.g., Mert and Bickstrand 2020).
Chapter 7 discusses these and many other methods in detail. We especially bring
quantitative and qualitative work into the conversation, while keeping the space for
both meta-approaches to improve and fine-tune their toolboxes.

Organization of the Book

Taken together, this assessment reviews and evaluates the body of academic and
policy literature on the steering effects of the Sustainable Development Goals.
The next chapter discusses the impact of the goals at the global level, for
example whether the United Nations — notably the High-level Political Forum on
Sustainable Development — provides multilateral leadership or plays an
‘orchestrating’ role, thereby also enhancing the global partnership for sustainable
development and institutional or policy coherence at the global level (Chapter 2 —
Global Governance). We then look into whether the Sustainable Development
Goals have had any impact at the national and sub-national level, including
governments, regional and local authorities, the private sector, civil society,
covering developing and emerging economies, least developed countries and
OECD countries (Chapter 3 — Implementation at Multiple Levels). Subsequently,
we examine the interlinkages between the Sustainable Development Goals and the
synergies and trade-offs across the goals and targets, along with studies on whether
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Sustainable Development Goals have led to more institutional integration and
policy coherence at national level (Chapter 4 — Interlinkages, Integration and
Coherence). The following chapter reviews knowledge on whether the goals could
bring about a better inclusion and support of poor and vulnerable communities
within countries, and of the least developed countries internationally (Chapter 5 —
Inclusiveness). Next, we evaluate scientific studies and policy reports on the
question of whether the Sustainable Development Goals could advance planetary
ecological integrity, that is, strengthen policies towards the preservation of global
commons (for example, climate, biodiversity, marine environment and forests) in
intergovernmental negotiations or national policy frameworks (Chapter 6 —
Planetary Integrity). The subsequent chapter discusses how to measure overall
progress on the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals and how to
explore their effects on institutional change, decision-making and the political
discourse, thereby seeking to identify bridges between methodological camps
(Chapter 7 — Methods for Analysing Steering Effects of Global Goals). Chapter 8
brings the key insights from the chapters together and provides the overarching
conclusions of whether the Sustainable Development Goals have been a
transformative force in global sustainability governance to date.
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Many observers expected the Sustainable Development Goals to strengthen the
institutional architecture of global sustainability governance within the United
Nations system and beyond. This ambition was already part of the negotiations of
the goals. Here, the United Nations General Assembly had created an ‘open
working group’ of only 30 countries, driven by fears that negotiations with
universal participation would not lead to an agreement. However, when over
70 countries wanted to join this group, the United Nations found an innovative
way to accommodate them by sharing the 30 seats among ‘duos’ and ‘trios’ of
countries. In another innovation, the open working group first went through a
‘stocktaking’ process to create a common understanding of the issues and to create
legitimacy among governments and stakeholders (Chasek and Wagner 2016;
Dodds, Donoghue and Roesch 2016; Kamau, Chasek and O’Connor 2018).
However, some studies criticized these negotiations for being ‘unpolitical’ and
brushing over conflicts (Rivera 2017; Thérien and Pouliot 2020).

The academic literature has characterized the 2030 Agenda as ‘governing
through goals’ (Kanie and Biermann 2017: ix). Typical features include a goal-
setting process that aims to be broadly inclusive; the non-legally binding nature of
the goals; reliance on weak institutional arrangements to promote and implement
the goals; and extensive leeway for states or other actors and institutions in
responding to the goals (Biermann, Kanie and Kim 2017; Vijge et al. 2020: 256).
Some studies argued that goal-setting can be impactful and that the Sustainable
Development Goals encapsulate ‘seeds for transformation’ (Stevens and Kanie
2016). Yet, global governance through goals remains a contested strategy (Kanie
et al. 2017: 6; Young 2017: 38). Legal scholars emphasize that goals that are
aspirational need additional mechanisms to reach beyond the fragmented and
compartmentalized system of international law (Kim 2016: 17). In principle, such
mechanisms can be found in the other parts of the 2030 Agenda, especially in the
sections on the means of implementation and on the follow-up and review.
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In this chapter we assess to what extent the literature identifies major changes in
global governance — that is, the system of international agencies, programmes and
other global actors and institutions — following the launch of the Sustainable
Development Goals in 2015. We first discuss the range of expectations for global
governance arrangements for the goals, considering their stated objectives. We
then assess the early performance of governance arrangements in terms of shifts in
policy and practice. We focus here on changes within the United Nations system
and its interactions with other international institutions and actors since the launch
of the goals.

Conceptualization and Methods

In line with the approach of this overall assessment, our study of the goals’ impacts
on global governance aims at evaluating their steering effects. While the scholarly
literature offers several definitions of global governance, most focus on
authoritative and purposeful ‘steering’, making this a good starting point to
evaluate whether the goals have constituted or underpinned governance (Bernstein
2011; Rosenau 1995). In practice, steering here means that an organization, actor
or institution, individually or collectively, has adjusted its behaviour, policies,
programmes or practices by explicitly adopting the goals or by pursuing objectives
defined by the goals.

Aspirations and Expectations

Our analysis begins by identifying the governance aspirations mentioned in the
2030 Agenda (which includes the Sustainable Development Goals) (Finnemore
and Jurkovich 2020) and the expectations raised by scholars and experts,
government representatives, stakeholders, and other engaged groups. Based on
official documents and early literature from the negotiations and launch period
from 2011 to 2017, we identify four areas of aspirational or expected steering
effects (see also Bowen et al. 2017): that the 2030 Agenda and the goals would,
first, enhance multilateral leadership and guidance; second, improve system-wide
coherence and coordination of global sustainable development policies; third,
strengthen the global partnership and the means of implementation; and fourth,
strengthen the global level follow-up and review for peer-learning and
accountability to citizens. We now outline in more detail these aspirations and
expectations, which will be our points of reference for the assessment of the actual
steering effects of the goals that follows.

Enhancing Global Political Leadership and Guidance? After the 2012 United
Nations Conference on Sustainable Development, governments mandated the
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newly established High-level Political Forum on Sustainable Development to
provide ‘leadership, guidance and recommendations’ for sustainable development
(UNGA 2013a). While governments gave the forum this far-reaching mandate, its
formal status and resources remained limited (Abbott and Bernstein 2015). Some
studies argued that the High-level Political Forum would face shortcomings similar
to, or be even weaker than, the institution that it replaced, the United Nations
Commission on Sustainable Development (Strandenaes 2016), or even cautioned
that the forum could end up being an ‘empty institution’ devoid of any influence
(Dimitrov 2020: 636). It is widely accepted that despite some early accomplish-
ments, the Commission on Sustainable Development had many shortcomings,
such as an inability to attract ministers from economic or social sectors; a rigid
sectoral-based agenda that prevented it from addressing new issues; and a weak
review mechanism (UNGA 2013b). The mandate of the High-level Political Forum
aimed to address these weaknesses. Governments also decided to strengthen the
forum by having it meet annually under the auspices of the Economic and Social
Council and every four years under the auspices of the General Assembly.
Some studies argued that the High-level Political Forum could potentially serve
as an ‘orchestrator’ for the 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals
(see also Chapters 1 and 8 of this book). Contingent upon its focality and
legitimacy, the forum could employ a soft and indirect governance strategy by
enlisting third-party actors as intermediaries (Abbott and Bernstein 2015;
Bernstein 2013, 2017). While debate persisted on the extent to which the weak
institutional arrangements would affect the High-level Political Forum’s leader-
ship, experts agreed that orchestration would continue to be challenging given the
broad array of actors and institutions called upon to implement the 2030 Agenda.
Improving System-Wide Coherence? The 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable
Development Goals renewed the call for greater coordination and coherence by
highlighting the need for a more integrated agenda across the economic, social and
environmental dimensions of sustainable development (Le Blanc 2015). Over-
coming institutional competition and turf battles has been a persistent challenge
within and beyond the United Nations system (Mueller 2010). The literature
describes global sustainability governance as a patchwork of international
institutions that vary in their character (organizations, regimes and implicit
norms), their constituencies (public and private), scope (minilateral to multilateral),
and subject matter, from specific policy fields to universal concerns (Biermann
et al. 2009: 16). The 2030 Agenda emphasizes the need for system-wide coherence
and coordination in global governance in several contexts. It mentions policy and
institutional coherence as ‘systemic issues’, captured for example in target 17.14,
to ‘enhance policy coherence for sustainable development’ (UNGA 2015b: 27). It
also identifies one of the roles of the High-level Political Forum as promoting
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system-wide coherence and coordination of sustainable development policies,
working with the General Assembly, the Economic and Social Council, and other
bodies and processes (UNGA 2015b: paragraph 82) (for institutional integration at
the national level, see Chapter 4 of this book).

Potential positive effects noted in some studies include institutional integration
(Vijge et al. 2020: 268), the creation of overarching and cross-cutting norms, the
institutionalization of the Sustainable Development Goals in soft law instruments,
influence on the development of rules and (legal) enforcement (Kanie et al. 2017:
6-8), and the potential to decrease norm conflicts (Vijge et al. 2020: 266). Other
studies, however, questioned how far the goals could change the fragmentation of
global governance (Kim 2016). This concern has led some studies to call for
approaching sectoral issues from a nexus perspective, which could be facilitated by
the High-level Political Forum as an integrative global steering body (Boas,
Biermann and Kanie 2016).

Building a Global Partnership? It was clear that global governance for the
Sustainable Development Goals would need to reflect countries’ diverse
capacities, capabilities and starting positions for implementing the 2030 Agenda.
In addition, international rules on finance, trade and technology affect countries
differently, leading to asymmetries and inequalities (Ocampo and Gémez-Arteaga
2016). Building on the earlier Millennium Development Goal 8, the 2030 Agenda
aspires to revitalize a ‘Global Partnership’ and define means of implementation.
Differences over the nature and scope of development cooperation and the sources
of the necessary funding hampered agreement on the key elements of the ‘Global
Partnership’. Many developing countries advocated for a partnership between
developing and industrialized countries, with industrialized countries taking the
lead in providing the means of implementation. In addition, developing countries
suggested necessary reforms to systemic global issues, for example new or
reformed financial, tax, trade and investment architectures (Fukuda-Parr and
Muchhala 2020: 7-8). Developing countries also reinforced their demands for
greater democratization of global economic governance through increasing the
voice and vote of developing countries in international financial institutions.

Many industrialized countries, however, did not see a strong necessity for major
institutional reforms. Instead, they emphasized the need to expand domestic
sources of financing, increase the role of the private sector, and call on emerging
economies in the Global South to shoulder more responsibilities. Their
understanding of the °‘Global Partnership’ went beyond governments and
encompassed a wider range of actors, including the explicit endorsement of
multi-stakeholder partnerships (Thérien and Pouliot 2020). In addition to official
development assistance, developed countries expected financing for the Sustain-
able Development Goals to include philanthropy, remittances, South—South flows
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and other official assistance, along with foreign direct investment, resources and
investments of all types — including both public and private and both national and
international financing.

The 2030 Agenda captures these conflicting aspirations in Sustainable
Development Goal 17, as a stand-alone goal, and in the targets on means of
implementation contained in the other goals. The Addis Ababa Action Agenda,
adopted in 2015 at the Third International Conference on Financing for
Development, also addresses the ‘means of implementation’ for the 2030 Agenda
(UNGA 2015a). It is expected that national and international aid and development
actors play a significant role and that official development assistance increases.
However, aid became less important in the overall mix of domestic and
international, as well as public and private, flows to fund the Agenda’s
implementation, with the exception of aid to least developed countries, small
island states or highly indebted countries with limited access to other sources of
finance. The Agenda also envisages changes in policy areas such as finance,
technology, trade or data, monitoring and accountability (UNGA 2015b).

While underlining the importance of national implementation, the 2030 Agenda
singles out several international institutions. Below, we focus on steering effects
on the United Nations development system. Suggesting a need to make it ‘fit’ for
sustainable development, the 2030 Agenda stresses the ‘important role and
comparative advantage’ of a reformed United Nations system for supporting the
achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (UNGA 2015b: paragraph 46).
For this, the United Nations development entities were also expected to do better in
terms of leadership and coherence. Several studies expected multilateral
development organizations to play a crucial role in implementing the 2030
Agenda, especially as ‘leaders of the new “global partnership”” (Kharas and Biau
2015: 12) that could innovate within the development community and build
bridges to the private sector (Bhattacharya et al. 2018). In the vision of the 2030
Agenda, multilateral development organizations could coordinate among multiple
development actors, support a more coherent approach and provide public goods
such as data. The United Nations development system was expected to change its
role from funding (that is, mobilizing grants to implement United Nations projects)
to financing (that is, bringing together funding flows for a common result) (Bailey
2017). The United Nations was also expected to function as an orchestrator,
brokering collective action to support sustainable development in networks of
actors whose primary role is not necessarily related to either sustainable
development or international cooperation (Paulo and Klingebiel 2016). For all
these roles, multilateral organizations would need to complete internal reforms and
adapt to changing demands (Browne and Weiss 2014; OECD 2015).
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Improving Global Follow-Up and Review? Even before the United Nations
adopted the 2030 Agenda, several studies offered recommendations on the follow-
up and review of the Sustainable Development Goals, based on the assessment of
strengths and weaknesses of the existing review mechanisms (Beisheim 2014,
2015; Espey, Walecik and Kiihner 2015; Halle and Wolfe 2015). In the end, the
United Nations established a voluntary review mechanism, comprising thematic
reviews and Voluntary National Reviews, the latter based on national processes
(UNGA 2015b: paragraph 74-90). The follow-up and review process aspired to be
‘robust, voluntary, effective, participatory, transparent and integrated [to] help
countries to maximize and track progress in implementing’ the Sustainable
Development Goals (UNGA 2015b: paragraph 72). Governments decided that the
High-level Political Forum should have a ‘central role in overseeing a network of
follow-up and review processes at the global level’ (UNGA 2015b: paragraph 82).
Some negotiators of the 2030 Agenda strongly contested establishing these follow-
up and review procedures (Beisheim 2014; Dodds, Donoghue and Roesch 2016;
Kamau, Chasek and O’Connor 2018). As a result of many governments resisting
more ‘prescriptive’ reviews, the review procedures ended up being designed to
promote merely voluntary peer-learning.

Some governments also contested the role of civil society in the reviews. Some
studies viewed the 2012-2015 negotiations of the Sustainable Development Goals
as the most recent phase in a long-term trend towards increased civil society
participation in global governance (Fox and Stoett 2016). Others, however, were
more sceptical of the potential of civil society consultations to democratize global
governance (Sénit, Biermann and Kalfagianni 2017). The aspirational goal of
‘leaving no one behind’ fostered some expectations for the inclusion of civil
society in monitoring and reviewing the global implementation of the Sustainable
Development Goals (Strandenaes 2014). Indeed, the 2030 Agenda states that the
follow-up and review mechanism ‘should be open, inclusive, participatory and
transparent for all people and will support the reporting by all relevant
stakeholders’ (UNGA 2015b: paragraph 74d) to ‘ensure that no one is left behind’
(UNGA 2015b: paragraph 72) and ‘promote accountability to our citizens’ (UNGA
2015b: paragraph 73).

Methods

We take these four aspirations and expectations as our points of reference for
assessing what the academic and expert literature concludes about the steering
effects of the Sustainable Development Goals in global governance. Our core
question, in line with the objectives stated in Chapter 1, is: Did political, economic
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or societal actors in global governance change their behaviour because of the
Sustainable Development Goals? Following the framework in Chapter 1, we are
especially interested in causal pathways that the literature identifies, specifically
through normative changes (including adjustments in legislative and regulatory
frameworks and policies), institutional changes (including financial incentives and
budgets), or discursive changes (including novel concepts and narratives). We
limit the scope of our analysis to what the literature says about steering effects at
the global level, including horizontal effects across institutional arrangements or
governance complexes. While our focus is on the steering effects of Sustainable
Development Goals on global governance, these effects must translate into
changes and better implementation at other levels to have an impact (see
Chapter 3).

Our assessment is based on a comprehensive analysis of academic and expert
studies on the impact of the goals on global governance. We identified academic
literature published since 2015 from the Scopus database, using a search string that
combined keywords such as ‘Sustainable Development Goal*’ and ‘steer*™ or
governance’ and ‘global’." This search resulted in a total of 470 publications. To
obtain more specific results, we added keywords for the four types of aspirational
or expected steering effects outlined above. After scanning all titles, keywords and
abstracts, we identified 90 articles as potentially relevant for our chapter. We then
complemented the Scopus search with other relevant publications, including grey
literature, found through either a snowball approach or drawing on our own
expertise. Altogether, we read and analysed 142 articles and papers that discuss
steering effects of the goals on global governance.

In view of the research questions of this assessment, we note that the number of
studies with relevant findings is still limited. The few analyses that have been
published in academic journals focus on general theory development, the
evaluation of single policies or on normative assessments. Other studies of the
institutional changes remain largely descriptive. More analysis is hence needed. In
the conclusion to this chapter we discuss areas for future research in more detail.

Research Findings and Practical Insights

When the United Nations General Assembly adopted the 2030 Agenda in 2015,
the United Nations had already started to align its work with the Sustainable
Development Goals. The speed and range of this uptake is impressive, as
documented in an annual survey, the ‘United Nations System Sustainable
Development Goal Implementation online database’ (see also Office of Internal
Oversight Services 2019; UNDESA 2020). Harrington (2019) claims that ‘three
genres of global governance mechanisms [have] changed and adapted to
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incorporate and achieve the Sustainable Development Goals’: first, those created
for the goals themselves; second, economic mechanisms; and third, global
environmental governance. Building on these initial findings, we now assess the
literature that focuses on the High-level Political Forum on Sustainable
Development; the United Nations development system; and global environmental
governance. Our focus in each analysis is the four aspirations and expectations for
the Sustainable Development Goals outlined above.

The High-level Political Forum

The High-level Political Forum started to review progress towards the Sustainable
Development Goals immediately after their launch. The fact that the High-level
Political Forum became the ‘home’ of the Sustainable Development Goals in the
United Nations system is itself an institutional steering effect of the 2030 Agenda.
The High-level Political Forum attracts a wide range of participants, including
high-level representatives from governments, the United Nations system and
stakeholder groups. A 2019 survey found that 78 per cent of respondents agree that
the High-level Political Forum has brought together participants with diverse
backgrounds (UNDESA 2019a). The literature views the High-level Political
Forum as a focal meeting place with a high degree of convening power (Adams
2019; Beisheim 2020a; Hege, Chabason and Barchiche 2020).

Enhancing Global Political Leadership and Guidance? Most studies concur
that the formal leadership and guidance emanating from the High-level Political
Forum during its first four-year cycle is limited (Beisheim 2018; Beisheim and
Bernstein 2020b; Hege, Chabason and Barchiche 2020; UNDESA 2019b, 2019c).
An often-mentioned example is that the outcome document — the pre-negotiated
ministerial declarations that are supposed to be adopted at the end of each annual
High-level Political Forum — fails to reflect discussions held at the meeting. The
document merely reiterates general commitments and challenges without offering
much political guidance or measures for follow-up (Beisheim 2018). Studies
highlight a significant gap between mandate and expectations, on the one hand,
and the forum’s actual performance on leadership and guidance, on the other. This
gap is notable, given that 83 per cent of respondents to a United Nations
Department of Economic and Social Affairs survey expect the High-level Political
Forum ministerial declaration to deliver in this regard (UNDESA 2019a).

Academic studies offer several reasons for this lack of formal leadership.
First, the launch of the High-level Political Forum coincided with a period of
increasing strain on, and declining commitment to, multilateralism (Hooghe, Lenz
and Marks 2019; Morse and Keohane 2014). This is mirrored in many conflicts
and an underlying unresolved normative dissent about the forum’s mandate and
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format (Beisheim 2020b). Hege (2018) suggests these general trends have
manifested specifically in the inability of the High-level Political Forum since
2018 to adopt the negotiated ministerial declaration by consensus. In 2020 the
COVID-19 pandemic also had an impact on the forum, further diminishing its
political leadership. As meetings of the Economic and Social Council were held
virtually, governments refrained from voting online. The draft declaration could
thus not be adopted through a majority vote. Yet, the United Nations Secretary-
General continues to call for an ‘inclusive and networked multilateralism’. For this,
policy papers advocate strengthening the High-level Political Forum and turning it
into a relevant network node (Beisheim and Fritzsche 2021) or — as a more far-
reaching reform option — a powerful Sustainable Development Council
(Wieczorek-Zeul et al. 2021, also Biermann 2014).

Second, some studies indicate an unresolved conflict about the status of the
High-level Political Forum. The forum could be seen as either the main United
Nations forum on sustainable development that has universal membership and, if
not takes, at least prepares vital decisions; or it could be seen as a mere platform
for informal exchange (Adams 2019; Beisheim 2018, 2020a; Beisheim and
Bernstein 2020a). Behind this difference is the deeper divide of governments on
the relationship between the High-level Political Forum and the Economic and
Social Council, which some member states see as the main United Nations body
responsible for follow-up and review (Beisheim 2020a, 2021; Strandenaes 2016).

Third, some studies have argued that the United Nations Department of
Economic and Social Affairs, which provides the secretariat for the High-level
Political Forum, lacks resources and autonomy to support a more robust leadership
role for the High-level Political Forum and also shows administrative inefficiencies
(Janus and Weinlich 2018; Office of Internal Oversight Services 2020; Widerberg
and van Laerhoven 2014).

The literature thus suggests that the High-level Political Forum has fallen victim
to these conflicts, shortcomings and, most significantly, lack of political will by
governments to remove structural barriers to transformative change (see also
Fuchs, Hayden and Kalfagianni 2020).

Improving System-Wide Coherence? The gap between aspirations and
performance is also large regarding system-wide coherence. At the High-level
Political Forum, speakers increasingly highlight interlinkages between the
Sustainable Development Goals. The recommendations of the 2019 Global
Sustainable Development Report have supported this shift in discourse. This report
offers a detailed framework for supporting coherence and addressing the synergies
and trade-offs by identifying six entry points: human well-being and capabilities;
sustainable and just economies; food systems and nutrition patterns; energy
decarbonization and universal access; urban and peri-urban development; and
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global environmental commons. In addition, the 2019 Global Sustainable
Development Report lists four levers for transformative change: governance;
economy and finance; individual and collective action; and science and technology
(Independent Group of Scientists appointed by the Secretary-General 2019).

Yet, some studies criticize the High-level Political Forum’s annual focus on a
subset of Sustainable Development Goals as too siloed (Amanuma et al. 2019) —
despite having an overarching theme chosen for each meeting. Nevertheless, the
thematic reviews still lag behind their potential to provide evidence-based analyses
on interlinkages and cross-cutting issues, trade-offs and synergies, and gaps
(Beisheim and Bernstein 2020a). Above all, several studies find that the High-level
Political Forum has failed to promote or produce tangible outputs to achieve policy
coherence (Beisheim 2020a; Brimont and Hege 2018; Monkelbaan 2019;
UNDESA 2019a). Part of the literature has focused on how to improve policy
coherence between the Sustainable Development Goals and the Paris climate
agreement (Janetschek et al. 2020) or the human rights obligations of governments
(Danish Institute for Human Rights 2020; Feiring and Konig-Reis 2020).

Studies on institutional interplay underline that the joint monitoring of
individual goals can help with developing shared normative understandings, even
though this is limited by structural factors, and legitimacy struggles continue
(Addey 2021; Breitmeier et al. 2021). Some of the forum’s reviews can build on
existing comprehensive processes, for example for the review of Goal 6 on the
joint monitoring of several United Nations agencies on water and sanitation
(Beisheim 2018). Preparing for other reviews, however, the United Nations
Department of Economic and Social Affairs had to set up entirely new
coordination processes, for example with ten international organizations for the
review of Goal 16 (Fritzsche 2020). The forum’s meetings and review processes
have also been criticized for not engaging with other processes, such as the Bretton
Woods institutions or human rights reviews (De Burca 2019).

Beyond the forum’s work, some studies identify substantial efforts to align the
United Nations’ work with the Sustainable Development Goals (Kapucu and
Beaudet 2020; Office of Internal Oversight Services 2019). Another analysis,
however, finds that the impact of the Sustainable Development Goals on
interagency cooperation has been limited to merely providing a cross-cutting
visual and rhetorical tool (Schnitzler, Seifert and Tataje 2020).

Building a Global Partnership? Each year, the High-level Political Forum
features sessions to review Goal 17 on the Global Partnership, the results of the
Financing for Development Forum and the Science, Technology and Innovation
Forum, and the situation of countries in special situations such as least developed
countries or small island developing states. Some studies find, however, that these
sessions do not provide much added value beyond the two original forums
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(Dano 2019; Obenland 2019). Likewise, countries rarely report on their financing
strategies in their Voluntary National Reviews, resulting in limited peer-learning
(Committee for Development Policy 2020; Hege, Chabason and Barchiche 2020).
Accordingly, some studies argue that the follow-up and review system of the High-
level Political Forum delivers neither on mutual accountability between donor and
developing countries nor on business accountability (Adams 2019; Ocampo and
Gomez-Arteaga 2016).

According to its mandate, the High-level Political Forum also aspires to offer a
‘platform for partnerships’. To showcase multi-stakeholder partnerships during the
High-level Political Forum, the United Nations Department of Economic and
Social Affairs has launched the ‘PX — Partnership Exchange’ and the ‘Partnerships
for SDGs online platform’, a global database for self-registering initiatives. Yet,
both efforts constitute only a weak ‘meta-governance’ for multi-stakeholder
partnerships for Sustainable Development Goals (Beisheim and Simon 2018).
While over 5,000 partnerships and voluntary commitments are registered on the
platform, some studies question whether such voluntary bottom-up frameworks
will deliver the type of multi-stakeholder partnerships required for true
transformations (Beisheim and Ellersiek 2017, 2018; Horan 2019). A case in point
is the small number of progress reports in the global registry (174 at the time of
writing, with another 1,052 being expected but late and 3,556 more than two years
overdue) (see also Béckstrand, Koliev and Mert forthcoming). As regards causality,
Breitmeier et al. (2021) found that in global food governance one partnership — the
Sustainable Food Systems Programme — implemented changes because of new
mobilization of knowledge around the Sustainable Development Goals.

In 2019, the United Nations launched a ‘2030 Agenda Partnership Accelerator’,
which aims to scale up partnering and have transformational impact. Moreover,
leading up to the 2019 ‘SDG Summit’ (that is, the quadrennial High-level Political
Forum under the auspices of the United Nations General Assembly), the United
Nations launched a new platform for ‘SDG Acceleration Actions’. Future research
will need to follow the impact of these new initiatives while also engaging with
new analytical approaches (Transformative Partnerships 2030, Sondermann and
Ulbert 2021).

Improving Global Follow-Up and Review? The Sustainable Development
Goals have strongly shaped the work of the United Nations with data. An Inter-
Agency and Expert Group on SDG Indicators developed a global indicator
framework, adopted in 2017. The Statistical Commission is working to refine the
framework, and a whole array of processes has been initiated in support of this work.
Building on this framework, the Secretary-General and the Statistical Commission
issue annual reports that review progress towards the goals and targets and inform
the High-level Political Forum. Studies lament that this data-driven monitoring
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approach is technocratic and ignores politics, specifically attention to power and
structural inequalities (Bexell and Jonsson 2019; Fisher and Fukuda-Parr 2019;
Fukuda-Parr and McNeill 2019). The academic literature discusses several
additional measurement and data issues, which are addressed in detail in Chapter 7.

Overall, the institutional arrangements for the follow-up and review of
implementation through the High-level Political Forum remain weak, confirming
early criticisms that the 2030 Agenda had a vague and state-centric conception of
accountability in terms of ‘what agents are held accountable, for what and to
whom’ (Bexell and Jonsson 2017, 27; Donald and Way 2016). As early as 2016,
several governments had opposed strengthening the follow-up and review
framework for the Sustainable Development Goals (Beisheim 2016; see UNGA
2016). Now studies criticize the quality of both the cross-cutting thematic reviews
and the reviews of individual goals (Beisheim 2018; Fritzsche 2020; Hege,
Chabason and Barchiche 2020). National reporting is entirely voluntary.
Nevertheless, 176 countries reported so far, some multiple times. In 2016,
contestation led governments to limit agreement on ‘voluntary reporting guide-
lines’ of the United Nations Secretary-General to being a ‘suggested tool’ in
preparing for the Voluntary National Reviews (UNGA 2016: paragraph 9; see also
Beisheim 2018). The literature attributes the large variation in the quality of these
reviews to this lack of mandatory reporting rules, reluctance to address problems
and gaps, and the failure to highlight commitments for truly transformative action
(Beisheim 2018; Hege, Chabason and Barchiche 2020; Kindornay and Gendron
2020; Partners for Review 2019, 2020; Persson, Weitz and Nilsson 2016). While
some studies suggest that synergies between reporting mechanisms should be
strengthened, for example by linking the forum’s Voluntary National Reviews to
the Human Rights Council’s Universal Periodic Reviews (Feiring and Konig-Reis
2020), governments could not agree on such a mandate. Nevertheless, one study
highlights that the United Nations human rights mechanisms increasingly engage
with specific targets of Sustainable Development Goals in their reviews, even
though this practice appears uneven (Jensen 2019). Other studies find that countries’
reports tend to prioritize those Sustainable Development Goals that are already part
of their national development plans (Forestier and Kim 2020). Research also
indicates that the Voluntary National Review processes mainly promote international
and horizontal accountability (Bexell and Jénsson 2019), while the development of
national, hierarchical accountability would require stronger national processes
(Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen, Dahl and Persson 2018) (see Chapter 3 of this book).

The High-level Political Forum provides space for interactive debate but its
format is not geared towards collecting and documenting recommendations by the
speakers. Some studies criticize the limited opportunity for interventions by non-
state actors and marginalized groups and view informal events in parallel to the
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High-level Political Forum more positively (Beisheim 2018; Grzywnowicz 2020;
Sarwar and Nicolai 2018). The so-called Voluntary National Reviews Labs (that is,
informal in-depth discussions of those reviews organized by the United Nations
Department of Economic and Social Affairs), the many side events, and the growing
number of special events are all seen as places for more open and honest discussion
about successes and failures (Amanuma et al. 2019; Beisheim 2020a; Beisheim and
Bernstein 2020a). Accordingly, experts acknowledge that the High-level Political
Forum has offered space for peer-learning and exchanging best practices — but
whether this affects the implementation of the goals remains unclear.

An interesting new development is the growing number of ‘Voluntary Local
Reviews’. Since 2017, the High-level Political Forum has featured regular special
events on local and regional government action, with mainly cities presenting
(Dellas et al. 2018; Ortiz-Moya et al. 2020). Parliaments have also become active
at the High-level Political Forum, for example through a Parliamentary Forum
organized by the Inter-Parliamentary Union (Inter-Parliamentary Union 2020). The
existing academic literature, however, focuses on the role of parliaments at the
national level (Bexell and Jonsson 2020; Vrieze and Fitsilis 2020).

In sum, the literature finds mostly institutional steering effects of the
2030 Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals, particularly the creation
of the High-level Political Forum and related institutional innovations, including
its convening power, peer-learning opportunities and review functions. The High-
level Political Forum has become a focal point for promoting the Sustainable
Development Goals throughout the United Nations system, supported by the
United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs. However, the
leadership, authority and capacity of the forum have remained limited, as has its
role in enhancing institutional interplay. The value of the forum lies mainly in
informal leadership and guidance, for example through peer-learning.

In terms of discourse, the literature suggests that some principles, such as
coherence and ‘leave no one behind’, have resonated through meetings and activities
of the High-level Political Forum and throughout the United Nations system as a
result of its relationship to the Economic and Social Council and the United Nations
General Assembly. Yet despite the promotion of these discourses and the informal
guidance, there is little evidence in the literature that the High-level Political Forum
has effectively produced formal normative outputs to foster policy coherence or
directly influence the rest of the United Nations system in that regard.

United Nations Development System

Discussions about how the United Nations development system would need to
change to accommodate the requirements of the Sustainable Development Goals
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began well before the adoption of the 2030 Agenda. The United Nations
development system consist of 36 United Nations entities that differ in mandates
and governance structures, mostly rely on voluntary funding and possesses weak
centralized decision-making. From 2014 on, the Economic and Social Council
held a series of dialogues to discuss the repositioning of the United Nations
development system. Yet, no decisions towards substantial reforms were made.
Several studies attributed this lack of change to the traditional conflict between
industrialized and developing countries that prevents governments from delegating
further authority to the United Nations (Baumann 2017; Dongxiao, Ruipeng and
Lei 2018).

Nonetheless, the United Nations General Assembly firmly established the
2030 Agenda as the overall objective for the whole system, and in May 2018, the
Assembly took a series of decisions to better align the United Nations development
system’s capacities and resources to the 2030 Agenda. Several studies see the
2030 Agenda as the main rationale for these reforms, although some studies also
note many pre-2015 grievances that these reforms also aim to address (Browne and
Weiss 2021; Dongxiao, Ruipeng and Lei 2018; Reddy 2018). While a few internal
studies describe and assess reform efforts, along with a few external, more policy-
oriented studies, overall we note a lack of scholarly assessments and especially
more theory-led research. The limitations in scholarship suggest the need for more
work beyond internal assessments to more generally determine whether changes to
the operations of United Nations entities took place because of the Sustainable
Development Goals.

Enhancing Global Political Leadership and Guidance? The United Nations
General Assembly directed the United Nations development system to propagate
global norms and standards, especially the 2030 Agenda. Yet to do so requires not
only advocacy but also to incorporate the Sustainable Development Goals in all
their operations. The literature highlights ways in which the goals have guided
multilateral institutions to align policies. Some studies observe that multilateral
development organizations have formally translated the 2030 Agenda into their work
programmes, reshaped their policies and operational strategies, created tools to
monitor this alignment, and use the 2030 Agenda and Sustainable Development
Goals, their targets and some indicators in country strategies (OECD 2018: 152-67).
United Nations entities are described as leading here; most United Nations
development strategies at the country-level use the Sustainable Development Goals
as a global results framework (OECD and UNDP 2019: 99). As part of the reforms,
the United Nations development system as a whole formulates a system-wide
strategic document that outlines its collective approach to the 2030 Agenda, defines
its roles and commits to principles such as ‘leave no one behind’ and national
ownership (United Nations Sustainable Development Group 2019). An internal
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assessment shows, however, that the scope and intensity of change varies across the
United Nations (Office of Internal Oversight Services 2019).

The 2030 Agenda has also been translated into policy tools. This process,
however, has not yet been analysed in more detail. An interesting yet under-
researched instrument for advancing the implementation of the 2030 Agenda is the
2016 ‘Mainstreaming, Acceleration and Policy Support’ framework. This frame-
work seeks to orient the technical assistance by United Nations entities in support
of the national implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals. It aims to
guide the translation of the goals into national and sub-national plans, budgets and
actions, raise public awareness, and establish practices for monitoring and
reporting (UNDP 2019). While the framework has been used widely, it is yet to be
assessed from a scholarly perspective.

In terms of leadership, the United Nations has strengthened the role of its
Resident Coordinators, who now represent the United Nations Secretary-General
in a developing country. The coordinator is accountable to the government for the
United Nations’ collective support of the goals and expected to act as an impartial
convenor and, where possible, orchestrator.

Yet, while internal reports highlight good progress in implementing reforms, it
is questionable whether these reforms will fundamentally alter the work of United
Nations entities regarding strong multilateral leadership and guidance. Studies
highlight structural impediments and point out that limited funding and the lack of
robust mandates hamper a shift of United Nations development entities towards
providing more integrated policy advice (Hendra and Baumann 2020; OECD
2020). United Nations development entities have also failed to take the principle of
universality seriously. The system has paid little attention to measures that support
high-income countries in their sustainable development efforts internally or in their
development policies (Weinlich and Baumann 2018).

The unclear steering effects of the goals on United Nations development entities
might be in line with a broader pattern. A growing number of studies detail the
difficulties for the 2030 Agenda to initiate change: Many lament that development
finance at a scale that they deem necessary has not been provided (Barua 2020;
Kharas 2019). Moreover, the institutional and instrumental overhaul of national
and international development actors called for by the universal, integrated and
indivisible ambition of the 2030 Agenda, has failed to materialize. Kloke-Lesch
(2021: 147), for instance, argues that ‘development cooperation actors have
responded to the 2030 Agenda mainly by adopting its terminology and using it as a
reinforced narrative underpinning and incrementally broadening their pre-existing
business models’.

The literature discusses several reasons for this limited influence. First, it is
argued that the commitments regarding Goal 17, and the ‘means of implementation’
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more generally, mostly only reaffirm existing commitments and are too vague. The
negotiated text makes it difficult to unambiguously identify what concrete changes
are needed owing to soft formulations, static indicators and missing data baselines
(Berensmann et al. 2015). Second, without any specific guidance on the quality of
development cooperation or a universal framework to assess their contributions,
development organizations can easily align themselves with the goals rhetorically or
in policy pronouncements (Pérez-Pineda and Wehrmann 2021; Rudolph 2017),
while the allocation of official development assistance remains motivated by short-
term strategic interests of economic and political opportunities, not by the priorities
of the goals (Mawdsley et al. 2018). Third, some studies argue that the 2030 Agenda
does not clearly attribute responsibilities for implementing the goals (Bexell and
Jonsson 2017; Cooper and French 2018; Spangenberg 2017). Fourth, new
development organizations led by Southern actors increased existing coordination
challenges within the heterogeneous system of international development coopera-
tion, which was exacerbated by the unresolved conflict between countries from the
Global South and Global North on what development cooperation means and who
bears which responsibilities. All these factors together have created coordination
challenges when it comes to implementing the Sustainable Development Goals
(Chaturverdi et al. 2021).

Improving System-Wide Coherence? A key aim of ongoing reforms of the
United Nations development system is to strengthen cooperation and coordination
among the entities and translate their activities into more coherent support at scale for
countries’ efforts to implement the goals. This effort includes attempts to overcome the
divisions between the activities of the United Nations in peace and security,
humanitarian aid, human rights, and sustainable development (Ivanova 2021;
Samarasinghe 2021). Measures have included increasing the authority of the Resident
Coordinators; enlarging systemic support structures and delinking them from the
United Nations Development Programme to make them more independent; and new
cooperation mechanisms to better integrate the Regional Economic Commissions with
the regional structures of the United Nations (Connolly and Mincieli 2019; Connolly
and Roesch 2020; Surasky et al. 2020). The narrative was adjusted to support greater
coherence as well. The United Nations Development Assistance Framework — the
programmatic umbrella for all United Nations activities in a developing country — was
renamed the United Nations Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework. New
detailed guidance on how to formulate such a framework both in terms of process and
substance is meant to ensure that the United Nations development assistance follows
an integrated and multidimensional programming approach based on the goals and
principles such as ‘leave no one behind’.

However, several studies indicate a mixed impact of these efforts and persisting
obstacles to reaching greater coherence. Some articles argue that the reforms, if
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fully implemented, would make the United Nations development system a strong
partner in pushing for a transformation towards sustainable development (Hendra
and Fitzgerald 2021). Others warn of high transaction costs of coordination in a
loose system (Sohn and Choi 2019). While overall cautious not to rule out
improvements regarding system-wide coherence, still others claim that the reforms
have inbuilt limitations, in particular with regard to the governance and funding of
the system (Weinlich et al. 2022). As Golding (2021: 231) puts it: ‘the inherent
constraints of a 75-year-old, fragmented United Nations system, with a long
history of building silos and branding, mean that the single biggest challenge
remains the alignment of goals, resources, activities, evaluations and reporting
back to member states, to donors, and ultimately to taxpayers’. Systemic and
structural changes underway are mostly restricted to areas under the purview of the
United Nations Secretary-General. They fall short of tackling fragmentation more
forcefully, for instance by merging entities or creating a sustainable development
board as an overarching governing body (Helgason 2016). The United Nations
development system’s central authority remains weak, as do mechanisms to ensure
coordination between the pillars, from peace and security to human rights and the
environment (Gruener and Hammergren 2021; Samarasinghe 2021).

There is a consensus in the literature that the funding patterns at the United
Nations are a strong driver for fragmentation: The long-term trend of earmarked
funding means that United Nations entities with overlapping mandates compete for
scarce resources, both in developing countries as well as globally (Baumann and
Weinlich 2021). The reforms address the issue in the ‘Funding Compact’ where
governments pledge to provide more and better quality funding in return for better
accountability, effectiveness and efficiency on the part of the United Nations
development system (Weinlich and Jenks 2019). Whether these voluntary
commitments will lead to a more appropriately balanced mix of resources needs
to be closely studied. Determining the impact of such reforms is especially
important since the increasingly earmarked nature of multilateral funding is
frequently found to be an impediment to multilateral organizations fully delivering
on their potential to implement the 2030 Agenda (Baumann, Lundsgaarde and
Weinlich 2020; OECD 2020). Earmarked funding promotes a piecemeal approach
that limits flexibility and the ability to target funds where recipients believe they
are needed most, and it generally restricts the ability to develop integrated
approaches to support transformations (Weinlich et al. 2020). Since donor
organizations use the power of their purse to direct activities of multilateral
organizations instead of seeking multilateral consensus, earmarked funding also
undermines global governance and the legitimacy of multilateral organizations
(Barder, Ritchie and Rogerson 2019; Graham 2017; Michaelowa 2017).
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Building a Global Partnership? As part of the reforms following the adoption
of the Sustainable Development Goals, the United Nations has started to assist
governments in mobilizing and accessing new funding sources. Activities range
from establishing green finance products and other pooled funds that are open to
contributions from the private sector, to supporting governments in devising so
called integrated national financing frameworks (Dag Hammarskjold Foundation
and United Nations Multi-Partner Trust Fund Office 2018: 112-34). The United
Nations also engages in analytical and advocacy work to align the financial system
with the 2030 Agenda (UNEP 2018). The United Nations Secretary-General, for
instance, has founded the ‘Global Investors for Sustainable Development’ alliance
to enhance the impact of private investment on sustainable development. There is
little scholarly literature that takes stock of these efforts or assesses their effects,
although the annual reports of the Dag Hammarskjold Foundation and the United
Nations Multi-Partner Trust Fund Office (2020) have showcased several
initiatives. There is more interest in multilateral financial organizations and the
challenges and potential dangers of using public funds for mobilizing private
sector capital (Elder, Shigemoto and King 2018; King, Elder and Shigemoto
2018; Mawdsley 2018; Walker, Pekmezovic and Walker 2019). Some studies
assess the United Nations development system’s mixed record in attracting
funding for their own activities from the private sector and embarking on
partnerships with for-profit companies and philanthropies (Biermann et al.
2020). Some studies, while still underlining the need for increased resources,
also raise concerns about the absence of rigorous oversight in line with the
United Nations core norms and human rights standards (Adams 2021; Seitz and
Martens 2017).

Improving Global Follow-Up and Review? Many entities of the United
Nations development system engage in monitoring global progress by acting as
‘custodian agencies’ for indicators under the Sustainable Development Goals (van
Driel et al. 2021; Young 2017). As one study describes, since governments do not
automatically provide the necessary funding for these tasks, some indicators
initially were unclaimed by any entity, while for others, there was competition
(Kapto 2019). The United Nations development system also works towards
improving data and data collection on indicators in developing countries and
strengthening national statistical capacity. Closer cooperation on data, especially
on vulnerable groups, is part of the reforms. Some articles describe successful
United Nations efforts to harmonize and establish global data standards, adopted in
April 2020, that allow individual entities and the development system as a whole to
report its activities against specific goals (Dag Hammarskjold Foundation and
United Nations Multi-Partner Trust Fund Office 2019). One study has highlighted
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that the reforms strengthened lines of accountability between governments and the
United Nations development system (Golding 2021).

In sum, the literature finds a variety of steering effects of the 2030 Agenda and
the Sustainable Development Goals. The United Nations General Assembly
prominently anchored the 2030 Agenda as the main purpose of the United Nations
development system in its resolutions that provided system-wide guidance and
authorized the reform, thereby initiating normative change. Multifaceted
institutional changes can also be observed as part of the reform. While the
2030 Agenda provided the key rationale for the reform, many of these changes are
seen in the literature as attempts to overcome earlier and longstanding
fragmentation problems. While some changes are far-reaching in terms of how
the United Nations development system collaborates, they did not include more
fundamental steps such as the merger of entities.

The overall impact of the institutional changes also depends on whether
governments are able and willing to send coherent signals in the governing bodies
and change their funding practices. The literature describes many discursive
changes, and the 2030 Agenda offers a new narrative for United Nations agencies
towards a more collective approach. Yet it remains questionable how deep these
discursive changes go and whether they will override organizational and financial
incentives that still drive the system apart and push it towards small-scale
interventions instead of integrated approaches at scale.

Global Environmental Governance

Global environmental governance is known to be institutionally fragmented and
lacking a central institution such as the International Labour Organization or the
World Health Organization in their fields. More than a thousand international
environmental treaties create a complex global regulatory framework, each one
with their own conferences of the parties as their primary governing body. This
institutional fragmentation of global environmental governance has been discussed
in the literature since the 1970s, with reform proposals ranging from better
interaction management and the clustering of environmental treaties to the creation
of a powerful world environment organization (Biermann and Bauer 2005).

To catalyse and better coordinate environmental activities in the United Nations
system, in 1972 governments created the United Nations Environment Programme.
The programme is meant ‘to be the leading global environmental authority that sets
the global environmental agenda, that promotes the coherent implementation of the
environmental dimension of sustainable development within the United Nations
system and that serves as an authoritative advocate for the global environment’
(UNEP 1997: 55). Its overall political impact has been limited, however, and many
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other actors, notably the conferences of the parties to the major environmental
treaties, still dominate the development of global environmental governance.

The 2012 United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development sought to
improve global environmental governance (UNGA 2012). Among other reforms,
governments agreed to upgrade the Governing Council of the United Nations
Environment Programme, which had only 58 members, to a more ambitious
United Nations Environment Assembly with universal membership. Some scholars
expressed hope that the 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals,
agreed three years later, could serve as collective ‘headlines’ for better connecting
the many multilateral environmental agreements (Biermann, Kanie and Kim 2017).
The record indicates, however, a more limited impact.

Enhancing Global Political Leadership and Guidance? The key body to
provide leadership to implement the Sustainable Development Goals is the High-
level Political Forum, discussed above. As for the United Nations Environment
Programme, some studies indicate that its influence might have become more
limited since the adoption of the Sustainable Development Goals, partially
because of the integrated nature of the 17 goals and the now wider set of actors,
institutions and norms that engage with environmental concerns (Elder and Olsen
2019; Mclnerney 2017). Others observe a further division of policy concerns in
the three components of atmosphere, land and water, as they are distinctly
covered in Goal 13 on climate change, Goal 14 on life below water and Goal
15 on life on land (Scholtz and Barnard 2018). Some studies indicate that the
United Nations Environment Programme has been unable to fully use the
potential of the new United Nations Environment Assembly, now with universal
membership, to steer the global environmental agenda in support of the
Sustainable Development Goals. Formally, the Assembly is committed to the
2030 Agenda and communicates its messages to the High-level Political Forum
(MclInerney 2017: 17; Urho et al. 2019: 29). Yet, the Assembly has also become
more political. Governments have become more interested in the Assembly, as
indicated by an increase of 21 per cent in the number of delegations attending
between 2010 and 2017 (Urho et al. 2019: 23). Governments have also assumed
more responsibility for introducing resolutions and the number of resolutions has
increased; both developments have reduced the role of the secretariat.
Consequently, many resolutions are often less aligned with the programme of
work of the United Nations Environment Programme, which has raised
confusion about ownership and follow-up, including about which Sustainable
Development Goals are relevant (Urho et al. 2019: 25). Some studies conclude
that the United Nations Environment Programme still faces hurdles to being an
anchor institution for the global environment and to steer collective action for the
2030 Agenda (Ivanova 2020a; 2020b: 347).
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Improving System-Wide Coherence? Environmental governance has been
described as one of the most fragmented domains of global governance (Biermann
2014; Zelli and van Asselt 2013). The Sustainable Development Goals here seem
to have had a largely discursive impact. For example, the Environment
Management Group, through which the United Nations Environment Programme
seeks to coordinate with 51 multilateral bodies, has now included the 2030 Agenda
in its terms of reference and adopted in 2016 a system-wide framework of
strategies on environmental issues. The Sustainable Development Goals seem to
have inspired the Environment Management Group to move beyond its
thematically driven approach, as it now aims to converge agency strategies and
strengthen capacity to support the integration of the environment in the
implementation of the goals (Mclnerney 2017: 5; Urho et al. 2019: 43). Starting
in 2017, the Environment Management Group organized a series of Nexus
Dialogues on thematic and institutional interlinkages between environmental
issues, frameworks and agendas in the context of the Sustainable Development
Goals. Yet, following the United Nations’ own assessment, the group’s
functioning is ‘limited in effectiveness and scope’ (UNGA 2018: paragraph 81).

Some institutional effects can be found, even though many reforms follow a
longer trajectory of increased interaction management and are not a direct effect of
the global goals. Many multilateral environmental agreements have taken
decisions to strengthen synergies and cooperation through shared approaches
and operational tools. An example is the mapping of biodiversity-related
conventions to the Aichi Biodiversity Targets in 2016 (Azizi, Biermann and
Kim 2019: 460). Some environmental treaties used the Sustainable Development
Goals to justify linkages with other sustainability issues and refer to the goals as
higher-order priorities. Yet, operational difficulties remain because of diverse
memberships and objectives and the often-limited integration between the
objectives of multilateral environmental agreements and the Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals and their targets. For example, Dauvergne (2018) concludes that
despite Goal 14 on oceans, global governance of marine plastic pollution remains
highly uneven, without strong regulation with binding targets and timelines.
Harrould-Kolieb (2020) argues that Goal 14.3, Minimize and address the impacts
of ocean acidification, including through enhanced scientific cooperation at all
levels, lacks the specificity required to have effect and requires a much stronger
governance framework.

The United Nations Environment Programme could play a role in facilitating
coherence among international environmental treaties as it aims to focus more
strongly on cross-cutting areas in its programmatic cooperation with treaties within
and across their thematic clusters. This includes more connections with ‘non-
environmental’ development objectives, such as human rights, gender equality,
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economic growth and employment (UNEP 2020). Yet the relationship of the
United Nations Environment Programme with the hundreds of conferences of the
parties to multilateral environmental agreements is still vague; decision-making
seems often to continue to operate in silos without an overall strategy or
mechanism for cooperation to facilitate system-wide coherence (Chasek and
Downie 2021: 302; Urho et al. 2019: 85). The Sustainable Development Goals do
not seem to have structurally transformed these global institutional architectures.

Building a ‘Global Partnership’? In terms of global partnership, envisioned by
the 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals, no transformative
effects are reported in the literature. Funding for environmental programmes has
not substantially increased. Many changes in collaboration among countries that
have occurred follow the trajectory of international environmental treaties that
make up the texture of global environmental governance, but have not been
directly motivated by the Sustainable Development Goals. For example, the
climate convention processes have continued without clear added impact of the
Sustainable Development Goal 13, Take urgent action to combat climate change
and its impacts.

Improving the Global Follow-Up and Review? The United Nations
Environment Programme is supposed to provide a central narrative on the
environmental dimension of sustainable development for the annual reports that
inform the High-level Political Forum, partially because of its role as a ‘custodian’
in the United Nations system for 26 environment-related indicators that do not fall
under a multilateral environmental agreement. Indeed, there are some efforts to
increase information management, for example in two web portals (Mclnerney
2017: 3; Urho et al. 2019: 12). A “World Environment Situation Room’ is intended
to provide a global digital environmental platform underpinned by economic and
social data, drawing on private and citizen science (UNEP 2020: 7). These datasets
aim to track progress on multilateral environmental agreements (UNEP 2020: 30).
However, environmental data remain a weak area in implementation of the
Sustainable Development Goals, with only about 40 per cent country-level data
coverage for the 93 environment-related indicators (Campbell et al. 2020: 446).

The 2012 United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development also called
upon the United Nations Environment Programme to ‘ensure active participation
of relevant stakeholders’ (UNGA 2012: paragraph 88). This focus has led to an
interpretation of ‘partnership’ that is more consistent with a focus on broadening
the range of actors or multi-stakeholder partnerships than on financing or structural
reforms. Changes include more flexibility in accrediting civil society organiza-
tions, which led to an increase of 80 per cent in accredited organizations between
2013 and 2018, from 272 to 490 (Urho et al. 2019). Participation in the United
Nations Environment Assembly has also increased over time, from 1,200 in the
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first assembly to 4,450 in the third assembly. However, civil society actors and the
private sector are still rather disconnected from decision-making (Urho et al. 2019:
64). In its 2022-2025 Medium-Term Strategy, the United Nations Environment
Programme has restated its ambition to increase partnerships, including South—South,
North—South and triangular cooperation, as well as cooperation with civil society and
science, especially regarding data collection (Campbell et al. 2020; UNEP 2020).

In sum, the literature shows some adjustments in global environmental
governance because of the Sustainable Development Goals, yet with only mixed
results. Most changes are discursive, with international organizations, programmes
and treaty bodies adopting the language of the Sustainable Development Goals and
the 2030 Agenda. The leadership of the High-level Political Forum is also limited
in global environmental governance, and the leadership role of the United Nations
Environment Programme has not been structurally transformed. The alignment of
multilateral environmental agreements has not been drastically affected by the
Sustainable Development Goals (see also Chapter 6). The Nexus Dialogues,
however, suggest that the Environment Management Group can inspire a more
integrated approach, which could be related back to the broader vision of the
2030 Agenda.

As in other areas, so too in global environmental governance is it difficult to
analytically separate the steering effects of the Sustainable Development Goals
from the broader changes initiated since 2016. Many conferences of the parties to
the hundreds of environmental treaties have continued their policy development,
with more or less success; yet the impact of the global goals on these treaty bodies
remains doubtful and is unlikely to be transformative. Institutional effects related
to the Sustainable Development Goals concern data collection, indicator
development and the Nexus Dialogues.

Importantly, the relationship between global environmental governance and the
Sustainable Development Goals is in many instances bidirectional, that is, the
global goals themselves reflect decisions and processes that centre on other
institutions. Goal 13, Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts,
is not much more than a reference to the climate convention and related processes,
without adding new ambitions or different targets. In a footnote to Goal 13, the
2030 Agenda explicitly ‘acknowledge[s] that the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change is the primary international, intergovernmental
forum for negotiating the global response to climate change’. Bidirectionality is
less visible for Goal 14 on oceans and Goal 15 on life on land. But also here, some
targets refer to standards from other policy processes or organizations, such as the
Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission Criteria and Guidelines on the
Transfer of Marine Technology.
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Finally, we need to conclude also that this area is in need of more research,
especially of large-scale comparative assessments of the extent to which norms,
standards and decisions by international environmental treaty bodies have been
affected by the Sustainable Development Goals beyond mere discursive
recognition.

Conclusions and Future Directions

We started this chapter by first identifying four aspirations and expectations for the
steering effects of the Sustainable Development Goals at the global level:
enhancing global political leadership and guidance; improving system-wide
coherence; building a global partnership; and improving global follow-up and
review. We examined what the literature says on the degree to which these
expectations were met in the operations and performance of the United Nations’
work on the Sustainable Development Goals in three areas: the High-level Political
Forum on Sustainable Development; the United Nations development system; and
global environmental governance. Here we review the main findings, focusing on
whether the literature identified normative, institutional, or discursive changes in line
with the four aspirations in each of the three governance arrangements assessed.

Looking across the three arenas, overall we conclude that there is a broad
consensus in the literature that the Sustainable Development Goals have had some
effects on global governance through their widespread adoption as normative
references in policy and programme pronouncements, through establishing new
institutions and changing existing institutions, and in a changed discourse within
global institutions that now addresses the global challenges targeted by the
Sustainable Development Goals. United Nations entities have aligned their work
with the Sustainable Development Goals. Moreover, the commitments and
principles in the 2030 Agenda, the agreement over the means of implementation,
and the framework for a follow-up and review helped to advance alignment
processes in the United Nations system.

At the same time, however, the literature does not show compelling evidence or
confidence that the Sustainable Development Goals have had any transformative
impact on broadening or changing the mandates, practices or resource allocation of
international organizations and institutions. While the underpinning governance
principles of the Sustainable Development Goals — such as universality, coherence,
integration and ‘leaving no one behind’ — have changed the discourse in multilateral
institutions, there is limited evidence of whether these discursive changes have
transformed the practice of global sustainable development governance.

In terms of institutional changes, the creation of the High-level Political Forum
in 2013 and its reviews of the Sustainable Development Goals from 2016 onwards
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is evidence of institutional reform in both anticipation of and response to the
Sustainable Development Goals. Yet, the leadership and guidance required for
actual steering towards substantial transformations has not materialized. The most
blatant manifestation of this absence is the outcome documents of the High-level
Political Forum, which lack any specific guidance or action plans and do not even
reflect the discussions in the forum. Moreover, given the expectations of servicing
the 2030 Agenda, the responsible divisions of the United Nations secretariat suffer
from weak mandates and limited resources. While the literature identifies several
reasons for these weaknesses, the lack of political will among governments is likely
to top the list, which reflects wider problems in the multilateral system and also
impacted the 2021 negotiations on the review of the forum.

Conversely, the High-level Political Forum provides a platform for peer-
learning among governments, especially by providing opportunities for interaction
with, and among, non-state, local and regional actors. The literature documents a
high level of buy-in and participation in follow-up and review, but also notes a
need to enhance the quality of these processes, making them more inclusive,
coherent, evaluative, action-oriented and geared to inform future decision- and
policy-making. The academic literature has not yet systematically addressed
whether and how this peer-learning has led to transformative normative (legislative
or policy) changes, at global, national or local levels. More research is needed on
the development and uptake of best practices. The 247 presentations of Voluntary
National Reviews until 2021 could be seen as an excellent source of data for larger
and more systematic empirical analyses of the steering effects of the Sustainable
Development Goals through these global reviews. Moreover, there is hardly any
research that identifies causal links between processes and changes.

The United Nations development system more broadly also shows evidence,
according to the literature, of incorporating the 2030 Agenda and Sustainable
Development Goals discursively in policy pronouncements that translate into
institutional and normative changes in how entities support and engage in
monitoring the goals, and plan and evaluate their activities. However, many of
those reforms and policy initiatives are congruent with broader and longer-term
changes in development cooperation, for instance towards greater coherence and
the inclusion of the private sector: they cannot be attributed solely to the goals,
even though the 2030 Agenda has provided an additional impetus for change. This
holds particularly for the wide-ranging reforms initiated in 2018 to strengthen what
the United Nations development system can collectively contribute to implement-
ing the Sustainable Development Goals. While the literature assesses the reforms
as being extensive, it also concludes that they fall short of more fundamental
changes (for example, organizational mergers, embracing universality, bridging
thematic pillars, or devising new funding structures). This might in the end limit
their impact and the role that the United Nations development system can play in
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pushing for transformations towards sustainable development. Overall, more
research is needed to better understand the scope of changes in the United Nations
development system and their impact.

In global environmental governance, the United Nations Environment
Programme sees itself as the primary forum for promoting implementation of
the environmental dimension of sustainable development. Yet, its leadership has
thus far been limited, which some studies attribute to the politicized nature of its
decision-making body, the United Nations Environment Assembly. Universal
membership and increased participation by civil society and the private sector may
have the potential to build a broader global partnership for implementation, but this
has not yet expanded to decision-making. The highly polycentric nature of global
environmental governance, including the United Nations Environment Programme
and the myriad multilateral environmental agreements, continues to limit
institutional changes and system-wide coherence.

Taken together, the 2030 Agenda has been heralded as a call for transformation
of policy-making and practice of multilateral institutions. Yet there are few
academic studies on how international organizations have changed in response.
While experts observe institutional and discursive changes that seem aligned with
the 2030 Agenda, there is not much scholarly discussion on whether those changes
were caused by the agenda or the goals or merely reflect trends already underway.
Moreover, while the literature frequently refers to the Sustainable Development
Goals as catalysts for reform, it also highlights that the observable changes are not
transformational — even though the 2030 Agenda carries the title “Transforming
our World’. Accordingly, many studies see a mismatch between aspirations and
outcomes in global governance. Reforms have been modest, and changes have
been largely found only in discourses with limited practical effects.

At the same time, assessing the degree of transformation depends on one’s
expectations for change in relation to other processes: for example, compared to
the Millennium Development Goals, institutional changes have been more
extensive and rapid. Also, seven years since 2015 is only a short period for
major reforms in global governance to take effect. Further empirical work is
needed to study the degree to which United Nations member states will authorize
and support agencies to further adjust their mandates and organizational structures.
Similarly, such work will need to assess movement toward an integrated approach
that stands at the heart of the Sustainable Development Goals by increasing
cooperation and coordination with other parts of the United Nations system, and
fostering collaboration more broadly with a wide range of actors expected to work
with, and within, these entities. Studies should focus on the conflicts and politics
that are connected to this. It would be important, for example, to study changes in the
role of the major groups and other stakeholders or the role of science in these United
Nations processes. More work is also needed to better understand the requirements
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and conditions under which the United Nations can better position itself to
successfully orchestrate partnerships and voluntary initiatives on the global goals.

In short, systematic, theory-informed empirical analyses are now needed for
deeper insights about the steering effects of the Sustainable Development Goals on
global governance.

Note

1 Search string (TITLE-ABS-KEY ( ( “sustainable development goal*” OR “SDG*” ) AND ( steer*
OR governance ) AND ( global OR international OR “united AND nations” OR “un” ) AND
(LIMIT-TO ( PUBYEAR , 2021 ) OR LIMIT-TO ( PUBYEAR, 2020 ) OR LIMIT TO
(PUBYEAR, 2019 ) OR LIMIT TO ( PUBYEAR 2018 ) OR LIMIT-TO ( PUBYEAR, 2017 ) OR
LIMIT-TO ( PUBYEAR, 2016 ) OR LIMIT-TO ( PUBYEAR, 2015 ) ).
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In 2015, the United Nations agreed upon the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development, which laid the foundation for an ambitious global programme for
societal transformation with 17 Sustainable Development Goals. Yet, according to
reports by think-tanks, civil society organizations and the United Nations, only
modest progress has been made towards goal implementation (Sachs et al. 2020).
One challenge is that implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals
remains the responsibility of governments, even though the United Nations offers
some guidelines (e.g. UNDP 2017). Each country has to implement the goals
based on its own context and circumstances. So far, we know little about the actual
impact of the Sustainable Development Goals in national and sub-national
sociopolitical systems. There is no comprehensive assessment of where and how
the implementation of the goals has brought any observable changes, and we know
little about what stalls or unlocks such progress.

In this chapter, thus, we systematically take stock of the first seven years of
implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals and of the steering effects
that the goals had within countries. We focus on national governments, sub-
national authorities, the corporate sector and civil society, hence complementing
Chapter 2, which studied steering effects of the Sustainable Development Goals on
global governance. We first introduce a conceptual framework for exploring the
knowledge base on implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals, which
we see also as a broader contribution for future policy and research. We then
present the main insights from our analysis and its policy implications before we
draw broader conclusions.

Conceptualization and Methods

Our analysis draws on a systematic review of the literature that was published
between 2015 and 2020. In view of long publication processes, we also
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occasionally included articles with a release year of 2021. We took 2015 as a
starting point, which allowed us to include all publications since the beginning of
the actual implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals in national
settings. We evaluated mainly peer-reviewed scholarly articles, but also took
policy studies from think-tanks and research institutes, and reports and statements
from intergovernmental bodies and non-governmental organizations into account.

In the social sciences, systematically reviewing literature is increasingly used to
identify and synthesize research findings, identify gaps and propose topics for
future research (Petticrew and Roberts 2006). Systematic reviews are particularly
useful for addressing a research question dealt with in complex and large bodies of
literature across disciplines or topic areas. There are many approaches to
systematically reviewing (scholarly) literature (Grant and Booth 2009). Some rest
in positivist traditions, mirroring approaches originally developed in medical
studies to aggregate evidence, often through quantitative methodologies. Others
are embedded in interpretivist research paradigms that critically assess and
interpret insights, often through qualitative approaches and with a view to
contribute to conceptual development. Unlike traditional literature reviews,
systematic reviews are guided by clear and transparent procedures of what was
included and excluded and how the body of literature was analysed
and interpreted.

Our systematic review was conducted as follows. First, we decided on the types
of actors to be studied. Although national governments are primarily responsible
for implementing the Sustainable Development Goals, we adopted a broader
approach and included also data on sub-national authorities at the regional (federal
states, provinces, regions) and local levels (cities, municipalities), along with
corporate actors, such as individual businesses or business associations, and civil
society, including non-governmental organizations and community groups. While
not all these actors are equally involved in implementing the goals, achieving them
will be impossible if only national governments change policies and procedures.
There are also many examples where cities or businesses have endorsed the
Sustainable Development Goals and framed their strategies or policies around
them and the 2030 Agenda.

Second, we classified the possible steering effects of the Sustainable
Development Goals, expanding here on the framework provided in Chapter 1 of
this book. We conceptualize and operationalize steering effects of the Sustainable
Development Goals on implementation across multiple levels of governance as
changes in institutional, discursive, relational and resource effects. We also
expected to find studies on cases where the Sustainable Development Goals had
no or limited effects. Institutional effects we define as changes in rules and
institutional arrangements in support of the goals, such as new rules, regulations,
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strategic plans, formal standards or social norms. Hence, institutional effects in this
chapter also includes the normative effects as distinguished in Chapter 1. Discursive
effects are references to the Sustainable Development Goals, for instance, in
organizational narratives, policy discourses and external communications. Relational
effects we understand as changes in relations between actors such as new
partnerships to deliver on the goals or contestation among actors around their
implementation. Resource effects we describe as changes in resource allocation to
address the goals such as changes in budgets, investments or human resources.

This framework allowed us to compare steering effects of the Sustainable
Development Goals across multiple types and levels of governance to guide our
systematic review. Yet, we did not use the framework as a rigid tool or a tick-box
exercise. Instead, we used it in a flexible way and as a common analytical lens for
the critical review of the literature, while allowing for interpretations and
comparative analysis. Interpretations of authors mattered as well, and we have
written our analyses not slavishly following our operationalization but rather in a
narrative form that allowed us to zoom in on the most important findings and to
highlight the specific character of the changes that we observed. Conceptual
flexibility was also important because the literature may portray links or even
contradictions among effects. Particularly regarding relational and institutional
effects, more than one actor may be involved. In sum, our systematic review
allowed for some interpretation, that is, the analysts and their expertise became an
active instrument in the evaluation (Stake 2010).

We identified the primary data by a search-string search from the Scopus
database (as of 9 October 2020). The search string combined keywords for the
Sustainable Development Goals, governance and types of actors. This search
resulted in

— 119 studies that referred to the steering or governance of the Sustainable
Development Goals in national governments;'

— 363 studies that referred to the steering or governance of the goals in sub-
national authorities;”

— 125 studies that referred to the steering or governance of the goals in
business;’

— 81 studies that referred to the steering or governance of the goals in civil
society.”

Based on this data set, we undertook an initial analysis in three steps. First, author
teams analysed the relevance of articles by scanning their title, keywords and
abstract (or if in doubt, introduction and conclusion) to decide whether to include
them for more detailed reading. We excluded papers that do not substantially
engage with the implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals, such as
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purely conceptual or theoretical studies, but kept non-empirical studies that con-
vincingly argued for steering effects through other sound methodological steps. We
also filtered out articles that did not address the type of actor that was the topic of
the analysis and articles that were inaccessible. This resulted in a final set of 165
articles, consisting of 47 articles from the national governments search string,
40 from the sub-national authorities search string, 50 from the corporate actors
search string and 28 from the civil society search string for inclusion in the full
analysis.” We then evaluated the remaining studies in detail, using the common
understanding of the four types of steering effects mentioned above as our analyt-
ical lens.® By this means, we gained a systematic overview of all relevant studies
on different types of steering effects of the Sustainable Development Goals on
implementation in the academic literature.

The following third step was to analyse and interpret this raw material. In
addition to the insights from the 165 articles that were thoroughly reviewed, we
have drawn here on a few additional references (mostly from the grey literature)
based on our own expertise (all cited in the reference list). Our interpretation was
informed by five guiding questions: What kind of steering effects are most
prominent, and why? Which ones are lacking or underdeveloped? Which leading
examples of implementation are reported? How and why are they successful?
Which critiques are raised in the literature and why?

The four written analyses and interpretations were shared with and further
discussed by all authors to contrast findings and identify recurring issues, gaps or
observations, and are the basis of the following section.

A limitation of our analysis is the time factor. Research in academic journals and
other outlets is, at the time of publication, often dated by one or two years due to
long processes of review, revisions and copyediting. In a field as dynamic as
sustainability and the Sustainable Development Goals, we are likely to underreport
developments that might have manifested in the latest years before publication of
this book. Overall, this potentially leads to a bias that could be overly critical of the
steering effects of the Sustainable Development Goals. A second limitation is
language bias, inasmuch as we review only academic literature in the English
language. While English is the leading language in the academic debate, especially
among those journals that rank highest in terms of citations and impact, we have
not included research in other languages such as Chinese, Russian, Arabic,
Spanish, French and Portuguese.

Research Findings and Practical Insights

We now present in detail four accounts of the steering effects of the Sustainable
Development Goals since 2015. We start the discussion with the effects on
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national governments across the world, followed by analyses on sub-national
authorities, corporate actors and civil society.

Steering Effects in National Governments

As the formal signatories of the 2030 Agenda, national governments carry the primary
responsibility for implementing the Sustainable Development Goals. Moreover, they
have the largest capacities for realizing the goals. But do they also deliver?

To start with, several studies generally point to a lack of steering effects of the
Sustainable Development Goals at national levels as of 2020. This finding runs
through all types of categories and applies for both OECD and non-OECD
countries. As for the Global South, for instance, one study found that the
government of Bangladesh has failed to incorporate the Sustainable Development
Goals that relate to equity and social justice at the policy level and that ruling
political elites promoted their own self-interest, ignoring the Sustainable
Development Goals in the case of the ready-made garment industry (Khan and
Milne 2019). This situation, the authors argue, was the result of the non-binding
character of the Sustainable Development Goals and the lack of national and
international compliance arrangements. Likewise, a study on water governance in
Mexico concluded that despite the government’s formal commitment to the
Sustainable Development Goals, any changes in water governance can better be
explained by domestic events and windows of opportunity than by any motivating
impact of global goals (Breuer and Oswald Spring 2020).

However, there is also evidence of some steering effects of the Sustainable
Development Goals in several countries.

Institutional Effects

In some countries, the Sustainable Development Goals seem to have had some
institutional effects. For instance, a review of institutional arrangements for the
Sustainable Development Goals in Latin America shows that out of sixteen countries
surveyed, ten had created new institutional arrangements, such as commissions or
councils, for coordinating the Sustainable Development Goals. Six had designated
an existing institution to coordinate the implementation (Beneke de Sanfelit et al.
2020). Ghana has set up a complex arrangement that includes a high-level
ministerial committee, a technical Sustainable Development Goals implementation
coordination committee and a platform of civil society organizations on the goals
(Kasirye, Ntale and Venugopal 2020: 32).

China has incorporated the Sustainable Development Goals into its medium-
and long-term development strategies, for instance by referring to the 2030 Agenda
in its 13th Five-Year Plan and by detailed plans of governmental departments
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(Kuhn 2018; Wang, Yuan and Lu 2020). In 2016, the Chinese government released
a comprehensive National Plan on the implementation of the 2030 Agenda and
promised to establish an inter-agency mechanism to monitor progress on the goals
and conduct regular implementation reviews (Kuhn 2018). In addition, China uses
innovation-driven demonstration zones for implementing the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals. In early 2020, it had identified six cities as pilot zones, with each having
its own focus (Wang, Yuan and Lu 2020). Yet some studies have also criticized the
Chinese approach as ‘coercive environmentalism’ (Li and Shapiro 2020).

Important factors that shape such institutional steering effects of the Sustainable
Development Goals seem to be effective democratic institutions, participation,
reflexivity and policy coherence, each of which can influence how the Sustainable
Development Goals are implemented at national level (Monkelbaan 2019). Yet in
2015, these areas were not fully developed in forty-one high- and upper middle-
income countries (Glass and Newig 2019). We have identified especially four
challenges when it comes to institutional effects of the goals.

First, evidence suggests that newly (re)configured institutional arrangements are
often shaped by existing political and institutional dispositions and capabilities
(Morita, Okitasari and Masuda 2020; Tosun and Leininger 2017). In other words,
there is a propensity to translate and integrate the Sustainable Development Goals in a
way that supports older priorities (Bexell and Jonsson 2020; Horn and Grugel 2018;
Jonsson and Bexell 2021). In the Netherlands, for example, while some institutional
arrangements have been retrofitted for the Sustainable Development Goals, there is
little substantive change in policy (Yunita et al. 2022). In Poland, the government has
adopted strategies that present the country’s approach to the 2030 Agenda and
resulting priorities in its Strategy for Responsible Development in 2017, with an
emphasis on growing residents’ incomes, alongside increasing cohesion across social,
economic, environmental and territorial dimensions (Raszkowski and Bartniczak
2019). Also in China, goals that represent core political issues on the domestic
agenda — such as poverty eradication and biodiversity protection — are likely to
receive more attention compared to others that are less prioritized (China Council on
Environmental Cooperation and Development 2020; Kuhn 2018). A review of
Voluntary National Reviews finds that certain goals receive more attention in national
policies than others, suggesting cherry-picking and limited steering capacity of the
Sustainable Development Goals (Forestier and Kim 2020).

Second, when the Sustainable Development Goals figure more prominently in
policy, they often reflect a tendency to focus on specific goals instead of policy
interlinkages and trade-offs (for example in Ethiopia or Turkey) (Tosun and
Leininger 2017). In other cases, the goals are considered more explicitly from an
inter- and multi-sectoral perspective (for example in Benin, Colombia and
Switzerland) (Tosun and Leininger 2017). In New Zealand, even though the
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Sendai Framework, the Sustainable Development Goals and the Paris climate
agreement are all aligned at the legislative level, there is a need for better
coherence in implementation (Sunders et al. 2020).

Third, in cases where Sustainable Development Goals are seemingly having an
institutional effect, it remains unclear if those effects are only caused by the
Sustainable Development Goals. In Indonesia, government policy and corporate
sector sustainability farming are aligned with the Sustainable Development Goals in
their efforts to address the economic, social and environmental problems within the
palm oil industry (Jupesta et al. 2020). Yet, these initiatives in Indonesia would most
likely exist without the Sustainable Development Goals, because the palm oil
industry is also responding to the Paris climate agreement (in trying to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions from uncontrolled forest fires) and to the poverty reduction
and social sustainability focus of the earlier Millennium Development Goals.

Fourth, institutional effects on national governments have been reported to be
directed largely towards their international development cooperation policies.
Many high-income countries have added the Sustainable Development Goals as an
important objective for such policies. For instance, an analysis of Australia’s
implementation of the goals emphasizes a need for stronger leadership by the
Australian government, revealing that the integration of the Sustainable
Development Goals is considered mainly in the context of international
development aid (as opposed to a core issue for domestically focused policy)
(Brolan, McEwan and Hill 2019). In Pakistan, on the contrary, the parliament has
adopted the Sustainable Development Goals as part of the national development
agenda. However, implementation will depend here on the political will of the
government, considering a low baseline starting point and a lack of indicator data
to monitor implementation (Asad 2019).

All this suggests a multi-directional — rather than a linear — process, whereby the
Sustainable Development Goals influence and are influenced by domestic
contexts, priorities and political dispositions.

Discursive Effects

Regarding discursive effects, we also observe that domestic implementation of the
goals are contingent on the ways in which the Sustainable Development Goals are
translated across contexts. One study observes that the goals discursively serve,
rather than set, domestic agendas (Horn and Grugel 2018). Others note a discursive
shift towards inclusive and sustainable development in certain policies in some
countries (De Jong and Vijge 2021). For example, Fukuda-Parr and Hegstad
(2018) find that the principle of ‘leaving no one behind’ is interpreted by many
governments as requiring a focus on extremely poor, marginalized and vulnerable
groups (for similar findings, see Chapter 5 in this volume). It thereby diverts
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attention from broader policies to reshape structural social inequalities related to
the distribution of income and wealth.

The Sustainable Development Goals seem to also enable governments to
discursively engage in new ways with the corporate sector, for instance in
influencing how they report on sustainability-related activities. Nevertheless, this
influence does not go as far as shaping those activities from their inception more
fundamentally, as the case study by Pineda-Escobar (2019) on corporate
sustainability reporting in Colombia revealed. Similarly, Florini and Pauli
(2018) argue that the goals have become a ‘shared language’ across the public
and the corporate sector, reaching out beyond development policy actors.
Corporations are attracted to the Sustainable Development Goals because several
targets are formulated in a way that helps to identify opportunities for improved
business models that might, but not necessarily, contribute to the public good. We
return to the business sector below.

Some studies show how both analysts and governments use the Sustainable
Development Goals as a measuring stick or aspirational national policy target to
which policy implementation can be compared. For instance, Zulbainarmi and
colleagues report a gap in Indonesia’s national fisheries policy between regulation
and implementation in conservation, monitoring and use of fisheries, especially
regarding an imbalance between Goal 14 and local fisheries management
(Zulbainarni, Indrawan and Khumaera 2020). A study on the Swedish government’s
reporting to the High-level Political Forum shows strong discursive effects, at least at
the global stage. The Swedish government on several occasions proclaimed itself to
be a champion for the Sustainable Development Goals. While positively received at
a global stage, this discursive claiming of a leadership position, however, was
politically more contested within Sweden (Bexell and Jonsson 2019). The
government of Ghana has also publicly declared itself to be a role-model for the
Sustainable Development Goals (Bexell and Jonsson 2020). This suggests that the
Voluntary National Reviews of governments have become showcases in front of a
global audience, although it does not necessarily mean that the Sustainable
Development Goals have substantial steering effects on national policies.

Relational Effects

As for the relational dimension of the goals, the effects of the multi-stakeholder
processes that relate to the Sustainable Development Goals remain influenced by
how, when and from whom participation is solicited (Jonsson and Bexell 2021).
Many citizens do not directly engage with the Sustainable Development Goals or
remain unaware of the goals (Jonsson and Bexell 2021). Also, parliamentary
engagement with the Sustainable Development Goals remains weak or unsyste-
matic even though the goals are increasingly referenced in policy and budgetary
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processes (Bexell and Jonsson 2020). The extent to which the Sustainable
Development Goals bring greater inclusiveness is largely determined by the
institutional and relational cultures of the domestic political contexts in which
implementation takes place (Siegel and Bastos Lima 2020). A case study of Brazil,
Paraguay and Uruguay suggests that the 2030 Agenda may help foster inclusiveness
as much as it may entrench marginalization, especially when without formal
channels for local participation in implementation (see Chapter 5 in this book). The
importance of stakeholder participation in the implementation process can also be
acknowledged in more authoritarian countries. For example, the Chinese
government mentions ‘civil society’ in its national implementation plan, although
the term has also been criticized domestically (Kuhn 2018). Some Chinese
researchers suggested the development of mechanisms for stakeholder involvement,
such as citizen groups, for implementing the Sustainable Development Goals (Wang,
Yuan and Lu 2020). However, this proposal has not yet gained traction in China.

These observations point to the need to go beyond identifying who is
collaborating with whom, to assessing the changing nature of relations between
multiple stakeholders. For example, understanding changing relations between
government and corporate actors in financing the Sustainable Development Goals
can tease out the political intent behind institutional, discursive, relational and
resource effects of goal implementation (Gabor 2021; Mawdsley 2018). In the case
of Australia, a government-initiated parliamentary inquiry asked for stakeholder
input into national policy-making on the global goals. The publicly available
stakeholder responses enabled insight into different views on the roads towards
implementation and showed the commitment of stakeholders (Brolan, McEwan
and Hill 2019). Haywood and colleagues (2019) point out that many relationships
between actors to address the Sustainable Development Goals have already existed
in South Africa, hinting that relational effects reinforce the status quo; but it
remains unclear if the Sustainable Development Goals have more transformative
relational effects.

Resource Effects

The evidence is mixed as to whether the launch of the Sustainable Development
Goals had any resource effects, such as on the allocation of public resources by
governments. In some cases, financing of Sustainable Development Goals and
technical assistance can entrench institutional fragmentation in the public sector in
developing countries, because government departments compete for funding that at
best ignores local synergies across the Sustainable Development Goals or at worst
replicates work completed in other projects (Scobie 2019). In an early analysis of
India’s strategy to combat non-communicable diseases, Mondal and van Belle
(2018) found that despite strong endorsement of the Sustainable Development
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Goals by the government of India, its health expenditures were still very low in
international comparison.

The Scopus search did not deliver articles that focused on public budgeting for
Sustainable Development Goals by finance ministries. Hege, Brimont and Pagnon
(2019) note that national budgeting for the Sustainable Development Goals is still
in its infancy. For its part, while increasingly integrating references to the
Sustainable Development Goals in the national budget, the Swedish government
has made clear that work towards the Sustainable Development Goals will take
place within existing structures and not generate any new resources (Bexell and
Jonsson 2019). In 2021, the German government stated the same in its revised
national strategy for sustainable development (Federal Government of Germany
2021). Regarding China, research indicates that funds allocated by the central
government from 2013 to 2018 for poverty alleviation increased from 39.4 to
106.1 billion Yuan. Yet, it is not known (and unlikely) to which extent this budget
increase has been motivated by Goal 1 (Wang, Yuan and Lu 2020).

In sum, the literature indicates that when it comes to national governments, the
steering effects of the global goals are institutional and discursive, while
relational and resource effects are rare. Moreover, often these effects have been
influenced strongly by earlier dispositions. Effects can hence not be related to the
Sustainable Development Goals directly or linearly, even though it remains
methodologically challenging to study a lack of effects by means of a systematic
literature review.

Steering Effects in Sub-national Authorities

Sub-national authorities — such as states, provinces, regions, cities, councils and
municipalities — are particularly relevant for the transformation to sustainability, as
they are close to the problems and often have important competencies and
capacities. Yet, research on the implementation of the Sustainable Development
Goals at this level is still nascent. The extent to which the lack of empirical studies
reflects a lack of implementation can only be speculated. The time-lag between the
adoption of the Sustainable Development Goals by the United Nations and their
implementation might be even stronger at the sub-national level than the national
level. Lack of leadership from national governments might further limit
implementation activities by sub-national authorities (Bjorkdahl and Somun-
Krupalija 2020; Valencia et al. 2019).

Most research focuses on cities, while sub-national provinces and regions are
less studied. This reflects a tendency in earlier sustainability governance research
but may also relate to the existence of Goal 11, which addresses cities directly.
Most of the literature deals with the implementation of individual goals, especially
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Goals 6 and 11. Fewer studies address multiple Sustainable Development Goals,
and only a few, more conceptual studies address the implementation of the
2030 Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals as a whole. Again, this
could be related to the time-lag in publishing academic research. Several initiatives
have been set up to enable an integrated approach to localizing the Sustainable
Development Goals such as the OECD Roundtable of Cities and Regions for the
Sustainable Development Goals (OECD 2020a).

Rather than providing empirical evidence of the actual implementation of
Sustainable Development Goals ‘on the ground’, a significant portion of the
literature looks into how the Sustainable Development Goals could be
implemented. Some authors address governance challenges related to the
implementation of particular Sustainable Development Goals or the 2030 Agenda
in general (Herrera 2019 on challenges in relation to Goal 6; Nhamo et al. 2020 on
challenges related to the water—energy—food nexus; Patel et al. 2017 on the
feasibility of Goal 11 implementation; Bornemann and Christen 2021 on the 2030
Agenda). Others discuss the potential contributions of governance conditions and
approaches to realizing the 2030 Agenda at the sub-national level.” While this
strand of literature does not show the steering effects of the Sustainable
Development Goals, it illustrates more generally that their implementation is not
isolated but interacts with other policies and governance contexts.

With the aim of informing goal implementation, some studies draw on
experiences with earlier policy frameworks such as the Millennium Development
Goals or the Local Agenda 21 (MacDonald et al. 2018; Westphal, Franceschini and
Setti 2018). Other studies take the 2030 Agenda more broadly as an opportunity to
explore the possibilities and limitations of local and regional sustainability
governance, both in general and regarding specific issues (Alberti and Senese
2020; Attolico and Smaldone 2020; Boex et al. 2020; Fenton and Gustafsson 2017,
Hickmann 2021; Kharrazi, Qin and Zhang 2016; Pla-Julidn and Guevara 2020).

There are indications that the Sustainable Development Goals are becoming de
facto relevant reference points for the actions of sub-national governments.
Sometimes, regional and local authorities even seem to be more progressive than
their national governments in trying to meet the global goals. Below we elaborate
on the effects identified in the literature.

Institutional Effects

Regarding institutional effects, several studies point to adjustments or innovations
in sub-national governance that go hand in hand with the appearance of the
Sustainable Development Goals on the policy agenda. However, it is not always
clear to what extent these changes were directly induced by the Sustainable
Development Goals. Ahmed and Araral (2019), for instance, found improvements
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in the quality of water governance in Indian states after the promulgation of the
Sustainable Development Goals by the federal government. But they are
themselves reluctant to attribute a direct causal effect to the Sustainable
Development Goals. Similarly, Bjorkdahl and Somun-Krupalija (2020), in a study
on gender mainstreaming in municipalities in Bosnia and Herzegovina, attribute to
Goal 5 (gender equality) the potential to create institutional change in the form of
new coordination and monitoring mechanisms, yet without actually observing such
change. Representative of other case-based reports on institutional innovation,
Alberti and Senese (2020) refer to Singapore’s attempts to break down
administrative silos in urban planning through the establishment of a central and
holistically oriented Urban Redevelopment Authority. But here, too, it remains
open whether this institutional reform is driven by the Sustainable
Development Goals.

Only a few studies link institutional changes directly to the implementation of
the Sustainable Development Goals. Mostly, these institutional changes serve
cross-sectoral and participative coordination mechanisms. Valencia and others
(2019), for example, report on the city of Malmo in Sweden, which has formed an
administrative sustainability unit to facilitate cross-sectoral collaboration and to
firmly establish the 2030 Agenda as the main pillar for all municipal agendas.
There are also sub-municipal initiatives, such as the 2030 Agenda-based
Declaration of Intent for Local Sustainability Efforts in a neighbourhood in
Malmo. In the context of goal implementation, other cities have also introduced
coordination mechanisms to manage project activities across sectoral boundaries
and to create opportunities for interaction among actors (Ofei-Manu et al. 2018). In
an experimental setting for the implementation of the city-related Goal 11 in Cape
Town, Patel and colleagues (2017) point to the creation of new mechanisms for
inter-departmental engagement that enabled learning across sectors. The experi-
mental space also enabled the project team to lay the foundation for an
institutionalized indicator process. In a case study of the metropolitan area of
Granada in Spain, Poza-Vilches and colleagues (2020) refer to a monitoring
commission that was established as a platform for robust stakeholder participation
in implementing the global goals, which has resulted in creation of a peri-urban
park and a mobility plan.

In addition to the development of concrete governance arrangements, some
studies also point to the legitimizing effect of the Sustainable Development Goals.
For example, Poza-Vilches and colleagues (2020) note a perceived ethical and
political commitment by city governments to consider the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals in municipal action programmes. The Sustainable Development Goals
also appear to have been used to add another layer of legitimacy to policies
adopted prior to the 2030 Agenda (Horn and Grugel 2018). While this practice of
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ex-post legitimation has been described and criticized earlier, research has also
shown that global norms such as the Sustainable Development Goals, once they
have found their way into government action, can lead to a self-binding
mechanism (Meadowcroft 2007).

Discursive Effects

Only Horn and Grugel (2018: 74) explicitly refer to ‘discursive roles’ of the
Sustainable Development Goals on a sub-national level. They analyse how the
language of the 2030 Agenda (for example, the premise to ‘leave no one behind’)
has entered policy documents in sub-national governance. They show here how the
government of Ecuador and the government of the capital city Quito come to
different, politically charged interpretations of the 2030 Agenda and the
Sustainable Development Goals, and deliberately use these different interpretations
for political demarcation and profiling. This indicates that the goals do attract
political attention — a resource that is in short supply, as known from the history of
sustainability politics.

Other studies point to a similar function of the 2030 Agenda in terms of framing
problems, goals and means of policy-making. Fattibene et al. (2020), for instance,
address the Sustainable Development Goals as a new conceptual and normative
reference for food waste governance in European cities. While in most cases the
goals are not significantly discussed, the Milan Food Strategy refers to the
Sustainable Development Goals in much detail and extensively. The authors
explain this with reference to the well-developed administrative structures of food
policy in that region. There are also many examples of urban planning policies that
are framed along the Sustainable Development Goals, for example in Bristol,
Buenos Aires, Kitakyushu City, Los Angeles, New York, Santana de Parnaiba,
Seoul, Shimokawa Town and Toyama City (Alberti and Senese 2020). Poza-
Vilches et al. (2020) describe how the people of Granada created a vision of the
community’s environmental and social situation in a participatory setting, which
gave a basis for developing strategies based on the 2030 Agenda.

Relational Effects

In line with the participation principle in the 2030 Agenda, the literature suggests
that realizing the transformational potential of the Sustainable Development Goals
requires inclusion of and cooperation between societal stakeholders and public
actors at the sub-national level (Almeida 2019; Valencia et al. 2019). There is
evidence that the implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals is indeed
conducive to such collaborative governance in some cases. For instance, Ofei-
Manu et al. (2018) point out how the cities of Bristol (United Kingdom),
Kitakyushu (Japan) and Tongyeong (Republic of Korea) used the Sustainable
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Development Goals to bring together and engage societal stakeholders from
different sectors. The Sustainable Development Goals also seem to enable
collaboration with communities working on other related policies and plans
(Bjorkdahl and Somun-Krupalija 2020; Scobie 2019). In Cape Town, for example,
the implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals was coordinated with
the resilience strategy to find synergies and trade-offs (Valencia et al. 2019).

In addition to enabling collaboration, several studies confirm previously known
relational effects from the collaborative design and application of indicators (Almeida
2019). Indicators can serve to bring stakeholders together and enable mutual
alignment of their positions. For example, Salmoral and others (2020) report how an
inclusive stakeholder mapping exercise in Arequipa, Peru helped to relate
perspectives and perceptions of stakeholders on local issues and create a desire for
mutual understanding. Hansson, Arfvidsson and Simon (2019) find confirmation of
the function of goal indicators to promote discursive exchange on contested meanings
of sustainability. By bringing together actors with different perspectives, indicators
for Sustainable Development Goals can also be interpreted as nuclei of collaborative
governance. Apart from these integrative effects, however, the Sustainable
Development Goals can, by contrast, also have disintegrative relational effects. As
Horn and Grugel (2018) indicate, the goals may serve as references for sharpening
and delimiting the positions of political parties. These instrumental political
interpretations are made possible by the generic character of the Sustainable
Development Goals.

Resource Effects

The literature discusses resource effects mainly as a dearth of resources, such as a
lack of finance, data, time and political support for implementing the goals
(Ahmed and Araral 2019; Das, Sharma and Babu 2018; Patel et al. 2017; Valencia
et al. 2019). Beyond these well-known resource scarcities in implementing
sustainability, there is only weak evidence of potential resource effects. Valencia
et al. (2019) describe the ambition of a new sustainability unit in the Swedish city
of Malmo to support the city council in planning and implementing all municipal
initiatives and programmes, and to work towards integrating the 2030 Agenda as
cornerstone of the city’s overarching budgeting. In China, government funding at
the provincial or lower levels for poverty reduction also increased significantly
since 2015 (Wang, Yuan and Lu 2020).

In addition to this still weak evidence of actual resource effects, Hansson and
colleagues (2019) speculate, based on experience with the implementation of the
Millennium Development Goals, that indicators can help mobilize resources and
political will (also Almeida 2019). This is supported by Horn and Grugel (2018),
who show that the Sustainable Development Goals also serve as a strategic
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opportunity for policy-makers to advance their policy agendas. However, as
Valencia and others (2019) note regarding Goal 11, indicators must be relevant,
acceptable and practicable to encourage authorities to invest in urban
sustainability transitions.

Considering the evidence, we conclude that the sub-national steering effects of
the Sustainable Development Goals are rather weak, with institutional and
discursive effects being most dominant. Some authors discuss this lack of impact
of the global goals. For example, Fattibene and others (2020: 12) write with
reference to urban food waste governance that the goals ‘are not yet mainstreamed
as a policy governance framework’. While the timeframe of only seven years since
the adoption of the 2030 Agenda is a factor, the interpretive openness and lack of
institutional leadership from the top are identified as possible explanations as well
(Valencia et al. 2019). However, that steering effects of the global goals have not
been extensively researched cannot sufficiently prove their absence: more studies
on the impact of the goals on sub-national governance are hence needed.

Steering Effects in the Corporate Sector

The corporate sector operates across levels from the global to the local scale.
Unlike the Millennium Development Goals, the Sustainable Development Goals
envision a role for the corporate sector as key stakeholders and financiers, and they
include corporations, industry, banks, business associations and so forth in their
ambition (Adams 2017; Mawdsley 2018; Rendtorff 2019; Sharma and Soederberg
2020). Some studies suggest that the enthusiasm of companies to integrate and
institutionalize the Sustainable Development Goals has much to do with their prior
involvement in shaping the goals during the negotiations from 2012 to 2015
(Scheyvens and Hughes 2019; Sharma and Soederberg 2020). This involvement
led to more public—private relations, the development of other financing strategies
and changes in institutional practices, particularly in terms of financing,
investments and provision of incentives (Mawdsley 2018). While the corporate
sector has thus a relatively strong role in the 2030 Agenda, the steering effects of
the Sustainable Development Goals on corporate behaviour remain mixed.

In general terms, there is now an increased engagement of the corporate sector
in sustainable development, for example through public—private partnerships,
Corporate Social Responsibility programmes, impact-investing, venture capital,
stock exchanges aligned with the Sustainable Development Goals, and direct
lending to national governments through bonds (Bull and McNeill 2019,
Consolandi et al. 2020; Hestad 2021; Liaw et al. 2017). While the emergence
and expansion of this engagement are shaped by factors that go beyond the
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Sustainable Development Goals, many of these corporate initiatives are now linked
to the global goals.

Discursive Effects

Many corporate actors, including institutional investors and corporations,
increasingly use the Sustainable Development Goals to frame their strategies,
guide their operation and manage social, economic and environmental impacts
locally, nationally and internationally (Banik and Lin 2019; Cho et al. 2020;
Consolandi et al. 2020). Recent studies point to the ways in which the goals
encourage awareness of environmental, social and governance issues (Lee 2020);
promote the development of sustainable finance and investments (Denny 2018;
Lee 2020); inform environmental safeguarding policies (De Silva Lokuwaduge,
Smark and Mir 2020); shape corporate directives, including for non-financial
disclosures on sustainability risks (Adams 2017; Pizzi, Rosati and Venturelli
2020); and align standards for public policy projects with the goals (Hancock,
Ralph and Ali 2018).

Some corporate actors view the Sustainable Development Goals as a lens or
shared framework through which to communicate with stakeholders. In van den
Broek’s (2020) study of how corporations link their work to the Sustainable
Development Goals, she discovered that several brands use the Sustainable
Development Goals as a framework to reinvent their organization’s public identity
as a socially and environmentally responsible one. Most companies, especially the
large ones, use the Sustainable Development Goals to establish their reputation and
accountability through corporate self-reporting on how they contribute to the
Sustainable Development Goals (ElAlfy, Darwish and Weber 2020). Some
corporate actors view the Sustainable Development Goals as particularly useful for
responding to increasing societal pressure, for instance from investors and
employees, for more sustainability by corporations (ElAlfy, Darwish and Weber
2020; Florini and Pauli 2018). As such, the Sustainable Development Goals are
increasingly visible in corporate reporting and communications (Banik and Lin
2019; Ioannou and Serafeim (2017). According to a 2019 report by Pricewa-
terhouseCoopers, 72 per cent of over a thousand companies across 31 countries
that were surveyed referred in some way to the Sustainable Development Goals in
their reporting, indicating how their practices align with at least some of the goals
(Scott and McGill 2019). Within this reporting, corporate actors have developed
narratives to encourage and justify their involvement in implementing the global
goals, pointing to the commercial risks and opportunities that the goals present
(Florini and Pauli 2018; Scott and McGill 2019). In this framing, the Sustainable
Development Goals are both an ethical and a commercial priority (Florini and
Pauli 2018). Corporate reporting has also been helpful in creating a shared
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identification of what matters between the corporation and stakeholders (Banik and
Lin 2019). In some cases, the goals have also broadened corporate actors’
understanding of sustainable development beyond environment and international
development, for instance by thinking about human capital as part of sustainable
development (Purcell, Henriksen and Spengler 2019).

Relational Effects

Corporate sector engagement with the global goals through, for example, new forms
of public—private partnerships and greater involvement in policy processes are
redefining the discourse on how sustainable development can, or should, be pursued
and by whom. Public—private partnerships and corporate investment are foregrounded
and appeal to traditional development actors as they view the corporate sector as
necessary ‘to unlock’ resources for the Sustainable Development Goals (Florini and
Pauli 2018). To enable corporate actors to play such ‘resourcing roles’ in goal
implementation, however, public policies and institutions are emerging with an
attempt to ‘de-risk’ corporate investment, premised on the discourse that corporate
engagement with ‘development goals could only be achieved through the manage-
ment of risks’ (Sharma and Soederberg 2020: 828). Indeed, much discussion on
financing the goals coalesces around minimizing risks for investors ‘to unlock’
resources for implementing the goals. At the same time, considerations of the ‘risks to
borrowers in the context of deepening financialization — whether individuals,
municipal authorities or countries — are almost entirely absent’ (Mawdsley 2018: 194).

In terms of corporate engagement in the policy process, there is some optimism
that this would bring in more investment that yields win—-win outcomes for
multiple objectives, such as in health investments (Krech et al. 2018). Other
studies, however, observe that corporate involvement in global health policy can
undermine efforts to regulate key determinants of health when there are high
commercial interests at stake (Lauber et al. 2020).

Institutional and Resource Effects

The evidence is mixed when it comes to institutional and resource effects, that is,
whether the goals reshape norms, institutional priorities and resource commitments
to sustainability. On the one hand, linked to growing pressures to contribute to
sustainable development, more and more corporate actors — including banks, asset
managers and investors — are becoming more transparent in investments and in
disclosing how they use their funds (UN Global Compact 2019). Evidence of more
than two thousand studies since the 1970s shows a positive relation between the
financial performance of companies and the importance they attach to
environmental and social governance, which may explain the rise of interest of
corporate actors in the Sustainable Development Goals (Friede, Busch and
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Bassen 2015). Reports of almost five hundred institutions that are divesting from
fossil fuels further demonstrate this shift (Adams 2017; Krech 2018). Other reports
on investments in projects that are in line with the Sustainable Development Goals
show that corporate actors are more open to innovative financing and
investments that contribute to loans for environmental, social and governance
(Krech 2018; Lee 2020; Liaw et al. 2017). Moreover, more corporate actors are
now involved in infrastructure financing and urban development, which are
investments traditionally done by multilateral public institutions (Consolandi
et al. 2020). These shifts in the use of resources have been argued rendering
‘businesses (. . .) as responsible for sustainability as governments and other actors
are’ (Rendtorff 2019: 517).

On the other hand, commitments and investments to sustainable development —
including those related to zero-deforestation, emission reduction, non-financial
disclosures and corporate social responsibility — are not new (Adams 2017; Cho
et al. 2020; Consolandi et al. 2020; Petrescu et al. 2020; Sankaran, Miiller and
Drouin 2020). Nor is there clear evidence to show how such changes influence
sustainable development outcomes. There is, for example, no standardized
monitoring mechanism among corporate actors that can measure how such
changes contribute to goal implementation (Lee 2020).

Furthermore, there is increasing evidence that corporate actors, similar to what
we observed with national governments, engage in ‘SDG washing’, whereby they
reframe their existing priorities as novel contributions to the Sustainable
Development Goals (Bebbington and Unerman 2018: 10; see also Banik and
Lin 2019). Several studies demonstrate that corporate actors have reframed their
practices and portfolios in the areas of corporate social responsibility and
environmental, social and governance by now using the language of the Sustainable
Development Goals without changing their business practices (Bull and Miklian
2019; Consolandi et al. 2020; Pizzi, Rosati and Venturelli 2020; World Business
Council for Sustainable Development 2019). Furthermore, corporate actors often
have a selective focus on only those goals that reflect their priorities (Pizzi, Rosati
and Venturelli 2020). Bull and Miklian (2019: 454) suggest that the Sustainable
Development Goals have ‘transformed corporate discourses but have had a much
weaker impact upon corporate practices’. Some studies suggest that corporate actors
leverage these rhetorical nods to the global goals as a means of legitimation, without
fundamentally changing business practices that often run contrary to the
achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (ElAlfy, Darwish and Weber
2020; Siegel and Bastos Lima 2020).

To conclude, direct steering effects of the Sustainable Development Goals are
predominantly present in the discursive and relational domains. Evidence for
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institutional and relational effects is more mixed, and observed adjustments in
corporate behaviour are arguably more selective. They may be attributed to strong
signals either from markets, reporting requirements from supervisory boards and
shareholders (linking environmental, social and governance issues with corporate
financial performance) or from regulations (risk reporting, carbon pricing, true cost
accounting standards).

Steering Effects in Civil Society

The 2030 Agenda expects civil society to play a crucial role in three key areas:
influencing agenda-setting and policy processes; localizing the Sustainable
Development Goals and mobilizing people’s participation in their implementation;
and monitoring implementation to ensure the accountability of key public and
corporate actors in achieving the goals. Depending on the scope and focus of the
organization, those roles can be played at all levels of implementation (global,
national, sub-national or local) and in all sectors.

Discursive and Institutional Effects

The literature on civil society and the Sustainable Development Goals shows a
two-way relationship: on the one hand, studies highlight contributions by civil
society to goal implementation and monitoring; on the other hand, they document
the opportunities and challenges that the introduction of this framework represents
for civil society. Furthermore, studies stress that civil society itself is neither
cohesive nor homogeneous and instead constitutes a diverse array of actors and
interests with contending visions and positions (Delabre, Alexander and Rodrigues
2019). Consequently, there may not be a clear consensus about which strategies
and development pathways should be pursued even if there is broad agreement
about the goals and targets.

The literature also points to another discursive effect, which relates to the
reframing of what is considered civil society through a growing involvement in the
implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals of non-state actors beyond
conventional definitions of civil society. An important case here are universities
and research institutes which, in addition to transferring scientific knowledge to
society (Callisto et al. 2019), can serve as non-political platforms that promote
dialogue and partnerships (Diaz and Potvin 2020; Francis, Henriksson and Stewart
2020). Straddling the corporate sector and civil society, cooperatives are also
recognized in the literature as relevant for achieving the Sustainable Development
Goals (Mazur and Zimnoch 2017).
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Relational Effects

In terms of relational effects, many studies recognize civil society as an important
partner in the design, implementation and monitoring of progress on the
Sustainable Development Goals (Fowler and Biekart 2020; Melo 2018; Peral
2017). For example, studies by van Haren and colleagues (2019), Bowen and
colleagues (2017) and Bridgewater, Régnier and Cruz Garcia (2015) highlight the
vital role civil society organizations play in mobilizing people’s participation and
bringing the voices of those on the frontlines of poverty, inequality and
vulnerability into 2030 Agenda processes, thus helping to meet the agenda’s
overall ambition to ‘leave no one behind’ (Sénit 2020). In this sense, they are also
critical to achieving Goal 16, the promotion of just, peaceful and inclusive
societies. This role is manifested, for instance, by integrating emerging issues in
the political agenda, such as the role of women in migration (Holliday, Hennebry
and Gammage 2019) or the recognition of gender diversity (Hennebry, Hari and
Piper 2019).

Some studies point to relational challenges of partnerships and the involvement
of civil society in the 2030 Agenda. One is a lack of diversity in the types of civil
society organizations that are engaged (Banks, Hulme and Edwards 2015; Fowler
and Biekart 2020). Aid-oriented organizations, which are typically urban, often
international or based in donor countries, have an advantage (Hossain et al. 2019).
Opportunities for other civil society organizations to play a role remain irregular,
unpredictable and limited in scope and influence. A related relational challenge
observed in several studies is that in many countries, governments decide which
civil society organizations participate in the implementation of the global goals and
often limit access to information or foreign funding (Arhin 2016; Banks, Hulme
and Edwards 2015; Hossain et al. 2019; Siegel and Bastos Lima 2020).

A less discussed reason for challenges of civil society participation is that
information about Sustainable Development Goals and financing for sustainable
development tend to be concentrated in urban centres (Fowler and Biekart 2020).
Important information on the goals does not seem to trickle down to local
administrations or to civil society organizations in remote areas (van Haren et al.
2019). Consequently, country-level goal implementation and monitoring often
leave out local or grassroot organizations that could be powerful change agents,
such as cooperatives or village associations. The unique knowledge, expertise and
social connections of such organizations remains underutilized (Cisneros 2019).

Such relational challenges are reinforced by an increased reliance on new
communication technologies and ‘big data’ in implementing the Sustainable
Development Goals, which may have significant implications for the involvement
of civil society. New forms of participation based on such information and
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communication technologies can create an illusion of increased global participa-
tion (Gellers 2016; Sénit, Kalfagianni and Biermann 2016). However, a more
detailed analysis of the accessibility of these technologies shows that representa-
tiveness and legitimacy are as limited as with the old methods (Sénit, Biermann
and Kalfagianni 2017). Finally, as big data is increasingly used to define indicators
and monitor progress, civil society will face new challenges such as data privacy
and the technification and complexity of monitoring.

Nevertheless, where relational conditions allow for it, civil society organizations
have been shown to adopt a key role in transformative governance configurations
in areas such as food systems (Siegel and Bastos Lima 2020); education (Daly
et al. 2020; McCormick 2016); water (Hussein, Menga and Greco 2018; van
Leeuwen et al. 2019); urban planning (Peman-Gavin 2019); housing (Wakely
2020); and health (Mondal and Van Belle 2018). The multi-level, multi-actor,
multi-sector character of the Sustainable Development Goals has the potential to
promote innovative public policy approaches giving a prominent role to civil
society (Carneiro and Battistella 2019; Salim and Drenth 2020). The literature
reveals many experiments with new forms of governance for delivering specific
Sustainable Development Goals, sometimes building on frameworks also applied
elsewhere, such as the Policy Coherence for Development Approach (Koff,
Challenger and Portillo 2020), Transformative Partners Approach (Al Sabbagh and
Copeland 2019), co-regulation experiences (Bentsen, Larsen and Stupak 2019),
smart cities (Salim and Drenth 2020), regulatory experimentation (Bauknecht et al.
2020), ecosystem approach (Bridgewater, Régnier and Cruz Garcia 2015) or
‘co-labs’ (Francis, Henriksson and Stewart 2020).

Resource Effects

There is limited evidence of resource effects of the goals in civil society, including
whether funders of civil society organizations expect these organizations
increasingly to contribute to the goals. Doinjashvili, Méral and Andriamahefazafy
(2020) suggest that working from a goals-oriented perspective can help share
innovative tools and approaches between sectors of civil society. For example, the
Conservation Trust Funds are used only in the environmental sector but could help
mobilize resources for the entire 2030 Agenda.

Overall, the review suggests caution regarding any major steering effects of the
Sustainable Development Goals in civil society. Spaces for civil society
participation are central to the 2030 Agenda but are not new. Such spaces have
multiplied since the 1992 Earth Summit in intergovernmental bodies and in
national and sub-national processes (Alsaeedi et al. 2019). Negative examples of
the instrumentalization of civil society participation are many and well
documented (Hossain et al. 2019). Nevertheless, participatory engagements
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related to the global goals are still at times uncritically accepted as a remedy for an
assumed democratic ‘deficit’ or ‘recession’ (Diamond 2015). Often, however, they
are only used to ‘discipline’ those groups into manageable subjects through
processes that close down alternatives and drive consensus towards a common
strategy, ‘professionalize’ civil society representatives and control their access to the
corridors of power (Corson et al. 2015) or ‘capture’ their leadership by incumbent
powers (Poppe and Wolff 2017). Consequently, the emphasis on inclusion does not
necessarily entail that a wider range of perspectives are considered.

In sum, steering effects of the Sustainable Development Goals in terms of
empowerment and engagement of civil society organizations are rare and limited.
Without further efforts to ensure real access and accountability for most civil
society organizations, there is a danger that powerful state and corporate actors
choose to partner with certain preferred or already known civil society
organizations over others as a sign of supposed adherence to the entire
2030 Agenda (for example, Siegel and Bastos Lima 2020).

Conclusions and Future Directions

The review has focused on four types of actors across multiple levels: national
governments, sub-national authorities, corporations and civil society. The literature
shows that all these types of actors are engaged — to differing extents — in
implementing the Sustainable Development Goals. Overall, the stronger involve-
ment of actors beyond national governments could generate a more multi-level,
multi-actor, multi-agenda and multi-sector approach to implementing the
Sustainable Development Goals. We studied steering effects as changes in four
dimensions: institutional, discursive, relational and resource effects.

Discursive and relational effects seem interlinked across actors and levels. The
review indicates that changes in discourse towards a commitment to the
2030 Agenda are important in signalling this to other actors and to differentiate
from other actors that are not committed. Signalling commitment thus seems to be
a first step to enable new types of relationships among the actors reviewed in this
chapter. When national governments lead these engagements, however, they
become gatekeepers that select who is invited to participate. In these cases, other
actors have limited influence over important questions such as who participates,
how, where and when. On the other hand, engagements led by other actors (for
example local governments) seem to be more inclusive and innovative. There is,
however, large variation across national governments. Moreover, we caution that
too often, civil society participation and empowerment is routinely promoted as a
silver bullet, while not acknowledging the plurality and diverse interests and
agendas that exist in this group.
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We observed institutional effects mainly in the public sector. Many
governments seem to be committed to the Sustainable Development Goals, and
some adjust administrative units or create formal coordinating arrangements.
However, such new institutions often seem to reproduce existing structures and
priorities. Many institutions are also not bound by the Sustainable Development
Goals as a package but focus on selective implementation, often of goals and
targets that were on their agenda already. In sub-national governance, we note that
new institutional arrangements are also adopted to support wider participation of
other actors.

We rarely observed resource effects. Especially for governments in the Global
South with limited fiscal space it is often difficult to reallocate national budgets.
The involvement of the corporate sector has been portrayed as a way to solve this
problem. However, without public regulation and incentive structures it is unclear
how more resources from the corporate sector could be devoted to the 2030
Agenda. In fact, evidence suggests that the corporate sector requires strategies to
de-risk their investments if they are to engage. Yet this is not possible for all goals
and may result in selective engagement of the corporate sector in less risky and
more profitable goals.

To summarize, discursive effects of implementing the Sustainable Development
Goals at multiple levels are more dominant, while resource effects are observed the
least. The presence of relational and institutional effects varies across actors and
geographies. Across all actors, however, relationship building is an important
motivation for actors to engage with the Sustainable Development Goals. While
there is no doubt in the literature that governments are key to goal implementation,
many studies expect that the Sustainable Development Goals will also be achieved
through new types of partnerships. To do so, however, actors would first need
to establish relationships and trust to collaborate. But even with new partnerships,
the voluntary nature of the framework makes it easy for incumbent actors to
implement the Sustainable Development Goals only in ways that benefit
their interests.

Overall, the limited evidence is inconclusive about whether the Sustainable
Development Goals have sufficient steering effects across multiple levels to foster
transformational change.

A pessimistic interpretation of our findings would suggest that the 2030 Agenda
does not change much beyond confirming and reproducing earlier agendas and
priorities. At best, the goals would then legitimate existing engagements and
actions towards sustainable development and only enable or amplify actions that
would have occurred anyway regardless of the goals. At worst, implementation of
the goals is used for ‘rainbow washing’ practices that do not address sustainable
development in an integrative and transformative way. One could also argue,
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however, that the Sustainable Development Goals set very high expectations on
actors, and that many are genuinely interested in implementing the goals. We
hence might see a phenomenon of ‘fake it till you make it’, where actors at first
pretend action with some superficial changes while they slowly work out which
real reforms are needed and how to implement them.

Future research on the impact of the Sustainable Development Goals is thus
needed for a more nuanced understanding of each effect. Particularly, there seems
to be an overlap between institutional and relational effects when new institutions
increase participation. One should also explore the extent to which actors learn in
the process how to implement innovative policies and to build new types
of relationships.

In conclusion, the Sustainable Development Goals in their current form are not
transformative in and of themselves. Rather, as a mere blueprint of goals and
targets often without a clear articulation of what transformations should look like,
the 2030 Agenda and the global goals are often used for reporting purposes at best.
They rarely provide a strong incentive to drive the more fundamental changes and
systematic transformations that are called for (Independent Group of Scientists
appointed by the Secretary-General 2019; Sachs et al. 2019). Although the
2030 Agenda provides a useful framework for the breadth of sustainable
development challenges, the extent to which the Sustainable Development Goals
can become agents of change depends on much broader transformations of social
and economic structures.

Notes

1 Search strings TITLE-ABS-KEY ( (‘sustainable development goal*’ OR ‘SDG*’) AND (steer*
OR governance) AND ( (national OR federal) AND government*) ) AND (LIMIT-TO
(PUBYEAR, 2021) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2020) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2019) OR
LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2018) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2017 ) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR ,
2016) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2015) ).

2 Search strings TITLE-ABS-KEY ( (‘sustainable development goal*’ OR ‘SDG*’) AND (steer*
OR governance) AND (‘sub-national’ OR sub-national OR ‘sub national’ OR city OR cities* OR
municipalit* OR state* OR province*) ) AND (LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2021 ) OR LIMIT-TO
(PUBYEAR, 2020) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2019 ) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2018) OR
LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2017) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2016) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR,
2015) ).

3 Search strings TITLE-ABS-KEY ( (‘sustainable development goal*’ OR ‘SDG*’) AND (steer*
OR governance) AND (business* OR firm* OR corporation*) ) AND (LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR,
2021) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2020) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2019) OR LIMIT-TO
(PUBYEAR, 2018) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2017) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2016) OR
LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2015) ).

4 TITLE-ABS-KEY ( (‘sustainable development goal*’ OR ‘SDG*’) AND (steer* OR governance)
AND (“civil society’ OR ‘civil societies’ OR ngo*) ) AND (LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2021) OR
LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2020) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2019) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR,
2018) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2017 ) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2016 ) OR LIMIT-TO
(PUBYEAR, 2015) ).
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5 If individual articles discuss steering effects on more than one actor, they were passed on for
analysis between author teams.

6 The assessment teams for each actor category used either a colour-coding scheme for marking parts
of the paper that are concerned with each of the effects, or software programmes such as
MAXQDA and NVIVO, or copying parts of a paper into a separate document, organizing it into
the conceptual categories.

7 For example, EIMassah and Mohieldin (2020) focus on the potential of digitalization policies, Galli
et al. (2020) on the urban ecological footprint approach, Guzman (2020) on a methodology for
developing indicators, Holloway (2017) on strategic urban planning, Kutty et al. (2020) on smart
cities, Maes et al. (2019) on urban ecosystem management, Nhamo et al. (2020) on nexus
governance, while Nshimbi (2019) considers the role of river basin organizations and integrated
water resources management. Patel et al. (2017) look at urban experiments, Pultrone (2021) at
performance-based planning, and Shand (2018) at the role of efficacy for realizing sustainable
urban development. Ukeje et al. (2020) study the implications of public service recruitment
practices for achieving the goals, Wendling et al. (2018) examine nature-based solutions, and Yang
et al. (2020) explore the role of baseline scenarios in supporting decisions to achieve the
Sustainable Development Goals in urban development.
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The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development represents a novel approach to
global sustainability governance. It goes beyond the earlier Millennium
Development Goals in that it envisions a global transformation for economic
prosperity, human well-being and planetary health (UNGA 2015). The breadth of
this agenda, however, creates novel challenges of policy interlinkages and goal
integration. The 2030 Agenda emphasizes that ‘interlinkages and the integrated
nature of the Sustainable Development Goals’ are crucial for its success (UNGA
2015: 2). Also, the 17 Sustainable Development Goals were officially designed as
an ‘integrated and indivisible’ set, and every goal has to be met equally to attain
sustainable development (UNGA 2015: 1). In short, integration is a leitmotif of the
2030 Agenda (Nilsson and Persson 2017).

The integrated nature of the goals, however, increases complexity in policy-
making, because it implies that the implementation of the goals must consider the
interactions among them. Progress or lack of progress with one goal will affect
other goals, some positively and others negatively, creating synergies and trade-
offs (Nilsson and Weitz 2019). Institutional integration and policy coherence hence
become central in addressing normative conflicts, fragmentation and policy
complexity across the goals. The challenge is embodied as part of Goal 17, which
calls upon governments and other actors to enhance policy coordination and policy
coherence for sustainable development (UNGA 2015: Targets 17.13-17.14).

Institutional integration and policy coherence have thus become central
concerns in the implementation of the 2030 Agenda, in national and global
governance. At the national level, most governments acknowledge the need to
consider synergies and trade-offs in implementing the Sustainable Development
Goals. At the global level, there is growing recognition that governments need
better capacities, tools and resources to address the interlinkages, synergies and
trade-offs between goals. Many international organizations have produced
guidance documents and tools to support governments, including the United
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Nations Development Group (UNDG 2017), the United Nations Department for
Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA 2021), the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP 2017a) and the Organization for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD 2018). The interest in linkages between the global goals has
led to more research on institutional integration and policy coherence for
sustainable development. A key question is here whether the Sustainable
Development Goals have had an integrative effect and can be shown to strengthen
institutional integration and policy coherence since 2015.

At the global level, scholars have studied whether the goals foster institutional
integration between United Nations agencies and other intergovernmental bodies.
The highest UN body for the governance of Sustainable Development Goals — the
High-level Political Forum on Sustainable Development — has received much
attention here. While some authors highlight the potential of the forum to enhance
integration, coordination and coherence across the United Nations system (Abbott
and Bernstein 2015; Boas, Biermann and Kanie 2016), others argue that it has
failed to act as a strong coordination body and lacks political leadership and
guidance (Beisheim and Bernstein 2020). This literature on the effects of the goals
on global institutional integration is reviewed in Chapters 2 and 6 of this volume.

In this chapter, we focus on the national level and explore here the interlinkages,
institutional integration and policy coherence in the context of the 2030 Agenda
for Sustainable Development and the Sustainable Development Goals." We first
define institutional integration and policy coherence in the context of governance
for sustainable development. We then review how perspectives on interlinkages
between the global goals have shaped a new discourse, followed by an analysis of
the steering effects of the Sustainable Development Goals on institutional
integration and policy coherence. The conclusion reflects on our main findings,
and points to further research avenues.

Conceptualization and Methods

Institutional integration and policy coherence are rooted in practices of rational
decision-making within public policy and public administration (Candel and
Biesbroek 2016; Peters 1998). Since the 1980s, there has been widespread interest
and political support for integrated policy-making, both within and beyond
governance for sustainable development (Tosun and Lang 2017). For example,
policy coordination and coherence were central in the study of peace and security,
mainly between civil and military interventions (de Coning and Friis 2011).
Likewise, in development cooperation, ‘policy coherence for development’ gained
momentum in the early 2000s (OECD 2018). In environmental governance,
‘environmental policy integration’ became prominent in many jurisdictions in the
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1990s, including in the European Union, which enshrined this concept in its
foundational treaties (European Communities 1997).

Both institutional integration and policy coherence have been studied
extensively, often with different terminology.

Institutional integration is a concept closely linked to notions of institutional
interlinkages (Hickmann et al. 2020), institutional coordination (Ziirn and Faude
2013), institutional interaction and interplay management (Oberthiir and Stokke
2011; Stokke 2020), and intra- or inter-organizational mainstreaming (Runhaar
et al. 2018) (for overviews of these concepts, see Visseren-Hamakers 2015, 2018).
A key question here is how to deal with complexity in policy-making and how to
foster a division of labour across levels and actors to achieve more effective
regulatory frameworks. Institutional integration has been a central question
especially in the study of international governance. Numerous studies have
explored here links between international institutions under conditions of
complexity and fragmentation (Biermann 2014; Biermann et al. 2009; Hickmann
et al. 2020; Oberthiir and Gehring 2006; Oberthiir and Stokke 2011; van Asselt
2014; Young 1996; Zelli and van Asselt 2013). Depending on whether governance
fragmentation is seen as desirable or not (see discussion in Biermann et al. 2009,
2020), studies have focused on how to deal with fragmentation (Ostrom 2010),
how to ‘orchestrate’ it (Abbott and Snidal 2010) or how to ameliorate it through
institutional integration. Institutional integration is often believed to result from
enhanced coordination across agencies or the creation of new, sometimes
overarching agencies that connect others, such as through an often-debated
international agency for the environment (Kim et al. 2020).

Policy coherence is often studied at the national level. Related terms, with
slightly varying meanings, are policy coordination (Peters 1998), environmental
policy integration (Jordan and Lenschow 2010; Persson and Runhaar 2018) and
environmental mainstreaming (Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen et al. 2017). Policy coher-
ence also refers to the degree of consistency across different policies (Nilsson et al.
2012). Here we understand policy coherence as consistency across the policy
cycle: setting and prioritizing objectives, policy instruments and implementation
and monitoring, analysis and reporting on policy outcomes (Scobie 2016). For
example, setting and prioritizing objectives should avoid unintended negative
impacts on other sectors (Makkonen et al. 2015) or the international norms and
goals to which a country has committed (Kalaba, Quinn and Dougill 2014).

Institutional integration and policy coherence are causally linked. Policy
coherence needs collaborative institutions and mechanisms across scales,
networks, departments, levels of authority and sectors. Hence, policy coherence
often results from institutional integration, even though it can also happen without.
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For both institutional integration and policy coherence, the involvement of
stakeholders and local political actors in knowledge-sharing, learning and problem
solving is often seen as important (Smith et al. 2014). In the following, however,
we only focus on how governments seek to advance institutional integration and
policy coherence.

We base our analysis on two types of sources. First, we identified relevant
scholarly literature through the Scopus database, using a search string that
combined three requirements: publications including any of the search terms ‘2030
Agenda’, ‘sustainable development goals’ and ‘SDG’ (including variations);
publications focusing on the topics of integration and coherence, for which a
combination of the terms ‘integration’, ‘coherence’, ‘trade-off’, ‘synergies’ and
‘interaction’ (including variations) apply; and publications with a declared policy
or governance focus. This search resulted in 1,281 articles. We narrowed this
sample to 93 by excluding: publications that refer to the 2030 Agenda or the
Sustainable Development Goals only to frame the argument without making any
substantive references; publications that have no clear connection to policy or
governance, either conceptually or empirically; and publications that were not
accessible for language or other reasons. We analysed the remaining articles,
looking specifically at how they consider and frame interlinkages, and how they
refer to institutional integration and policy coherence in relation to the
2030 Agenda or the Sustainable Development Goals.

To complement our review, we studied scholarly analyses of the Voluntary
National Reviews that countries report to the High-level Political Forum on
Sustainable Development. These Voluntary National Reviews inform on
institutional arrangements and policy approaches and outline how countries
pursue the Sustainable Development Goals and integrate them into legislation,
policies, plans, budgets and programmes. We draw on analyses of Voluntary
National Reviews from 2016 to February 2021 that have been published in peer-
reviewed journals, using the search words ‘Voluntary National Reviews’,
‘Sustainable Development Goals’ and ‘SDGs’, combined with ‘policy integration’
and ‘policy coherence’ in Scopus, Web of Science and Google Scholar. In
addition, we included grey literature, specifically reviews and discussion papers of
Voluntary National Reviews published from 2016 to 2021 by the United Nations
and other international organizations (Okitasari et al. 2019; Partners for Review
2017, 2018a, 2018b, 2018c, 2019a, 2019b, 2020; UNDESA 2016, 2017, 2018a,
2018b, 2019, 2020) and civil society coalitions (Cutter 2016; Kindornay 2018,
2019; Kindornay and Gendron 2020). To illustrate our findings from this review of
the academic and grey literature, in the following section we use also a few
examples from a range of countries.
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Research Findings and Practical Insights

We now analyse steering effects of Sustainable Development Goals in three
respects. First, we assess how the Sustainable Development Goals lead to
normative changes by focusing on their effects on the coherence among policies,
legislation and regulations. Second, we assess institutional changes due to the
goals, by focusing on their effects on institutional integration. Third, we assess
discursive changes in how actors understand and describe the 2030 Agenda as an
interlinked system.

Normative Effects

We start with reviewing the state of knowledge on the impact of the Sustainable
Development Goals on policy coherence, that is, the synergistic alignment of
policies with the Sustainable Development Goals (as opposed to the integration of
institutions that we discuss later). Overall, evidence on policy coherence induced
by the Sustainable Development Goals is rare and weak. The focus of the literature
is not on analysing whether and how the goals are implemented coherently, but on
the development and validation of approaches and methods to support their
coherent implementation (see Banerjee et al. 2019; Horan 2020; Janetschek et al.
2020; Nhamo et al. 2018).

In terms of the effects of the Sustainable Development Goals on policy
coherence, many countries acknowledge in their Voluntary National Reviews the
importance of policy coherence in the implementation of the Sustainable
Development Goals (UNDESA 2017, 2020). Although the Voluntary National
Reviews rarely inform on the effects of the goals on policy coherence (UNDESA
2020), evidence suggests that governments make some efforts to advance policy
coherence. In their review of Voluntary National Reviews, for example, Allen,
Metternicht and Wiedmann (2018) observe that 92 per cent of the 26 countries
studied did some mapping and alignment of Sustainable Development Goals and
targets in relation to their policies (see also Okitasari et al. 2019; UNDESA 2017).
The authors also observed that about four-fifths of the studied countries had either
put in place (27 per cent) or begun to establish (54 per cent) monitoring and
review arrangements.

Despite this, by 2018, only 19 per cent of the countries had mainstreamed the
Sustainable Development Goals in their national strategies or plans, while 46 per
cent were in the process of doing so (Allen, Metternicht and Wiedmann 2018).
A synthesis report of the Voluntary National Reviews in 2020 stated that many
countries were still integrating the Sustainable Development Goals into their
policies (UNDESA 2020). Cross-referencing between Sustainable Development
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Goals and other global sustainability frameworks, such as the climate convention,
is also a challenge for many countries (UNDESA 2019; Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir
Internationale Zusammenarbeit and World Resources Institute 2018; Okitasari
et al. 2019; Shawoo et al. 2020). For example, only few countries address trade-
offs between climate policies and Sustainable Development Goals, and very few
have mainstreamed their climate commitments in their national targets under the
Sustainable Development Goals. Overall, planning and budget processes for the
Sustainable Development Goals and climate action are most often not aligned
(Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Internationale Zusammenarbeit and World Resources
Institute 2018). Budgeting processes in particular seem to lag behind: a report from
the United Nations University found that fewer than 20 of the 99 Voluntary
National Reviews (submitted by 2018) had indicated that the Sustainable
Development Goals had been integrated in national budgeting (Okitasari et al.
2019; see also UNDESA 2020).

While all countries face challenges with the interlinkages among the Sustainable
Development Goals, higher-income and lower-income countries differ in terms of
the application of a coherent approach. Lower-income countries are generally least
advanced (Allen, Metternicht and Wiedmann 2018; Okitasari et al. 2019).
However, in both the Global North and South there are countries that successfully
advance policy coherence for the goals, and these do not always fit general
expectations. Germany, for example, is a relative latecomer in formulating its first
national sustainability strategy (Bornemann 2014) but was one of the first
countries to fully align its strategy with the goals. The Netherlands, in contrast, is
traditionally a frontrunner in environmental planning but lacks a strategic vision on
how to implement the goals. The goals have only once been mentioned in a
political coalition agreement in the context of development cooperation (Yunita
et al. 2022).

The efforts of countries to advance policy coherence centre on their national
(sustainable) development strategies that they seek to align with the 2030 Agenda
and the Sustainable Development Goals (Cutter 2016; Partners for Review 2017,
UNDESA 2020). For example, Indonesia’s implementation of the Sustainable
Development Goals is based on the national development vision Nawacita. This
vision is operationalized in the National Medium Term Development Plan, which
covers most goals and targets relevant for the country. Another example is
Ethiopia, where the Growth and Transformation Plan II is now the main national
carrier of the Sustainable Development Goals (Partners for Review 2017).

Also in Sri Lanka, an overall vision and strategic path for sustainable
development — aimed at ‘balanced-inclusive-green-growth’ and cutting across
silos — was developed specifically targeting the 2030 Agenda. However, while this
agenda was a government-sanctioned report, by the time it was completed those
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that sanctioned it were no longer in power and there is no indication that these
recommendations will be used. In Colombia, the government conducted an update
of its National Development Plan to incorporate the Sustainable Development
Goals with 92 targets; the country even approved the Sustainable Development
Goals as law (Colombian National Planning Department 2018, 2019). Likewise,
most Caribbean islands have, after substantial public consultation, aligned
the Sustainable Development Goals with their national development agendas.
St. Lucia aligned its Medium-Term Development Strategy of 2019-12 to all but
three of the Sustainable Development Goals and to its six areas of national priority:
agriculture, citizen security, education, health, infrastructure and tourism
(Government of St. Lucia 2019: 10). Jamaica’s ‘ownership’ of the 2030 Agenda
began in 2014, with national consultations on the alignment of the country’s
development vision and strategy with the 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable
Development Goals (Government of Jamaica 2018). These examples show that
countries are actively trying to align the Sustainable Development Goals with their
overall development visions, policies and planning, which could lead to more
policy coherence at the national level.

Some analyses focus less on the 2030 Agenda as a whole than on the coherence
of policies related to specific goals. Aftab et al. (2020), for example, report in their
literature review how health-related Sustainable Development Goals are aligned
with national development agendas. Specifically, they report about mechanisms of
linking the implementation of the goals with budgetary processes. While in most
countries financial allocation is ensured by incorporating the Sustainable
Development Goals into funded development strategies and plans, the authors
also report countries that reoriented their budgeting so that expenditures for
Sustainable Development Goals become traceable to assess financial allocation.
Examples include ministry budgets in Afghanistan that are aligned with the
Sustainable Development Goals, the coding of the goals in budgets to track goal-
related expenditures in Nepal, and the cross-matching of budgets and priorities to
estimate goal-specific funds in Mexico (Aftab et al. 2020).

Research has addressed the enabling and hindering conditions for a coherent
implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals. Although many countries
explicitly recognize the interlinkages between Sustainable Development Goals and
highlight synergies and trade-offs (such as, for instance, Cambodia, Ghana and the
United Kingdom) (UNDESA 2019), most countries lack appropriate mechanisms
to assess these (Allen, Metternicht and Wiedmann 2018) or to link their
assessments to decision-making (Breuer, Leininger and Tosun 2019). Many policy
interventions lack the analytic capacities to assess the scale of impact and find
synergies and trade-offs. Allen, Metternicht and Wiedmann (2018) identify gaps
regarding the application of integrated and systems-based approaches to the
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implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals. Many countries lack
adequate frameworks for prioritizing Sustainable Development Goals. Further-
more, only one-fifth of the 26 analysed countries applied nexus or clustering
approaches; there was even less evidence of countries adopting qualitative or
quantitative approaches to understand interlinkages between the Sustainable
Development Goals (Allen, Metternicht and Wiedmann 2018).

The lack of coherence in Sustainable Development Goals implementation can
also be attributed to a lack of financial resources. In the Caribbean, for example,
there are deeper challenges to policy coherence such as limited fiscal space
because of large national debt burdens and the lack of sustainable funding for
development. External financial and environmental shocks further disrupt
sustainable development policy and planning as unexpected natural disasters or
global economic shocks quickly erode hard-earned progress (Scobie 2019a).

In addition to a lack of financial resources, lower-income countries face barriers
such as high donor dependence, and lack of disaggregated and reliable data (Aftab
et al. 2020). Mbanda and Fourie (2019) found that policy coherence around the
Sustainable Development Goals in South Africa faces several challenges,
including a lack of institutional structures, the development of skills and the
(lack of) involvement of party politics. Horn and Grugel (2018) studied the
implementation of the goals in Ecuador and point to political path dependencies
and an instrumental interpretation of the goals that is motivated by power-related
political calculations of competing political parties. Both factors undermine the
integrated nature and ambition of the agenda. Forestier and Kim (2020) studied the
prioritization of the Sustainable Development Goals in 19 countries and found that
the capacity of dealing with the goals in an integrative manner is not only affected
by national political factors and institutional arrangements, but also by
international organizations and the external funding offers they provide,
particularly in lower-income countries.

Overall, our analysis shows that the Sustainable Development Goals have some
effects on policy coherence, especially by aligning national sustainable develop-
ment visions, strategies and plans. However, significant barriers remain to further
advance policy coherence, particularly regarding coherence among sectoral
policies and in budgeting processes. Barriers are compounded in lower-income
countries owing to lack of resources and capacities.

Institutional Effects

We now discuss how Sustainable Development Goals affect institutional
integration at national level. Overall, the literature indicates that only little
empirical evidence exists on institutional integration in relation to the Sustainable
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Development Goals, let alone on possible institutional integration effects of the
goals. Considerable parts of the literature in this area are normative—prescriptive
and focus on developing, justifying and validating approaches to improve
institutional integration (Janetschek et al. 2020; Nhamo et al. 2018; Mbanda and
Fourie 2020), instead of empirically studying the integration of institutional
arrangements.

Apart from these prescriptive accounts, some studies report on institutional
arrangements for implementing the 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals; some explicitly refer to the integrative function of institutional
arrangements. However, it is often unclear whether these arrangements, such as
inter-ministerial coordination bodies, were established specifically to implement
the Sustainable Development Goals or whether they existed beforehand. The
review by Allen, Metternicht and Wiedmann (2018) of 26 countries, for example,
shows that almost all countries had implemented initial steps for the establishment
of institutional coordination mechanisms (96 per cent) or multi-stakeholder
consultation processes (96 per cent), and many had monitoring arrangements for
reporting on and follow-up to the goals (81 per cent). Countries often seem to build
on existing institutional frameworks, such as those for the Millennium
Development Goals (Okitasari et al. 2019; Partners for Review 2019a; UNDP
2017a; UNDESA 2017, 2018, 2020). This is backed by earlier studies of national
sustainability governance that show that governments and public agencies
developed similar integrative institutions as part of their sustainability strategies,
suggesting that not all reported institutions have been created because of the
2030 Agenda (Cutter 2016). Accordingly, there seem to be strong institutional path
dependencies in implementing the 2030 Agenda in which existing institutions are
used to govern the Sustainable Development Goals (Tosun and Leininger 2017).
On the one hand, this may cause siloed institutional structures to be unaffected by
the goals and obstruct institutional integration. On the other hand, if goals are
implemented through entirely new and potentially poorly institutionalized or
integrated frameworks, this would also not necessarily advance their steering
effects and institutional integration (Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Internationale
Zusammenarbeit and World Resources Institute 2018).

At the centre of many institutional arrangements for the implementation of the
Sustainable Development Goals in governments are usually specific bodies that
bear the main responsibility for and oversee the implementation process. The most
common governmental agencies responsible for the Sustainable Development
Goals are the offices of the head of government; planning ministries; finance,
economy and development ministries; and ministries for environment and foreign
affairs (Cutter 2016; Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Internationale Zusammenarbeit and
World Resources Institute 2018; Kindornay 2018; UNDESA 2019, 2020). Some
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countries also have specific ministries for sustainable development (Deutsche
Gesellschaft fiir Internationale Zusammenarbeit and World Resources Institute
2018). A considerable diversity of institutions can be identified, which come with
different implications for institutional integration. In Germany, for example, the
chief responsibility for implementing the Sustainable Development Goals lies with
the Federal Chancellery (Scholz, Keijzer and Richerzhagen 2016; UNDESA 2016).
Although sustainable development was dealt with by the Chancellery before the
Sustainable Development Goals were launched, this centralization indicates that the
broad and comprehensive integration approach of the 2030 Agenda is reflected in
Germany’s institutional arrangements (Bornemann 2014).

Most other higher-income countries have placed responsibility for the goals with
the ministries of foreign affairs or environment in a more sectoral approach
(Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Internationale Zusammenarbeit and World Resources
Institute 2018; Breuer, Leininger and Tosun 2019). The Netherlands for example
have placed the responsibility for the goals with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
hence putting the focus more on foreign than domestic policies (De Jong and Vijge
2021; Yunita et al. 2022). In Sweden, the location has shifted over time, from
shared ownership between the Prime Minister’s office, the Ministry of Finance and
the Ministry for the Environment to shared ownership between the Ministry for
Foreign Affairs and the Ministry for the Environment.

Many countries also rely on inter-departmental coordination mechanisms for
allocating responsibility for implementing the goals to specific institutions. The
Voluntary National Reviews of some countries stated that this is the first step
towards implementing the Sustainable Development Goals (UNDESA 2019).
While many countries show in their Voluntary National Reports at least some
progress in strengthening their domestic institutional frameworks (UNDESA 2016,
2017, 2018, 2019, 2020), about half of the countries that submitted their Voluntary
National Reports by 2018/19 claim to have created new cross-sectoral platforms
for coordinating the Sustainable Development Goals across sectors and
government levels (Okitasari et al. 2019; UNDESA 2018b), showing that the
Sustainable Development Goals have at least some institutional effects. In
Germany, for example, an inter-ministerial committee has been established at the
highest government level, in addition to national advisory councils that provide
recommendations on how to implement the Sustainable Development Goals in a
holistic way (De Vries 2015). Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness Commission is
an example of an inter-sectoral coordinating body designed to foster horizontal
coherence, integration and partnerships across government sectors (UNDP 2017b).
In some countries, such as in the Caribbean, the Sustainable Development Goals
have also been used as a catalyst to continue existing policies to improve inter-
agency cooperation in national public administrative systems (Scobie 2019b).
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Similarly, some countries — such as Bangladesh, Belgium and India — have mapped
ministries and other government agencies based on their responsibilities to
implement the Sustainable Development Goals. India even published the results of
their mapping exercise to facilitate awareness and coordination among government
agencies (UNDESA 2017). Likewise, in Sri Lanka, the former Ministry for
Sustainable Development launched an institutional mapping focused on policy
coherence to analyse how roles and responsibilities of governmental agencies —
including 425 central agencies — relate with the Sustainable Development Goals
(de Zoysa, Gunawardena and Gunawardena 2020).

Parliaments are often seen as critical for implementing Sustainable Development
Goals through their oversight and legislative functions, including their budgetary
rights (UNDESA 2017, 2018a, 2018b, 2019). Because parliaments cover all areas
of decision-making, the engagement of parliaments can be an effective form of
institutional integration. Most countries, however, have not yet fully engaged their
parliaments in governing the global goals (UNDESA 2020), even though many
organize briefings and dialogues with parliaments on the 2030 Agenda and the
goals. Some also include members of parliament in their delegations to the High-
level Political Forum (UNDESA 2018a, 2018b, 2020). Some parliaments have also
adopted motions to monitor, review or foster progress on the implementation of the
Sustainable Development Goals. In Finland, for example, motions adopted by the
parliament require the government to use the Sustainable Development Goals as
guiding principles and to link the goals to national policy frameworks (UNDESA
2020). In Sri Lanka, a Parliamentary Select Committee for Sustainable
Development was in operation (2016-18) to strengthen the role of parliament
and to work with line ministries to support the uptake of the Sustainable
Development Goals, with support of the United Nations Development Programme
(Parliament of Sri Lanka 2017).

Apart from these insights on institutional approaches to attain the 2030 Agenda
as a whole, other studies look into efforts to promote institutional integration
around specific Sustainable Development Goals, for example, coordinating
bodies that bring together departments that work on one goal. Koide and Akenji
(2017) surveyed national sustainable consumption and production policies, and
concluded that governance here is not breaking traditional silos because of the
absence of key ministries in coordination bodies. In contrast, Aftab et al. (2020,
p.- 8) find ‘that multisectoral structures with health at the centre [...] are
evolving’. Yet, how effective these structures are and whether and under what
conditions the health sector can successfully lead the multisectoral agenda
remains unclear.

Overall, Breuer, Leininger and Tosun (2019) find that institutional integration
for the Sustainable Development Goals is more likely to happen in high-income
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countries, which more often involve two or more institutions — that is, multiple line
ministries or the presidential office — in implementing the goals. Even in these
countries, however, significant challenges to institutional integration remain. These
include a lack of resources, lack of capacity among stakeholders, lack of a well-
structured collaboration between state and non-state actors and the management of
high stakeholder expectations (UNDESA 2017, 2018a). In Germany, for example,
efforts for nation-wide institutional integration are impeded by the traditionally
strong boundaries between line ministries or the departmental divide between
German ministries. A key challenge for the German government is thus to create a
shared ownership between the central leadership at the Chancellery with the
responsibility of all line ministries. In the Netherlands, national institutional
arrangements that have been established for the Sustainable Development Goals —
such as the SDG coordinator and SDG focal points in each ministry — do not
clarify on who should be coordinating with whom and which ministry is
responsible for which goal, and they do not consider interactions between
institutions that work on foreign and domestic policies (Yunita et al. 2022).

As another example, the institutionalization of the Sustainable Development
Goals in Sri Lanka has been stymied by political volatility, fragmented institutions,
wavering leadership and lack of a clear strategy. At the very onset of the
Sustainable Development Goals in 2015, Sri Lanka had a new government in place
that established a new Ministry of Sustainable Development to implement the
Sustainable Development Goals. In 2018, however, there was a constitutional
disruption to the legislature that led to changes in institutional structures, with
presidential elections in 2019 changing these again. All of this had repercussions
on how the goals were implemented in Sri Lanka (de Zoysa, Gunawardena and
Gunawardena 2020).

Overall, the Sustainable Development Goals had some institutional effects in
terms of the creation of new cross-sectoral coordination mechanisms, sometimes at
the highest levels of government. In many countries, however, the effects of the
Sustainable Development Goals on institutional integration are hampered by path
dependencies related to countries’ heavy reliance on existing institutional frame-
works or their inability to overcome siloed structures.

Discursive Effects

We now turn to discursive effects of the 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable
Development Goals. In the practice and study of governance for sustainable
development, environmental policy integration has been a central notion, focusing
on how environmental goals are, or should be, mainstreamed and prioritized in
non-environmental policies (Lafferty and Hovden 2003). The 2030 Agenda
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departs from these earlier interpretations of integration: away from one-directional
and selective environmental policy integration towards a comprehensive, reciprocal
and complex integration in which all Sustainable Development Goals are equally
important and can only be achieved together (Bornemann and Weiland 2021). The
prioritization of single goals should be based on a functional logic that identifies
priority goals as ‘leverage points’ for advancing the achievement of other goals
(Allen, Metternicht and Wiedmann 2018; Kroll, Warchold and Pradhan 2019).

This interpretation has become prevalent in the academic discourse and
literature. Various studies highlight the integrated nature of the Sustainable
Development Goals and their targets, which implies that progress in one domain
depends on, or has implications for, other domains (e.g., Allen, Metternicht and
Wiedmann 2018; Boas, Biermann and Kanie 2016; Liu et al. 2018; Nerini et al.
2019; Nilsson et al. 2018). The interlinkages between Sustainable Development
Goals often point to complex networks of relations in which potentially every goal
and target is related to every other (e.g., Kroll, Warchold and Pradhan 2019; Nerini
et al. 2019; Singh et al. 2018; Weitz et al. 2018). On the other hand, some studies
also highlight the uneven linkages between the Sustainable Development Goals,
with some goals having more and others fewer links (Le Blanc 2015).

In this debate, the interlinkages between the Sustainable Development Goals are
typically framed in terms of ‘synergies’ (that is, positive interactions — when
progress in one goal favours progress in another goal — also described as
‘co-benefits’) or ‘trade-offs’ (that is, negative interactions — when progress in one
goal hinders or even reverses progress in another) (Pradhan et al. 2017). The
overall finding in the literature is that most interlinkages between the Sustainable
Development Goals and related targets are positive. This is revealed by empirical
studies of the relations between goals and targets and their evolution (e.g., Allen,
Metternicht and Wiedmann 2018; Kroll, Warchold and Pradhan 2019; Maes et al.
2019; Singh et al. 2018; Weitz et al. 2018).

The knowledge base on interlinkages and more integrated approaches for the
implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals has grown, including
through the development of approaches and tools to assess interlinkages between
the goals. These approaches and tools cover qualitative and quantitative
methodologies and combinations of both, and range from simple scoring tools
(Nilsson, Griggs and Visbeck 2016) to elaborate integrated or systems modelling
tools (e.g., Hutton et al. 2018; Pradhan et al. 2017; Kroll, Warchold and Pradhan
2019; for an overview of methodologies, see Bennich, Weitz and Carlsen 2020 as
well as Chapter 7 of this book).

The literature on interlinkages, and in particular on synergies, is gaining
attention and also affects the public policy discourse. In general, we observe a
change in how political actors, in particular governments, understand and describe
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the 2030 Agenda, and a growing interest of governments in assessing
interlinkages, trade-offs and synergies between the Sustainable Development
Goals (Partners for Review 2020), with the aim to exploit synergies and cross-
sectoral benefits and to reduce trade-offs (Bai et al. 2016; Boas, Biermann and
Kanie 2016; Liu et al. 2018; Nerini et al. 2019; Nilsson et al. 2018), or even to turn
trade-offs into synergies (Kroll, Warchold and Pradhan 2019; Scherer et al. 2018).
By 2018, almost all countries reported on interlinkages in their Voluntary National
Reports to the High-level Political Forum, referencing the three dimensions of
sustainable development as well as interlinkages between Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (Partners for Review 2018c). However, there is much less
consideration among governments for trade-offs than for synergies between
Sustainable Development Goals (UNDESA 2020). In 2019 and 2020, the
Voluntary National Reports provided almost no references to specific trade-offs
between the goals (Partners for Review 2019b, 2020; Kindornay 2019; see also
Kindornay and Gendron 2020).

In addition, the studies that we reviewed diverge in how they assess where
integration is taking place. Some see the Sustainable Development Goals as ‘an
enabler of integration’, and ‘a common benchmark against which development
progress can be assessed’ (Le Blanc 2015: 180-2) — thus the focus is on goal
integration (Biermann, Kanie and Kim 2017; Biermann et al. 2020). Others in
contrast emphasize contextual integration during implementation (Allen, Metternicht
and Wiedmann 2018; Bowen et al. 2017; Nilsson et al. 2018; Weitz et al. 2018).
This means that goals and targets need to be adapted to and then integrated in their
national and sub-national contexts. In the national implementation of the Sustainable
Development Goals, not all countries specify interlinkages between goals for their
context. Hence, they pursue a general approach to implementation, rather than a
specific one that is adapted to the country’s context-specific interlinkages between
Sustainable Development Goals (Tosun and Leininger 2017). Exceptions include
Turkey, which conducted a comprehensive analysis of the synergies and trade-offs,
including the nature and level of interlinkages between the Sustainable Development
Goals based on Turkey’s context. This led to the identification of so-called ‘gravity
centres’ with the highest number of linkages for implementation of Sustainable
Development Goals (UNDESA 2019: 16).

Discourses around interlinkages in the 2030 Agenda are not only embodied in
academic studies and policy reports, but also in software tools and online
platforms. A family of online platforms and tools has emerged, such as the ‘SDG
Interlinkages Analysis and Visualization Tool’ to show synergies and trade-offs
between targets for Asian countries, based on correlations between national
development indicators (IGES 2019), and the ‘KnowSDGs platform’, which is a
web platform to provide tools and organize knowledge on policies, indicators,
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methods and data to support the evidence-based implementation of the Sustainable
Development Goals (European Commission 2019). The United Nations Environ-
ment Management Group launched a ‘Nexus Dialogues Visualization Tool’, in
which experts assess interactions between Sustainable Development Goals related to
global environmental issues (UNEMG 2019). The ‘Sustainable Development Goals
Synergies’ tool of the Stockholm Environment Institute (2020) is designed to guide
priority-setting and policy coherence among stakeholders, using cross-impact
analysis and a scoring of interactions, as first popularized by the International
Science Council (International Science Council 2017; Nilsson et al. 2016).

These tools all emphasize the role of evidence and knowledge as the basis for
managing synergies and trade-offs between the goals. Context-specific data,
assessment tools and methods are needed to help scientists and policy-makers in
analysing goal interlinkages and formulating coherent policy approaches. Such a
data-driven approach brings its own challenges, however, because the metrics and
scales that are used around the world are difficult to combine and evaluate
coherently (Allen, Metternicht and Wiedmann 2018).

Despite these challenges, the methodologies and tools that have been developed
in the context of the Sustainable Development Goals — demonstrating their
discursive effect — can now help countries to map and manage synergies and trade-
offs between issues and advance institutional integration and policy coherence.
Pilot uses have led to some institutional integration. For example, the ‘SDG
Synergies’ tool has been officially adopted in Mongolia (Trimmer 2019). As these
tools are used more and more across countries, the knowledge on interlinkages will
grow and enable comparative studies to examine the steering effects of these
tools — and hence the Sustainable Development Goals — in terms of normative and
institutional changes.

Conclusions and Future Directions

This chapter took as its starting point the 2030 Agenda’s premise, set out in the
preamble of the declaration, that its success relies on an integrated approach
with consideration to the interlinkages between the Sustainable Development
Goals. In particular, we assessed here the state of knowledge about the steering
effects of the goals in terms of more policy coherence (normative change), the
extent to which the 2030 Agenda has led to institutional integration (institutional
change), and widespread attention to interlinkages between the goals (discursive
change).

We showed that the Sustainable Development Goals have generated a
significant discourse on interlinkages and interactions, visible in academic and
grey literatures and in new analytical tools and online platforms. We also observed
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examples of measures to advance institutional integration by governments that
bring their public administrative systems in line with the 2030 Agenda. This has
happened, for example, through coordination by central agencies and through
inter-departmental coordination bodies, and, more rarely, through giving
parliaments and advisory councils an integrative oversight role.

Yet despite such steps towards institutional integration, policy coherence is still
not in view, even though in many countries the goals have been incorporated into
development strategies and action plans. This was to be expected due to an
assumed sequential relation between the two: institutional integration processes
normally need to run their course before policy coherence in outputs and decisions
can be observed. However, there is a risk of weakening political interest, as the
2030 Agenda now reaches its mid-term in 2022. There is a risk that waiting for
more coherent policies and decisions will continue as time drags.

There are important barriers to institutional integration and policy coherence in
the institutional and political context of governments, and these barriers have not
disappeared with the 2030 Agenda. Some barriers are deeply rooted in institutions,
procedures and routines in the bureaucracy. Yet we have also found at times a lack
of political interest from top levels of government and waning ownership of the
2030 Agenda in governments. This can be understood considering the difficulty of
‘selling’ the 2030 Agenda to the public as well as the issue-attention cycle
of politics.

As for remaining knowledge gaps and further research avenues, we note that the
conceptualization of interlinkages, integration and coherence and the general
understanding of factors, drivers and barriers have been substantially advanced.
These advancements have been pursued in academic literature, and many have
informed policy and practice as well. However, empirical studies are still few
and limited.

To understand better interlinkages, integrated approaches, quantitative
modelling, statistics and stakeholder-driven approaches are all likely to make
large contributions in the coming years. An unresolved issue is the degree of
contextualization that is necessary to define interlinkages and the extent to which
empirical relations are valid across contexts. Another important research area is
how decision-support tools advance institutional integration and policy coherence
for the Sustainable Development Goals.

Regarding institutional integration, the empirical knowledge base is growing but
is still mainly found in the grey literature, such as reviews of the Voluntary
National Reviews and other international policy reviews. Since such reviews are
led by governments, they are not independent and unbiased. More academic
research is needed with fine-grained empirical studies. Moving towards a generic
classification for further empirical study, institutional integration can be seen as

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.145.154.48, on 21 May 2024 at 17:33:45, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/3EAOD6589094B68A527FCB05C895F73E


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/3EA0D6589094B68A527FCB05C895F73E
https://www.cambridge.org/core

108 Nilsson, Vijge et al.

new architectures or procedures for coordination in policy-making, between
national agencies or parts of government. These include the positioning of
Sustainable Development Goals in the centre of government or with ministries for
finance; the anchoring of the goals in parliaments; the establishment of inter-
departmental coordination mechanisms for the goals; and the allocation of roles
across multiple agencies in implementation and reporting.

As for policy coherence, the knowledge base is more limited. Here the field
suffers from a lack of conceptual clarity and empirical data. Countries and
international organizations show some interest in the issue and how they could
tackle it, but they are constrained by time lags and the difficulty in empirically
studying coherence in terms of policy or development strategy. In future research,
policy coherence could be studied as a consequence of integration and as
alignment of goals, strategies, policies or implementation at the national level. This
could include a focus on cross-references across policies in terms of objectives,
mixes of policy instruments and budgets; the mainstreaming of Sustainable
Development Goals in national sustainable development planning; or the visibility
of the goals in policy bills and national budgets.

Overall, institutional integration and policy coherence are central in both the
2030 Agenda and the implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals by
governments. Further research on the barriers to institutional integration and policy
coherence, and the entrenched institutional structures and political interests that
prevent integration and coherence, are needed to further advance in this area and
coherently implement the 2030 Agenda.

Note

1 For detailed discussions on policy coherence and the Sustainable Development Goals, see Bennich,
Weitz and Carlsen 2020; Collste, Pedercini and Cornell 2017; Le Blanc 2015; Nilsson, Griggs and
Visbeck 2016; Scobie 2019a; Stafford-Smith et al. 2017; Weitz et al. 2018.
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The 2030 Agenda emphasizes that no one should be left behind in its
implementation and in policy alignment for the Sustainable Development Goals.
Inclusiveness within and among countries is one of the most pronounced
overarching aims of the 2030 Agenda. Yet have these aims been realized? To what
extent has the pursuit of the Sustainable Development Goals led to more
inclusiveness? We explore these questions in this chapter.

The 2030 Agenda needs to face a global economic system characterized by
extreme inequalities. Some 735 million people live in extreme poverty on less than
USD 1.90 a day (Oxfam 2020), and the world’s billionaires alone have amassed
more wealth than the poorest 4.6 billion people who make up 60 per cent of
humankind. The COVID-19 pandemic might have pushed 119-124 million people
back into poverty after prolonged unemployment or underemployment (United
Nations 2021). Basic rights such as access to food, education or energy are often
denied as well. In 2019, about 820 million people — more than 10 per cent of
humanity — suffered from food and dietary deprivations. The World Food
Programme estimates that another 130 million people may have fallen into this
category because of the global pandemic (FAO 2020). Finally, the space for public
participation in politics and respect for civil and political rights are shrinking
progressively. In 2019, 40 per cent of the world’s population lived in countries
where freedoms of association, peaceful assembly and expression were violated
(CIVICUS Monitor 2019). The COVID-19 pandemic has worsened the situation,
and some civil society organizations claim that some governments used the
pandemic to enforce more restrictions on civic freedoms (CIVICUS Monitor
2020). Even though the crisis caused by the pandemic is global, low- and middle-
income countries have been hardest hit. About 82 per cent of the new poor will be
in middle-income countries (World Bank 2020a).

With the deepening of these crises, concerns for inclusion, fairness and justice
have gained saliency in political discourse (Biermann and Kalfagianni 2020;
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Kashwan et al. 2020; Okereke 2007). In 2015, governments pledged to prioritize
the poorest of the poor in their interventions, or, as the United Nations formulates
it, ‘reach the furthest behind first’ (UNGA 2015: paragraph 4). In 2020, the United
Nations Secretary-General Anténio Guterres confirmed that the ‘2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development is designed to address the very fragilities and
shortcomings that the pandemic has exposed’, such as poverty and exclusion
(United Nations 2020). Many goals and targets of the 2030 Agenda focus on
marginalized people and seek to increase inclusiveness and to foster justice, for
instance by ensuring access to food (Goal 2), education (Goal 4), energy (Goal 7)
or justice (Goal 16), by targeting vulnerable groups (Goal 5) and by adding a goal
on reducing inequalities (Goal 10).

Yet, how and to what extent have the Sustainable Development Goals helped to
achieve more inclusion and better support for poor and vulnerable groups within
countries? And internationally, have the Sustainable Development Goals led to a
fairer global economic system and given least developed countries a stronger voice
in global governance?

These are the key questions we address in this chapter, which analyses the
scholarly literature on the steering effects of the Sustainable Development Goals
with a view to inclusiveness within and between countries. We first conceptualize
inclusiveness and outline how it relates to concepts such as participation, equity, and
democratic legitimacy. We then analyse the evidence in the literature on whether and
under what conditions the Sustainable Development Goals have fostered
inclusiveness at national and global levels. We assess progress on inclusiveness in
different contexts and whether any variation in inclusiveness since 2015 can be
attributed to normative, institutional or discursive steering effects of the goals.

Conceptualization and Methods

At the 1995 World Summit for Social Development, governments defined an
inclusive society as ¢ “a society for all” in which every individual, each with rights
and responsibilities, has an active role to play’. Such an inclusive society should
develop mechanisms to enable diversity and social justice, accommodate the
special needs of vulnerable and disadvantaged groups, and facilitate democratic
participation (United Nations 1995: paragraph 66).

We focus in this chapter on different subjects of inclusiveness. First, we study
inclusiveness in the national context. Inclusiveness is here mostly understood as
intersectional. It varies with criteria of age, class, caste, (dis)ability, gender,
indigeneity and race, as well as vulnerability to environmental shocks (Hathie
2019), climate change (Kaijser and Kronsell 2014) or conflicts (Leininger,
Lithrmann and Sigman 2019; Semenenko, Halhash and Ivchenko 2019). Our focus
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is on groups that have been explicitly mentioned in the 2030 Agenda as suffering
from exclusion and inequalities, namely children and the youth, persons with
disabilities, indigenous peoples, and migrants and refugees (UNGA 2015:
paragraph 23)." We also focus on women and girls, who are addressed in
Sustainable Development Goal 5, which seeks to ‘achieve gender equality and
empower all women and girls’. Second, we study inclusiveness in global
governance. Some argue here that the credibility of the many summits, agreements
and institutions in global sustainability governance has been challenged by North—
South inequities and conflicts dating back to the 1972 United Nations Conference
on the Human Environment (Okereke 2020). We focus on the inclusiveness of
global governance regarding the least developed countries, the 46 poorest
countries that are home to 13 per cent of the world population and that the
2030 Agenda recognizes as particularly vulnerable (UNGA 2015: paragraph 22).

In scholarly literature, inclusiveness is defined broadly and in relation to other
concepts, such as participation (Okereke and Agupusi 2015; Stiglitz 2002),
democratic legitimacy (Bickstrand 2006; Biermann and Gupta 2011; Scharpf
1997), inclusive development (Gupta and Vegelin 2016) and justice (Kalfagianni
et al. 2020). Democratic legitimacy is generally understood as the extent to which
citizens can influence the content of norms and agreements and hold decision-
makers accountable; inclusiveness covers here a political dimension (Nanz and
Steffek 2004). In the notion of ‘inclusive development’, the concept relates to
human rights (Arts 2017), social-ecological issues (Gupta and Baud 2015) and
political dimensions (Hickey 2013). Most definitions of inclusiveness concur that
development must include the needs and demands of marginalized people, sectors
and countries in all social, political and economic processes (Gupta, Pouw and
Ros-Tonen 2015). Inclusive development is thus understood as requiring that
burdens and benefits are equitably distributed across societal groups (Hickey, Sen
and Bukenya 2015). The notion of inclusiveness also relates to theories of justice,
where it is often seen as a pre-condition for a just society. In short, we understand
inclusiveness as a normative concept that cuts across democratic legitimacy,
participation, inclusive development and justice.

Building on these concepts, in this assessment we unpack inclusiveness along
three dimensions: as a matter of recognition (all people are free from physical
threats, have complete and equal political rights and their cultural traditions free
from disparagement); representation (all can fully participate in decision-making);
and distribution (opportunities and risks, burdens and responsibilities are fairly
divided) (see Honneth 2001; Kalfagianni et al. 2020). In the first two dimensions,
the central question is whether the Sustainable Development Goals have enabled a
greater recognition and representation of vulnerable people in a country or,
internationally, the redistribution of power to the least developed countries.
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Regarding recognition, we ask whether the Sustainable Development Goals helped
in providing equal rights and normative recognition to vulnerable societal groups
or, internationally, to least developed countries. For representation, we ask whether
institutions ensure the equal or equitable participation of vulnerable societal groups
and least developed countries in policy and decision-making at national and global
levels, respectively. As for distribution, the question is about resources and
capabilities to participate in and achieve inclusive development. To assess
distribution, we discuss the extent to which vulnerable groups and countries have
an equitable share of resources and opportunities in society. At the national level,
we explore income or other forms of inequality in access to basic rights.
Internationally, we study the integration of the least developed countries into the
global economy and whether the Sustainable Development Goals have favoured
the economic capabilities of the least developed countries.

How can we attribute any of such variations in inclusiveness to the adoption of
the goals? In the literature we look for steering effects of the Sustainable
Development Goals that comprise normative, institutional and discursive changes.
For normative changes, we look for new norms and policies towards the
inclusiveness of vulnerable groups and, internationally, whether new decisions
were taken to better include least developed countries in global governance. For
institutional changes, we investigate the establishment or modification of
departments, committees, offices, or programmes to promote inclusiveness or
reduce power asymmetries and inequality. Finally, for discursive changes, we look
for evidence that the principle of ‘leaving no one behind’, which is mentioned five
times in the 2030 Agenda and has been mobilized in global discourses since then,
can be traced back in national and global policy debates and documents
since 2015.

Methodologically, our analysis draws on a systematic review of the academic
peer-reviewed literature. Using the search engine Scopus, we cover all articles
published between 2015 and 2020 in the social sciences subject area that contain in
their titles, abstracts or keywords ‘Sustainable Development Goals’ (or ‘SDGs’);
combined with ‘inclusiveness’, ‘inclusion’, ‘inequalities within countries’,
‘inequality between countries’ (or ‘among countries’), ‘leave no one behind’,
‘least developed countries’, ‘low-income countries’; or with vulnerable groups
such as ‘disabled people’, ‘indigenous peoples’, ‘children and youth’, ‘women and
girls’, and ‘migrants’ or ‘refugees’. Although articles published in 2015 and 2016
are unlikely to be based on empirical material collected after the adoption of the
goals, we included them because their analyses of the negotiations on the
Sustainable Development Goals and the 2030 Agenda allowed us to partly assess
the steering effects of the formulation of the goals on the recognitional dimension
of inclusiveness. Our search string yielded 793 results.”
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Overall, we found that scholarship on the actual steering effects of the
Sustainable Development Goals on inclusiveness at national and global level
remains limited. After a careful reading of abstracts and exclusion of irrelevant
articles, we ended up with a database of only 40 articles. Most of these articles
addressed inclusiveness at the national or regional level and focused on specific
vulnerable groups or on topics such as education, urbanization or jobs. As for
international politics, we found scarce literature on inclusiveness with a focus on
the least developed countries. Therefore, we added in our database grey literature,
such as official reports from global institutions, leading think-tanks and
governments, and insights from our own research. We now present the main
findings of our review.

Research Findings and Practical Insights

We discuss here our findings about the effects of the Sustainable Development
Goals on inclusiveness, first regarding societies at national level and then
global governance.

Steering Effects on Inclusiveness at National Level

We now review the role of the Sustainable Development Goals in steering
intersectional inclusiveness within countries. We focus on five vulnerable groups
of people who are mentioned in the 2030 Agenda: women and girls; children and
the youth; persons with disabilities; indigenous people; and migrants and refugees.
We also study how civil society groups are included. We analyse how vulnerable
people and civil society groups are recognized and represented within countries,
and how resources and opportunities are distributed to these groups. We outline
how the Sustainable Development Goals relate to this and examine the impacts that
the goals have had in steering the inclusiveness of vulnerable and civil society
groups from recognitional, representational and distributional standpoints.

The Recognition of Vulnerable and Civil Society Groups. The Sustainable
Development Goals seek to advance the recognition of vulnerable groups in
society, and vulnerable groups are often mentioned in the 2030 Agenda and in the
goals and targets. Many studies found for instance that women and girls are more
prominently recognized in the Sustainable Development Goals than in the
Millennium Development Goals. Sustainable Development Goal 5 is a stand-alone
goal that aims at achieving gender equality and empowering all women and girls,
and the 2030 Agenda includes further commitments to end discrimination,
eliminate violence, value unpaid care and domestic work, promote women’s
participation and leadership, and ensure access to reproductive health and rights.
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The new stand-alone goal is a substantial improvement on Millennium
Development Goal 3; by addressing major gender gaps such as violence against
women and women unpaid work, some expected it to be transformative (Rosche
2016). Additionally, the 2030 Agenda made advancing women’s rights a key tenet
that cuts across all other goals, for instance on health and education, building here
on commitments and norms set out in the Beijing Platform for Action and earlier
landmark frameworks, including the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms
of Discrimination Against Women (Azcona and Bhatt 2020; Fukuda-Parr 2016).

Similarly, the Sustainable Development Goals aim to strategically advance the
recognition of children and the youth, and their inclusion in social, economic and
ecological development. This is visible for example in the global goals relating to
education (Goal 4), economic growth (Goal 8), cities and urban governance (Goal
11.7) and climate governance (Goal 13.b). The goals also recognize that persons
with disabilities must not be left behind, and explicitly refer to ‘persons with
disabilities’ or ‘disability’ 11 times, in sections related to decent work (Sustainable
Development Goal 8.5), education (Sustainable Development Goal 4.5 and 4.a),
and sustainable cities (Sustainable Development Goal 11.2 and 11.7) (Abualghaib
et al. 2019). Yet despite the inclusion of persons with disabilities in the global
development discourse, the lack of good quality, accurate and comparable
disability data to monitor their protection and inclusion hampers the assessment of
the steering effects of the goals for this group. Especially in developing countries,
including persons with disabilities faces many obstacles, including the belief that
persons with disabilities constitute a separate focus area rather than a cross-cutting
issue, the assumption that the costs of inclusiveness are too high, and the lack of
awareness of disability law and policy (Niewohner, Pierson and Meyers 2020).

While the 2030 Agenda has drawn attention to the inclusiveness of vulnerable
groups, there is little evidence that the Sustainable Development Goals have
fostered the development of new norms and policies to advance the recognition of
vulnerable groups. Scholars indeed argue that many policy frameworks promoting
the inclusiveness of these groups existed long before the adoption of the
Sustainable Development Goals. Dhar (2018) points to the fact that prominent
programmes to advance girls’ and women’s rights and dignity in India, such as
Beti Bachao Beti Padhao and Swachh Bharat, were adopted before 2015, and that
in the year after the Sustainable Development Goals were adopted, budgetary
investments for women’s development and empowerment in India were even
lower than before. All in all, Dhar (2018) argues that the Sustainable Development
Goals have merely been integrated into long-existing programmes for women’s
equality in India, without any significant additionality.

Regarding the inclusion of persons with disabilities, some studies emphasize the
central role of the 2006 United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with
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Disabilities in steering the adoption of domestic norms and policies favouring the
inclusion of persons with disabilities (Abualghaib et al. 2019; Banks et al. 2020).
As this convention is legally binding, it provides a stronger framework than the
Sustainable Development Goals, which are voluntary. The additionality of the
Sustainable Development Goals also remains difficult to determine with respect to
the inclusion of migrants. Although the 2030 Agenda recognizes the contribution of
migration to sustainable development and directs states, with Sustainable
Development Goal 10.7, to be more inclusive towards migrants through ‘well-
planned migration policies’ (UNGA 2015), many studies find that the targets and
indicators related to migrants build on prior efforts of the International Organization
for Migration and other institutions (IOM 2016: 21; UNDESA, IOM and OECD
2019; Pécoud 2020; Robinson 2020; UNDESA 2020). At best, the goals have
helped to draw attention to migration and to crystalize emerging norms and data
collection procedures such as the Migration Data Portal IOM 2016).

Following the 2030 Agenda, also indigenous peoples should gain more
recognition from governments. This is some progress compared to the Millennium
Development Goals that did not mention indigenous peoples. The Sustainable
Development Goals refer to indigenous peoples six times, in targets on small-scale
agriculture and access to education, and the preamble to the 2030 Agenda
encourages the empowerment and engagement of indigenous peoples in
implementing and reviewing progress on the goals. But compared to other
vulnerable groups, indigenous peoples still receive less attention, and many studies
argue that indigenous perspectives on development and well-being are largely
unrecognized in the 2030 Agenda and global goals (UNCDP 2020). Siegel and
Bastos Lima (2020), for instance, show that some Latin American civil society
organizations, often more attuned to indigenous values, have at times felt alienated
by the mainstream framing of the Sustainable Development Goals. Indigenous
philosophies, for example about the relationship between natural and human
worlds, are not recognized in the Sustainable Development Goals, which
jeopardizes how the achievement of some goals affect the maintenance of
indigenous culture and livelihoods (Yap and Watene 2019).

Finally, despite the adoption of Goal 16 which aims to promote just, peaceful
and inclusive societies, the recognition and liberty of civil society groups are still
under threat in many countries. Only 4 per cent of the world population live in
countries where fundamental rights of association, peaceful assembly and
expression are fully respected (CIVICUS Monitor 2019). The Economist
Intelligence Unit (2018) identifies only 19 ‘full democracies’ and 57 ‘flawed
democracies’. The latter category of countries is home to 44.8 per cent of the world
population and also includes some high-income countries. These countries are
inclusive in the sense that they allow for free and fair elections, but are exclusive in
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that they do not include everyone in the distribution of risks, burdens and
responsibilities, often because of corruption or governance failure. In even weaker
democracies, exclusion extends also to elections and basic checks on the abuse of
power. In authoritarian regimes, exclusion continues to permeate in everyday
governance, in shaping obligations, in the access to benefits and (for elites) in the
sharing of burdens (Acemoglu and Robinson 2012, 2020; Fritz, Levy and Ort
2014). Some scholars even argue that certain targets — for example, Sustainable
Development Goal 16.a, which aims to strengthen national institutions to prevent
violence and combat terrorism and crime — may lead to counterproductive
normative developments that would justify and legitimize restrictions on
fundamental rights and freedoms. Weber (2017: 401) argues that Goal 16
‘anticipates the consolidation of order and security operations in ways that could
easily be used against [...] forms of contestation over development initiatives’.
Others emphasize that the Sustainable Development Goals lack substantive
normative claims about basic democratic rights (Winkler and Sattherthwaite 2017)
and that Goal 16.10 merely calls for ‘public access to information to protect
fundamental freedoms’ (United Nations 2020). Over 127 states had well before
2015 adopted laws that ensure public access to information to protect fundamental
freedoms (United Nations 2020). While after 2015 over further 27 states adopted
such laws, this resulted often from years of earlier political processes. All this
raises doubts about the influence of the Sustainable Development Goals in steering
these normative developments.

The Representation of Vulnerable and Civil Society Groups. Despite the
adoption of the Sustainable Development Goals and the large uptake of the leave
no one behind principle in the policy discourse, vulnerable groups are still denied
equal representation in national governance and policy-making. While formal
exclusion (e.g., laws that deny women equal political or economic rights) has
declined, women are still underrepresented in national politics. Studies from the
grey literature find that only 25 per cent of the 35,127 seats of all parliaments in
153 countries are occupied by women (WEF 2020). And even when women are
represented, such representation does not necessarily translate into influence and
empowerment in a male-dominated society (Hogg 2009).

Similarly, it has been found that indigenous peoples are drastically under-
represented in the national and local implementation of the Sustainable
Development Goals. In analysing 162 reports by governments on their progress
in implementing the Sustainable Development Goals (submitted in 2016-18 in the
Voluntary National Review database), Gilbert and Lennox (2019) found that
indigenous peoples do not feature prominently and are mentioned only 16 times.
Only two countries, Nepal and Malaysia, provided in their reports disaggregated
data on indigenous peoples, which is considered essential for progress on the
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national inclusion of indigenous peoples. Other countries vaguely refer in official
consultations to the representation of indigenous peoples (Chile, Norway) or the
empowerment of indigenous and local communities to have the right to give or
withhold consent to proposed projects that may affect their lands (Malaysia).
Overall, the Voluntary National Reviews by governments show a lack of
representation of indigenous peoples in the local and national implementation of
the Sustainable Development Goals. This reflects patterns of marginalization
similar to what indigenous people are exposed to more generally and have been
exposed to historically.

There is, however, some evidence of progress in the representation of other
vulnerable groups. In some developing countries, the Sustainable Development
Goals have steered normative developments towards the inclusion of persons with
disabilities. For instance, the government of Ecuador used Sustainable Develop-
ment Goal 10.2, which aims to ‘empower and promote the social, economic and
political inclusion of all irrespective of age, sex, disability, race, ethnicity, origin,
religion or economic or other status’ (UNGA 2015), to prioritize and legitimize the
emphasis on disability in welfare spending (Horn and Grugel 2018). In Iceland, the
government has focused on inclusive cooperation in implementing the Sustainable
Development Goals, in particular opening political space, for instance through the
Icelandic Youth Council for the Sustainable Development Goals, in which children
and the youth can express their voice in decision-making (Government of Iceland
2019). Also, in Serbia, the Sustainable Development Goals have been accepted as
an integral part of the Youth 2030 and the National Youth Strategy (2015-2025), a
platform for the inclusion of the youth and the expression of their views in
implementing the 2030 Agenda (Government of Serbia 2019).

However, the Sustainable Development Goals have had far less influence than
the 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child and the 1990 African Charter and
Welfare of the Child in producing law and policy reform or institutional outcomes
that are inclusive to children. The inclusiveness of children and the youth is a right
under both these legal frameworks. In many African countries (such as Angola,
Ethiopia, Kenya, Mauritania, South Africa, Togo and Zimbabwe), the inclusion
and participation of children is entrenched in constitutional, legislative and policy
frames (African Child Policy Forum 2020). Therefore, the additional steering of
the Sustainable Development Goals towards the representation of children and the
youth in national governance and policy-making is still invisible in many
developing countries.

Finally, there is some mixed evidence of the role of the Sustainable
Development Goals in steering the development of new institutions for the
representation of civil society groups in national governance. Brazil, for instance,
is one of the few countries that created after 2015 a robust institutional framework
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to coordinate the creation of national targets and indicators for the Sustainable
Development Goals and to articulate domestic uptake of the goals, with
substantive participation from non-state actors through a National Commission
for the Sustainable Development Goals. However, the latter was dismantled after
President Bolsonaro took office in 2019. In Uruguay, on the other hand,
implementing the Sustainable Development Goals builds on existing participatory
institutions and processes, including a nationwide consultation, which was only
linked to the new goals after 2015. Domestic contexts have therefore been crucial,
suggesting that the global goals have only limited potential to create or maintain
inclusive institutions when inclusiveness norms and values are not already salient.
Furthermore, in the case of Paraguay, there are risks that political elites use the
global goals to overlay exclusive institutional settings and add legitimacy to
entrenched marginalization (Siegel and Bastos Lima 2020). This reveals that the
goals might also suffer elite capture and become counterproductive
to inclusiveness.

The Distribution of Resources and Opportunities to Vulnerable and Civil
Society Groups. One key finding is that despite the launch of the Sustainable
Development Goals in 2015, resources and capabilities to participate in inclusive
development are still unevenly distributed. In most societies, income inequalities
have been increasing since the 1980s (Alvaredo et al. 2018), and the situation has
not changed much since the adoption of the Sustainable Development Goals. Even
though extreme poverty had dropped from 10 to 8.2 per cent between 2015 and
2020, it is still projected to be above 6 per cent by 2030 (United Nations 2020).
Income inequality, inequalities of opportunities (for example access to education
or decent jobs) and other forms of inequalities (for example in access to food,
drinking water, health services, energy or justice) have for a long time led to
exclusion in the Global South. Inequalities have also increased in the Global
North, including in traditionally more equitable countries such as Finland, Sweden
or France (Nolan et al. 2019).

There is some evidence that new norms and policies for better including
vulnerable groups have been adopted after 2015. Regarding the inclusion of
women, for instance, the European Union has developed a Gender Action Plan for
20162020 that is aligned with Goal 5 (Wahlen 2016). The government of
Malaysia has introduced in partnership with the United Nations Development
Programme a Gender Equality Seal Certification, which is aimed at equal
opportunities and inclusive work environments for women (UNDP 2016). In some
developing countries, the Sustainable Development Goals have strengthened
inclusiveness regarding children and the youth in terms of distribution of resources
and opportunities. For example, in Sierra Leone, Goal 4 on inclusive and quality
education stands out as the government’s premier developmental issue. Since

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.145.154.48, on 21 May 2024 at 17:33:45, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/3EAOD6589094B68A527FCB05C895F73E


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/3EA0D6589094B68A527FCB05C895F73E
https://www.cambridge.org/core

126 Sénit, Okereke et al.

2018, Sierra Leone’s budget for education through the Free Quality School
Education programme has increased to over 21 per cent, pointing to a more
equitable distribution of opportunities (Government of Sierra Leone 2019).
However, the causal role of the Sustainable Development Goals in such progress is
unclear. Some studies also argue that the lack of gender-specific indicators in the
global monitoring of the goals hampers the study of their impact on the
inclusiveness of women and girls (Azcona and Bhatt 2020).

There is considerable evidence, however, that the situation of marginalized
groups in society has not improved with the adoption of the Sustainable
Development Goals. For one, progress in advancing inclusiveness of children and
the youth has been slow and despite the adoption of the goals in 2015, it is
estimated that over 945 million children in developing countries remain out of
reach of sustainable development policies (OHCHR 2020; UNICEF 2019).
Regarding gender equality, many studies question whether the goals have had any
effect. In most regions of the world, women still earn less than men, are more
likely to be unemployed and to work in precarious conditions: worldwide, women
only make 77 cents for every US dollar men earn (United Nations Women 2017).
In addition, the disproportionate burden of household and care responsibilities on
women still hampers their inclusiveness. Razavi (2016: 31), for instance, claims
that the inclusion of the phrase ‘as nationally appropriate’ in some targets is likely
to create ‘a scapegoat for countries that fall behind in progress’. Other studies
suggest that the lack of support from ruling elites that purposefully marginalize
women or any disadvantaged group limits the steering effects of the goals (Stuart
and Woodroffe 2016). Many gender-related studies argue that the Sustainable
Development Goals will ultimately fail in achieving gender equality because they
do not challenge the assumption that economic growth drives gender equality
(Bidegain Ponte and Rodriguez Enriquez 2016; Esquivel 2016; Rai, Brown and
Ruwanpura 2019). In fact, growth patterns have maintained gender and class
inequalities: for example, Kim (2017) has shown that while South Korea has
achieved remarkable economic and social development and has become member
of the OECD, it ranked only 108 out of 153 on the Global Gender Gap Index.

While specific studies on the impact of the adoption of the Sustainable
Development Goals on the inclusiveness of indigenous peoples are still lacking, it
has been found that the situation of the 370 million indigenous peoples worldwide
has not improved since 2015 (Mamo 2020). Indigenous peoples are among the
poorest of the poor: they represent 5 per cent of the world’s population but — by
conventional standards — make up for 15 per cent of the world extreme poor and up
to one third of the rural poor (Hall and Gandolfo 2016). A study by the World
Bank of 85 per cent of the world’s indigenous peoples found that in ten countries
in Latin America, Asia and Africa, indigenous peoples were always poorer than the
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non-indigenous population (Hall and Patrinos 2012). Many indigenous peoples
live in non-monetary social settings where they seldom use money to meet their
needs, and some therefore refuse to be categorized as ‘poor’. Nonetheless,
indigenous communities do often suffer from higher levels of deprivations, driven
by geographical and political exclusion, historical oppression, insecure land and
property rights, limited access to infrastructure and physical capital assets,
heightened vulnerability to risk and climate change, and many health, education
and other related socio-economic disparities. Numerous types of vulnerabilities
were aggravated by the COVID-19 pandemic, from which indigenous people have
often suffered disproportionately (Russo Lopes and Bastos Lima 2020).

The pandemic also deteriorated the situation of migrants and further revealed the
distributive losses that disproportionately affect this group. Between March
2020 and February 2021, travel restrictions have increased the vulnerability of
migrant workers. The pandemic has also impacted sectors with many migrant
workers (e.g., tourism and catering, building industry) and has thrown migrants
further into poverty, as they are often excluded from social support systems in their
host countries. The travel restrictions have also threatened the remittance flows to
developing countries, which have decreased by 40 per cent between 2019 and
2020 (United Nations 2020). Seven countries that accounted for 25 per cent of
remittance outflows were among the countries with the highest number of COVID-
19 cases (Migration Data Portal n.d.). One study estimated the impact of the
pandemic on remittances at USD 978 billion between 2020 and 2021 (World Bank
2020b). Despite all the aim of the 2030 Agenda to ensure ‘orderly, safe, and
responsible’ migration, in the face of a major global crisis, migrants are still left
behind. These developments test the credibility of the Sustainable Development
Goals in radically improving the conditions of migrants and refugees worldwide
(Nurse 2018).

In sum, our analysis has shown that the Sustainable Development Goals have
not significantly steered actors towards more inclusiveness beyond advancing the
discursive recognition of specific vulnerable groups. Further studies on the
inclusiveness of civil society tend to confirm these results. Discursively, the
adoption of the Sustainable Development Goals in 2015 has raised the saliency of
inclusiveness and inequality on national policy agendas, with more references to
the principle of ‘leaving no one behind’ in policy discourses. Despite the
Sustainable Development Goals, normative changes towards more inclusiveness
are scarce. While countries refer to this principle in the voluntary national reviews
they present to the High-level Political Forum, few countries report on policy
strategies for putting this principle into practice (Cutter 2016; Canadian Council
for International Co-operation 2018). According to Sakiko Fukuda-Parr and
colleagues from the United Nations Committee for Development Policy, this might
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imply that while governments have embraced the principle of ‘leaving no one
behind’ for sustainable development, they still fail to translate it into concrete and
comprehensive policies that go beyond a single area of intervention (e.g., social
protection, participation or productive sector) (UNCDP 2020: 7). Institutional effects
of the Sustainable Development Goals are almost indiscernible. In many countries,
the goals increase only the saliency of inclusiveness in existing institutions and
policy processes (Barbier and Burgess 2017; Siegel and Bastos Lima 2020; Weitz
et al. 2018). Overall, it is doubtful whether any improvement towards inclusiveness
in countries is causally linked to the Sustainable Development Goals, even though
there is some evidence that civil society organizations increasingly use the goals as a
reference framework to hold governments to account (e.g., Chancel, Hough and
Voituriez 2018; Siegel and Bastos Lima 2020).

Steering Effects on Inclusiveness at Global Level

We now turn to discussing the steering effects of the Sustainable Development
Goals on inclusiveness in global governance, and here in particular on whether and
how they have made governance more inclusive for the least developed countries.
Given the emphasis of the 2030 Agenda on the leave no one behind principle, we
should expect that the least developed countries are better integrated in global
governance. In what follows, we successively review the recognition, representa-
tion, and distribution aspects of inclusiveness for the least developed countries.
The Recognition of Least Developed Countries. The 2030 Agenda recognizes
that least developed countries deserve special attention in the sustainable
development process (UNGA 2015). Throughout the document, least developed
countries are mentioned 38 times, in the Preamble, and in many targets related to
the means of implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals. For instance,
Sustainable Development Goal 10.b aims to ‘encourage official development
assistance and financial flows, including foreign direct investment, to States where
the need is greatest, in particular least developed countries’ (UNGA 2015: 21),
while Goal 17.2 encourages developed countries to consider setting a target to
provide at least 0.2 per cent of their gross national income as official development
assistance to the least developed countries. However, the question remains what is
new in this respect. The targets under the goals build, to the extent that they relate
to the least developed countries, on decades of earlier international normative
frameworks such as the programmes of action for the least developed countries, the
first of which was adopted at the United Nations conference on the least developed
countries in 1981. By large measure, the Sustainable Development Goals have
simply aligned their targets on least developed countries with the Istanbul
Programme of Action for the least developed countries for the Decade 2011-2020.
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The Representation of Least Developed Countries. Beyond this recognition
in the 2030 Agenda, have the Sustainable Development Goals strengthened the
representation of least developed countries in global governance? Our review finds
that the potential of the goals in this respect is low. The progress on Goal 16.8,
which aims to broaden and strengthen the participation of developing countries in
global governance, is not even reported. Since 2015, none of the progress reports
on the implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals prepared by the
United Nations Statistics Division for the Secretary-General includes data on the
‘proportion of members and voting rights of developing countries in international
organizations’, the formal indicator adopted to measure this specific target.
Additionally, evidence shows that this formal, normative call to greater
representation of the developing countries predates the Sustainable Development
Goals and can be traced back to as early as the 2002 United Nations Development
Programme’s Human Development Report (Choer Moraes 2019).

Overall, the participation of the least developed countries in global governance
has not changed following the adoption of the Sustainable Development Goals. On
the one hand, the principle of sovereign equality grants least developed countries a
voice and a vote in most United Nations institutions. All least developed countries
have a seat in the United Nations General Assembly, and together they hold 24 per
cent of all votes in the assembly (47 out of 193 votes), more than their share of the
world population (which is 13 per cent). In the smaller Economic and Social
Council, least developed countries account for 14 percent of members. On the
other hand, the presidency of this council has been held in the last 75 years only
three times by a representative from a least developed country (Biermann and Sénit
2022). And beyond the United Nations, the Bretton Woods institutions have
developed mechanisms that exclude or weaken the representation of least
developed countries. Both the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund
weigh voting rights according to the financial contributions that countries make,
which severely marginalizes the influence of least developed countries (Fioretos
and Heldt 2019; Kaya 2015). Least developed countries are also not integrated in
clubs of major economies, such as the Group of 7 or the Group of 20, while these
groups play an increasing role in global governance and more inclusive
institutions, such as the United Nations General Assembly, are often bypassed
by the richer countries. In international trade institutions industrialized countries
prioritize often plurilateral or regional trade-talks that lock out smaller developing
countries from the macroeconomic benefits associated with global trade and
investment (Schwab 2011). Not much change is observable that can be causally
linked to the Sustainable Development Goals and the 2030 Agenda.

The Distribution of Resources, such as Aid and Trade, to Least Developed
Countries. With 13 per cent of the world’s population, least developed countries
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contribute only 1.1 per cent of the global economy measured in gross domestic
product in current USD (World Bank n.d.). In 2018, their share in the world’s total
exports was at a low 1.02 per cent (WTO 2019). This is particularly the case with
the seventeen landlocked least developed countries, which are especially remote
from, and unintegrated within, the global economy. In recent years, however, both
indicators are progressing. The share of least developed countries in the global
gross domestic product has increased by 15 per cent between 2015 and 2019. The
annual growth of the least developed countries’ gross domestic has increased from
3.6 per cent in 2015 to 4.4 per cent in 2019 (World Bank n.d.). Similarly, the
exports of goods and services from least developed countries to the rest of the
world increased from an annual value of USD 204 million in 2015 to USD
252 million in 2019 (World Bank n.d.). This is an increase of 23 per cent; yet it
falls far short of Sustainable Development Goal 17.11, which aimed at doubling
least developed countries’ share of global exports by 2020.

Least developed countries have scarce and unstable domestic financial resources
and limited access to external private finance. While foreign direct investment net
inflows to least developed countries increased by 150 per cent between 2010 and
2015, reaching almost 4 per cent of the gross domestic product of these countries
in 2015, net inflows of foreign direct investment sharply decreased between
2015 and 2019 (World Bank n.d.). In 2019, net inflows of foreign direct
investment represented only 1.7 per cent of the gross domestic product of least
developed countries. Remittances also constitute an important share of the
domestic resources of the least developed countries (Nurse 2018). These have
steadily increased since 2010 and reached 4.7 per cent of the gross domestic
product of least developed countries in 2019 (World Bank n.d.). Nevertheless, the
United Nations estimated that between 2019 and 2020 remittances were expected
to decline by 40 per cent (United Nations 2020). Such a decrease in both foreign
direct investments and remittances further questions the role of the Sustainable
Development Goals in enhancing the inclusiveness of the least developed countries
in the global economy. Financing instruments to enhance the capabilities of the
least developed countries thus mainly rely on the support from the international
community through official development assistance and other multilateral funding
mechanisms such as, for instance, the Green Climate Fund. In some countries, the
ratio of official development assistance to the gross national income is particularly
high — in Liberia, for instance, it is 62 per cent (2015). Such dependence makes
these countries highly vulnerable to a withdrawal of foreign aid.

In 2018, least developed countries received USD 53.6 billion of official
development assistance, representing 32 per cent of global aid flows (World Bank
n.d.). According to the World Bank, the net official development assistance
received by least developed countries has increased by 23.5 per cent between
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2015 and 2018. But the role of the Sustainable Development Goals in steering the
increase of aid flows to least developed countries is still unclear. In recent years,
China has stepped up its aid and investments, claiming that its grants and
investments under the Belt and Road Initiative promote the global goals (Banik
and Lin 2019). It also claims that new regional institutions such as the Forum on
China-Africa Cooperation will provide African countries with more financial
resources. Both India and China often portray their South-South cooperation as
promoting the Sustainable Development Goals (Banik 2018; Kim 2019).

When looking at the longer trend of official development assistance to least
developed countries, the increase of aid flows towards least developed countries
began in 2000, when the Brussels Programme of Action for the least developed
countries was adopted. After a decrease in 2014, the trend of aid to least developed
countries started to increase again in 2016 (World Bank n.d.). However, regardless
of whether one considers commitments or gross disbursements, in 2011-2020 the
average growth rates of aid flows to least developed countries have been less than
half those recorded in 2001-2010 (UNCTAD 2019). In addition, and despite the
adoption of the global goals in 2015, official development assistance for least
developed countries is merely 0.09 per cent of the gross national income of donor
countries, which is below the target range of 0.15-0.20 (Goal 17.2). There is also
still a major gap if one compares today’s funding with the financial needs of least
developed countries. For climate adaptation alone, the International Institute for
Environment and Development estimates that the cost for least developed
countries of implementing their climate plans are around USD 93 billion per year
(Nasir and Feisal 2015). Our review suggests that the Sustainable Development
Goals have not performed any additional steering, as the target for aid allocation to
least developed countries in the 2030 Agenda simply dates back to the
1981 Substantial New Programme of Action for these countries. These targets
have been reaffirmed in every international action programme since then,
including the Millennium Development Goals and now the Sustainable
Development Goals.

In sum, we do not find evidence of direct steering of the Sustainable
Development Goals on the inclusiveness of the least developed countries in global
governance. While a few economic indicators for the inclusion of least developed
countries in the global economy are encouraging, the causal role of the goals in
steering such limited progress is yet to be proven. Some scholars would even argue
that such economic integration is further aggravating the poverty trap in which
least developed countries are caught (Sachs 2004; Selwyn 2019). In addition, the
global political system remains unchanged since the adoption of the goals, as the
formal representation of least developed countries in global institutions has not yet
increased despite the inclusion of a specific target within the goals. All in all, while
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the least developed countries are often prioritized in global discourses around the
implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals, our analysis shows that the
goals have not triggered the creation of new norms or institutions that could benefit
the least developed countries.

Future research needs to explore how the least developed countries have used
the Sustainable Development Goals’ institutional framework, the High-level
Political Forum, and the reporting exercise, to advance their interests and whether
other countries have engaged in addressing global inequalities by helping leverage
least developed countries out of their entrenched marginalized position.

Conclusions and Future Directions

This chapter has found that the Sustainable Development Goals have not had
significant steering effects that would raise the inclusiveness of vulnerable groups
at national level, or of the least developed countries in the global economy and
institutions. Vulnerable people and countries are often nominally prioritized in the
discourse around the implementation of the goals, as evidenced in the large uptake
of the principle of ‘leaving no one behind’ by policy-makers and civil society.
However, our assessment has shown that normative and institutional steering
effects of the goals are thus far unclear. At the national level, studies suggest that
many policies and institutional frameworks on inclusiveness existed before the
adoption of the goals. Rather than fostering normative developments on
inclusiveness, the goals have often simply legitimized earlier national policy
frameworks. At the same time, civil society organizations increasingly use the
goals as a reference framework to hold governments to account (e.g., Chancel,
Hough and Voituriez 2018; Siegel and Bastos Lima 2020). Even if this is not
evidence of institutional, normative or discursive steering effects as defined in this
chapter, it is still important in political contexts that are less welcoming to civil
society influence. Internationally, we found no evidence that the Sustainable
Development Goals have disrupted long-established legal frameworks to increase
political participation of least developed countries in global institutions. Our
review suggests a continuous lack of compliance with norms that seek to benefit
the least developed countries, such as special commitments on aid and trade, and
hence questions a new normative role of the Sustainable Development Goals in
steering towards a better integration of these countries in the global economy.

What explains the lack of steering of the Sustainable Development Goals on
inclusiveness remains unclear. Our literature review suggests three
possible explanations.

The first is inherent to the framing of the goals. If the Sustainable Development
Goals did not steer towards more inclusiveness, it may be due to the narrative with
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which the goals were framed. As some authors suggest (e.g., Rai, Brown and
Ruwanpura 2019), the goals leave the structures of global capitalism unchallenged
and remain trapped in frames disconnected from broader movements for global
justice. Because the goals are aligned with neoliberal rules and regulations of
international development institutions such as the World Trade Organization, some
studies even argue that the commitment to ‘leave no one behind’ only ‘serves to
justify the further consolidation of the conditions through which deprivations of
fundamental entitlements have been sustained and reproduced’ (Weber 2017: 400).
Other studies argue that to unlock the goals’ full potential for steering
inclusiveness and overcoming unequal power relations, the goals would need to
challenge the mainstream approach to growth and embrace the principles of
inclusive development (Gupta and Vegelin 2016), with a view to realizing human
rights on a basis of substantive equality (Elson 2019). Such critiques suggest the
need for a new and radically different set of goals to advance inclusiveness.

A second explanation is external and relates to the political context. We found
that the steering effects of the Sustainable Development Goals on inclusiveness
within countries significantly vary and seem to be bound by domestic politics. Our
analysis indeed shows the vital role of political leadership and institutional settings
that allows for any steering effects of the Sustainable Development Goals. Yet
such institutional and normative steering fluctuates with changes in government
and domestic policies. Some governments may significantly erode the domestic
salience of the Sustainable Development Goals, as the (often unsustainable)
interests of the few gain ground. In some cases (for example, Brazil), the official
rhetoric becomes antagonistic to international norms on sustainable development,
but there are also risks that dominant players use the Sustainable Development
Goals to legitimize business as usual, paying lip service to the goals while failing
to undertake any significant change.

A third explanation is that while the Sustainable Development Goals have raised
attention to the exclusion of groups both nationally and internationally, the
international system is designed to address exclusion only in situations with
international consequences (Haas 2017; Pellet 2010). Countries tend not to invest
in monitoring, assisting or sanctioning each other’s policies on inclusiveness; often
not even when a country strips its citizens of their citizenship or uses them as
forced labour. Only when policies on inclusion have consequences beyond the
borders of a state becomes action more likely. If exclusion in one country leads for
example to forced migration across borders, we often see international assistance
or sanctions to increase inclusion and reduce the outflow of migrants (Fine,
Dennison and Gowan 2019). Thus, the impact of the Sustainable Development
Goals is limited by both their voluntary nature and the structure of an international
system that prioritizes sovereign rights over the inclusion of vulnerable groups.
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Finally, more research is needed to understand the varying effects of the
Sustainable Development Goals on inclusiveness and the conditions under which
the goals can steer inclusion at national and international levels. This chapter has
revealed that the impact of the Sustainable Development Goals on inclusiveness is
not prominently discussed in the literature. Future research may, for example,
involve systematic studies of Voluntary National Review reports to determine the
steering effects of the Sustainable Development Goals on the policy strategies
related to inclusion. Changes often develop over much longer time periods, and
hence researchers must continue to explore the effects of the Sustainable
Development Goals in relation to complex issues such as inclusiveness and justice.
Only then will we know with more confidence whether the goals can effectively
steer global development towards planetary justice.

Notes

1 We exclude, however, two additional groups named in paragraph 22 of the Preamble of the 2030
Agenda, that is, people living with HIV/AIDS and older persons. We do this because of the lack of
literature that links the degree of inclusion of those groups at national level to the implementation
of the Sustainable Development Goals.

2 This dimension was divided into two sub-themes with three separate search strings:

Search string 1 [vulnerable groups] TITLE-ABS-KEY ( (‘Sustainable development goal*‘ OR
SDG*) AND (refugees OR migrants OR ‘women and girls’ OR children OR youth OR ‘indigenous
peoples’ OR disabled OR disability) AND (‘leave no one behind’ OR inclusiveness OR inclusion
OR inequalit*)) AND (LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2021) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2020) OR
LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2019) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2018) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR,
2017 ) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2016 ) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2015) )

Search string 2 [vulnerable countries] TITLE-ABS-KEY ((‘Sustainable development goal*’ OR
SDG*) AND (‘least developed countries’” OR LDC*) OR ‘low income countries’) AND (LIMIT-
TO (PUBYEAR, 2021) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2020) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2019)
OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2018) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2017 ) OR LIMIT-TO
(PUBYEAR, 2016 ) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2015) )

Search string 3 [SDGs and inequalities/inclusion] TITLE-ABS-KEY((‘Sustainable development
goal*” OR SDG*) AND (‘inequalities within countries’ OR ‘inequalities among countries’ OR
‘inequalities between countries’) OR (‘leave no one behind’ OR inclusiveness OR inclusion))
AND (LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2021) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2020) OR LIMIT-TO
(PUBYEAR, 2019) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2018) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2017 ) OR
LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2016 ) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2015) ).

References

Abualghaib, O., Groce, N., Simeu, N., Carew, M. T., & Mont, D. (2019). Making visible
the invisible: Why disability-disaggregated data is vital to ‘Leave No-One Behind’.
Sustainability, 11, 3091.

Acemoglu, D., & Robinson, J. A. (2012). Why nations fail: The origins of power,
prosperity and poverty. New York, NY: Crown Publishers.

Acemoglu, D., & Robinson, J. A. (2020). The narrow corridor: States, societies, and the
fate of liberty. New York, NY: Penguin Books.

African Child Policy Forum (2020). Harmonization of laws on children in Africa. Addis
Ababa: African Child Policy Forum.

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.145.154.48, on 21 May 2024 at 17:33:45, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/3EAOD6589094B68A527FCB05C895F73E


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/3EA0D6589094B68A527FCB05C895F73E
https://www.cambridge.org/core

Inclusiveness 135

Alvaredo, F., Chancel, L., Piketty, T, Saez, E., & Zucman, G. (2018). World Inequality
Report 2018. Paris: Paris School of Economics.

Arts, K. (2017). Inclusive sustainable development: A human rights perspective. Current
Opinion in Environmental Sustainability, 24, 58-62.

Azcona, G., & Bhatt, A. (2020). Inequality, gender, and sustainable development:
Measuring feminist progress. Gender & Development, 28, 337-55.

Bickstrand, K. (2006). Democratizing global environmental governance? Stakeholder
democracy after the World Summit on Sustainable Development. European
Journal of International Relations, 12, 467-98.

Banik, D. (2018). Taking stock of the SDGs. In D. Dwivedi & P. Pandey (eds.), Leaving no
one behind: SDGs and South—South cooperation (pp. n.d.). New Delhi: Crossbill.

Banik, D., & Lin, K. (2019). Business and morals: Corporate strategies for sustainable
development in China. Business and Politics, 21, 514-39.

Banks, L. M., Hameed, S., Kawsar Usman, S., & Kuper, H. (2020). No one left behind?
Comparing poverty and deprivation between people with and without disabilities in
the Maldives. Sustainability, 12, 2066.

Barbier, E. B., & Burgess, J. C. (2017). The Sustainable Development Goals and the
systems approach to sustainability. Economics: The Open-Access, Open-Assessment
E-Journal, 11 (28), 1-23.

Bidegain Ponte, N., & Enriquez, C. R. (2016). Agenda 2030: A bold enough framework
towards sustainable, gender-just development? Gender & Development, 24, 83-98.

Biermann, F., & Gupta, A. (2011). Accountability and legitimacy in earth system govern-
ance: A research framework. Ecological Economics, 70, 1856—64.

Biermann, F., & Kalfagianni, A. (2020). Planetary justice: A research framework. Earth
System Governance, 6, 100049.

Biermann, F., & Sénit, C.-A. (2022). Decolonizing global sustainability governance.
Unpublished manuscript. Utrecht: Utrecht University.

Canadian Council for International Co-operation (2018). Progressing national SDGs
implementation: An independent assessment of the Voluntary National Review
reports submitted to the United Nations High-level Political Forum on Sustainable
Development. Ottawa: Canadian Council for International Co-operation.

Chancel, L., Hough, A. & Voituriez, T. (2018). Reducing inequalities within countries:
Assessing the potential of the Sustainable Development Goals. Global Policy, 9, 5-16.

Choer Moraes, H. (2019). Beyond a seat at the table. Global Governance: A Review of
Multilateralism and International Organizations, 25, 563-86.

CIVICUS Monitor (2019). People power under attack. Johannesburg: CIVICUS World
Alliance for Citizen Participation.

CIVICUS Monitor (2020). Civic space on a downward spiral. Johannesburg: CIVICUS
World Alliance for Citizen Participation.

Cutter, A. (2016). Progressing national SDG implementation: Experiences and recommen-
dations from 2016. London, UK: Bond.

Dhar, S. (2018). Gender and Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Indian Journal of
Gender Studies, 25, 47-78.

The Economist Intelligence Unit (2018). Democracy Index 2017: Free speech under attack.
Available at:  https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownLoadFile?gld=
34079. Accessed: 6 November 2020.

Elson, D. (2019). Push no one behind. Journal of Globalization and Development, 9,
20180026.

Esquivel, V. (2016). Power and the Sustainable Development Goals: A feminist analysis.
Gender & Development, 24, 9-23.

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.145.154.48, on 21 May 2024 at 17:33:45, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/3EAOD6589094B68A527FCB05C895F73E


https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownLoadFile?gId=34079
https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownLoadFile?gId=34079
https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownLoadFile?gId=34079
https://spcommreports.ohchr.org/TMResultsBase/DownLoadFile?gId=34079
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/3EA0D6589094B68A527FCB05C895F73E
https://www.cambridge.org/core

136 Sénit, Okereke et al.

FAO [Food and Agriculture Organization] (2020). The impact of Covid-19 on food security
and nutrition. Rome: United Nations.

Fioretos, O., & Heldt, E. C. (2019). Legacies and innovations in global economic govern-
ance since Bretton Woods. Review of International Political Economy, 26, 1089-111.

Fritz, V., Levy, B., & Ort, R. (2014). Problem-driven political economy analysis: The
World Bank’s experience. Washington, DC: World Bank.

Fine, S., Dennison, S., & Gowan, R. (2019). False moves: Migration and development aid.
ECFR Policy Brief, No. 303. London: European Council on Foreign Relations.
Fukuda-Parr, S. (2016). From the Millennium Development Goals to the Sustainable
Development Goals: Shifts in purpose, concept, and politics of global goal setting

for development. Gender & Development, 24, 43-52.

Gilbert, J., & Lennox, C. (2019). Towards new development paradigms: The United
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples as a tool to support self-
determined development. The International Journal of Human Rights, 23, 104-24.

Government of Iceland (2019). Iceland’s implementation of the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development. Voluntary National Review June 2019. Reykjavik: Prime
Minister’s Office.

Government of Serbia (2019). 2019 Voluntary National Review of the Republic of Serbia on
the implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Towards equality
of sustainable opportunities for everyone and everywhere in Serbia through growing
into sustainability. Available at: https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/docu
ments/23471Serbia_VNR_Report_2019_final.pdf. Accessed: 8 December 2020.

Government of Sierra Leone (2019). 2019 VNR Report on SDGs in Sierra Leone. Final
draft. Freetown: Ministry of Planning and Economic Development.

Gupta, J., & Baud, I. S. A. (2015). Sustainable development. In P. Pattberg, & F. Zelli
(eds.), Encyclopedia of global environmental politics and governance (pp. 61-72).
Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing.

Gupta, J., Pouw, N., & Ros-Tonen, M. (2015). Towards an elaborated theory of inclusive
development. The European Journal of Development Research, 27, 541-59.

Gupta, J., & Vegelin, C. (2016). Sustainable development goals and inclusive develop-
ment. International Environmental Agreements, 16, 433-48.

Haas, R. N. (2017). World order 2.0: The case for sovereign obligation. Foreign Affairs,
96, 1-9.

Hall, G. H., & Gandolfo, A. (2016). Poverty and exclusion among indigenous peoples: The
global evidence. Available at: https://blogs.worldbank.org/voices/poverty-and-exclu
sion-among-indigenous-peoples-global-evidence. Accessed: 3 November 2020.

Hall, G. H., & Patrinos, H. A. (eds.) (2012). Indigenous peoples, poverty, and development.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Hathie, 1. (2019). Leave no one behind: A cross-country synthesis. In Southern Voice (ed.),
Global State of the SDGs: Three Layers of Critical Action. Report 2019 (pp. 67-92).
Southern Voice.

Hickey, S. (2013). Thinking about the politics of inclusive development: Towards a
relational approach. ESID Working Paper, No. 1/2013. Manchester, UK: University
of Manchester Effective States and Inclusive Development Research Centre.

Hickey, S., Sen, K., & Bukenya, B. (eds.) (2015). The politics of inclusive development:
Interrogating the evidence. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Hogg, C. L. (2009). Women’s political representation in post-conflict Rwanda: A politics
of inclusion or exclusion? Journal of International Women’s Studies, 11 (3), 34-54.

Honneth, A. (2001). Recognition or redistribution: Changing perspectives on the moral
order of society. Theory, Culture, and Society, 18, 43-55.

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.145.154.48, on 21 May 2024 at 17:33:45, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/3EAOD6589094B68A527FCB05C895F73E


https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/23471Serbia_VNR_Report_2019_final.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/23471Serbia_VNR_Report_2019_final.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/23471Serbia_VNR_Report_2019_final.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/23471Serbia_VNR_Report_2019_final.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/23471Serbia_VNR_Report_2019_final.pdf
https://blogs.worldbank.org/voices/poverty-and-exclusion-among-indigenous-peoples-global-evidence
https://blogs.worldbank.org/voices/poverty-and-exclusion-among-indigenous-peoples-global-evidence
https://blogs.worldbank.org/voices/poverty-and-exclusion-among-indigenous-peoples-global-evidence
https://blogs.worldbank.org/voices/poverty-and-exclusion-among-indigenous-peoples-global-evidence
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/3EA0D6589094B68A527FCB05C895F73E
https://www.cambridge.org/core

Inclusiveness 137

Horn, P., & Grugel, J. (2018). The SDGs in middle-income countries: Setting or serving the
domestic development agendas? Evidence from Ecuador. World Development, 109,
73-84.

IOM [International Organisation for Migration] (2016). Germany backs establishment of
global migration data portal in Berlin. Available at: www.iom.int/news/germany-
backs-establishment-global-migration-data-portal-berlin. Accessed: 7 June 2021.

Kaijser, A., & Kronsell, A. (2014). Climate change through the lens of intersectionality.
Environmental Politics, 23, 417-33.

Kalfagianni, A., Gerlak, A. K., Olsson, L., & Scobie, M. (2020). Justice. In A. Kalfagianni,
D. Fuchs, & A. Hayden (eds.), Routledge handbook of global sustainability govern-
ance (pp. 75-87). Abingdon: Routledge.

Kashwan, P., Biermann, F., Gupta, A., & Okereke, C. (2020). Planetary justice: Prioritizing
the poor in earth system governance. Earth System Governance, 6, 100075.

Kaya, A. (2015). Power and global economic institutions. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Kim, E. M. (2017). Gender and the Sustainable Development Goals. Global Social Policy,
17, 239-44.

Kim, N. (2019). Will the Belt and Road initiative boost least developed countries towards
sustainable development? IDS Bulletin, 50, 139-54.

Leininger, J., Lihrmann, A., & Sigman, R. (2019). The relevance of social policies for
democracy: Preventing autocratisation through synergies between SDG 10 and SDG
16. Discussion Paper, No. 7/2019. Bonn: Deutsches Institut fiir Entwicklungspolitik.

Mamo, D. (ed.). (2020). The indigenous world 2020 (34th ed.). Copenhagen: International
Work Group for Indigenous Affairs.

Migration Data Portal (n.d.). Remittances. Available at: https://migrationdataportal.org/
themes/remittances. Accessed: 14 June 2021.

Nanz, P., & Steffek, J. (2004). Global governance, participation and the public sphere.
Government and Opposition, 39, 314-35.

Nasir, N., & Feisal, R. (2015). Can the Least Developed Countries count on the Green
Climate Fund? Stockholm: Stockholm Environment Institute.

Niewohner, J., Pierson, S., & Meyers, S. J. (2020). ‘Leave no one behind’? The exclusion
of persons with disabilities by development NGOs. Disability & Society, 35, 1171-6.

Nolan, B., Richiardi, M. G., & Valenzuela, L. (2019). The drivers of income inequality in
rich countries. Journal of Economic Surveys, 33, 1285-324.

Nurse, K. (2018). Migration, diasporas, remittances and the Sustainable Development
Goals in Least Developed Countries. Journal of Globalization and Development, 9,
1-13.

OHCHR [Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights] (2020). Child rights and the
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development: Accelerated action and transformative
pathways: realizing the decade of action and delivery for sustainable development.
Available at: https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/26130Child_
Rights_2030_Agenda_HLPF_2020.pdf. Accessed: 7 December 2020.

Okereke, C. (2007). Global justice and neoliberal environmental governance: Ethics,
sustainable development and international co-operation. London: Routledge.
Okereke, C. (2020). North—South inequity and global environmental governance. In A.
Kalfagianni, D. Fuchs, & A. Hayden (eds.), Routledge handbook of global sustain-

ability governance (pp. 167-79). Abingdon: Routledge.

Okereke, C., & Agupusi, P. (2015). Homegrown development in Africa: Reality or
illusion? London: Routledge.

Oxfam (2020). Time to care: Unpaid and underpaid care work and the global inequality
crisis. Oxford: Oxfam GB.

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.145.154.48, on 21 May 2024 at 17:33:45, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/3EAOD6589094B68A527FCB05C895F73E


https://www.iom.int/news/germany-backs-establishment-global-migration-data-portal-berlin
https://www.iom.int/news/germany-backs-establishment-global-migration-data-portal-berlin
https://www.iom.int/news/germany-backs-establishment-global-migration-data-portal-berlin
https://www.iom.int/news/germany-backs-establishment-global-migration-data-portal-berlin
https://migrationdataportal.org/themes/remittances
https://migrationdataportal.org/themes/remittances
https://migrationdataportal.org/themes/remittances
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/26130Child_Rights_2030_Agenda_HLPF_2020.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/26130Child_Rights_2030_Agenda_HLPF_2020.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/26130Child_Rights_2030_Agenda_HLPF_2020.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/26130Child_Rights_2030_Agenda_HLPF_2020.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/26130Child_Rights_2030_Agenda_HLPF_2020.pdf
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/3EA0D6589094B68A527FCB05C895F73E
https://www.cambridge.org/core

138 Sénit, Okereke et al.

Pécoud, A. (2020). Introduction: The International Organization for Migration as the new
‘UN Migration Agency’. In M. Geiger, & A. Pécoud (eds.), The International
Organization for Migration. The new ‘UN Migration Agency’ in critical perspective
(pp. 1-27). Cham: Palgrave Macmillan.

Pellet, A. (2010). The definition of responsibility in international law. In J. Crawford, A.
Pellet, & S. Olleson (eds.), The law of international responsibility (pp. 1-15). Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Rai, S. M., Brown, B. D., & Ruwanpura, K. N. (2019). SDG 8: Decent work and economic
growth: A gendered analysis. World Development, 113, 368-80.

Razavi, S. (2016). The 2030 Agenda: Challenges of implementation to attain gender
equality and women’s rights. Gender & Development, 24, 25-41.

Robinson, C. (2020). Measuring ‘well-governed’ migration: The IOM’s migration govern-
ance indicators. In M. Geiger, & A. Pécoud (eds.), The International Organization
for Migration. The new ‘UN Migration Agency’ in critical perspective (pp. 123—43).
Cham: Palgrave Macmillan.

Rosche, D. (2016). Agenda 2030 and the Sustainable Development Goals: Gender equality
at last? An Oxfam perspective. Gender & Development, 24, 111-26.

Russo Lopes, G., & Bastos Lima, M. G. (2020). Necropolitics in the jungle: COVID-19
and the marginalisation of Brazil’s forest peoples. Bulletin of Latin American
Research, 39, 92-7.

Sachs, 1. (2004). From poverty trap to inclusive development in LDCs. Economic and
Political Weekly, 39, 1802-11.

Scharpf, F. W. (1997). Economic integration, democracy and the welfare state. Journal of
European Public Policy, 4, 18-36.

Schwab, S. C. (2011). After Doha: Why the negotiations are doomed and what we should
do about it. Foreign Affairs, 90, 104—17.

Selwyn, B. (2019). Poverty chains and global capitalism. Competition and Change, 23 (1),
71-97.

Semenenko, 1., Halhash, R., & Ivchenko, Y. (2019). Role of international organizations in
promoting sustainable development in conflict-affected regions: Case of Luhansk
region in Ukraine. European Journal of Sustainable Development, 8 (2), 21-34.

Siegel, K. M., & Bastos Lima, M. G. (2020). When international sustainability frameworks
encounter domestic politics: The Sustainable Development Goals and agri-food
governance in South America. World Development, 135, 105053.

Stiglitz, J. E. (2002). Participation and development: Perspectives from the comprehensive
development paradigm. Review of Development Economics, 6, 163-82.

Stuart, E., & Woodroffe, J. (2016). Leaving no-one behind: Can the Sustainable
Development Goals succeed where the Millennium Development Goals lacked?
Gender & Development, 24, 69-81.

UNCDP [United Nations Committee for Development Policy] Subgroup on Voluntary
National Reviews (2020). Voluntary National Reviews Reports: What do they (not)
reveal? CDP Background Paper, No. 50. New York, NY: UNCDP.

UNCTAD [United Nations Conference on Trade and Development] (2019). The Least
Developed Countries Report 2019. The Present and Future of External Development
Finance: Old dependence, new challenges. Geneva: United Nations.

UNDP [United Nations Development Programme] (2016). Michelle Yeoh urges Asia-
Pacific governments to adopt UNDP Gender Equality Seal. UNDP Pacific Office in
Fiji. Available at: www.asia-pacific.undp.org/content/rbap/en/home/presscenter/press
releases/2016/11/24/michelle-yeoh-urges-asia-pac-governments-to-adopt-undp-
gender-equality-seal.html. Accessed: 24 June 2021.

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.145.154.48, on 21 May 2024 at 17:33:45, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/3EAOD6589094B68A527FCB05C895F73E


https://www.asia-pacific.undp.org/content/rbap/en/home/presscenter/pressreleases/2016/11/24/michelle-yeoh-urges-asia-pac-governments-to-adopt-undp-gender-equality-seal.html
https://www.asia-pacific.undp.org/content/rbap/en/home/presscenter/pressreleases/2016/11/24/michelle-yeoh-urges-asia-pac-governments-to-adopt-undp-gender-equality-seal.html
https://www.asia-pacific.undp.org/content/rbap/en/home/presscenter/pressreleases/2016/11/24/michelle-yeoh-urges-asia-pac-governments-to-adopt-undp-gender-equality-seal.html
https://www.asia-pacific.undp.org/content/rbap/en/home/presscenter/pressreleases/2016/11/24/michelle-yeoh-urges-asia-pac-governments-to-adopt-undp-gender-equality-seal.html
https://www.asia-pacific.undp.org/content/rbap/en/home/presscenter/pressreleases/2016/11/24/michelle-yeoh-urges-asia-pac-governments-to-adopt-undp-gender-equality-seal.html
https://www.asia-pacific.undp.org/content/rbap/en/home/presscenter/pressreleases/2016/11/24/michelle-yeoh-urges-asia-pac-governments-to-adopt-undp-gender-equality-seal.html
https://www.asia-pacific.undp.org/content/rbap/en/home/presscenter/pressreleases/2016/11/24/michelle-yeoh-urges-asia-pac-governments-to-adopt-undp-gender-equality-seal.html
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/3EA0D6589094B68A527FCB05C895F73E
https://www.cambridge.org/core

Inclusiveness 139

UNDESA [United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population
Division], IOM [International Organization for Migration], & OECD [Organisation
for Economic Cooperation and Development] (2019). SDG indicator 10.7.2. Number
of countries with migration policies to facilitate orderly, safe, regular and respon-
sible migration and mobility of people, Global and regional aggregates. Available at:
www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/theme/SDG/index_10_7_2.asp.
Accessed: 7 June 2021.

UNDESA [United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population
Division] (2020). SDG indicator 10.7.2: Data Booklet (ST/ESA/ SER.A/441).
Available at: www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.desa
.pd/files/files/documents/2020/Jan/un_2019_sdg_10.7.2_databooklet.pdf. Accessed:
7 June 2021.

UNGA [United Nations General Assembly] (2015). Transforming our world: The
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. UN Doc. A/RES/70/1.

UNICEF [United Nations Children’s Emergency Fund] (2019). Progress for every child in
the SDG era: Are we on track to achieve the SDGs for children? The situation in
2019. New York, NY: UNICEF.

United Nations (1995). Report of the World Summit for Social Development, Copenhagen,
6—12 March 1995. A/ICONF.166/9. New York, NY: United Nations.

United Nations (2020). Sustainable Development Goals Report 2020. New York, NY:
United Nations.

United Nations (2021). Progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals. Report of
the Secretary-General. New York, NY: United Nations.

United Nations Women (2017). Equal pay for work of equal value. Available at : www
.unwomen.org/en/news/in-focus/csw61/equal-pay. Accessed: 14 December 2020.

Wahlen, C. B. (2016). Nordic countries advance cooperation on SDGs. Available at:
http://sdg.iisd.org/news/nordic-countries-advance-cooperation-on-sdgs/. Accessed:
2 November 2020.

Weber, H. (2017). Politics of ‘leaving no one behind’: Contesting the 2030 Sustainable
Development Goals agenda. Globalizations, 14, 399-414.

WEF [World Economic Forum] (2020). Global Gender Gap Report 2020. Geneva: World
Economic Forum.

Weitz, N., Carlsen, H., Nilsson, M., & Skanberg, K. (2018). Towards systemic and
contextual priority setting for implementing the 2030 Agenda. Sustainability
Science, 13, 531-48.

Winkler, I. T., & Satterthwaite, M. L. (2017). Leaving no one behind? Persistent inequal-
ities in the SDGs. The International Journal of Human Rights, 21, 1073-97.

World Bank (2020a). Poverty and shared prosperity 2020: Reversals of fortune.
Washington, DC: World Bank.

World Bank (2020b). COVID-19 crisis through a migration lens. Migration and
Development Brief, No. 32/2020. Washington, DC: World Bank.

World Bank (n.d.). World Bank Open Data. Available at: https://data.worldbank.org/.
Accessed: 4 June 2021.

WTO [World Trade Organization] (2019). World trade statistical review 2019. Geneva:
World Trade Organization.

Yap, M. L., & Watene, K. (2019). The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and
indigenous peoples: Another missed opportunity? Journal of Human Development
and Capabilities, 20, 451-67.

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 3.145.154.48, on 21 May 2024 at 17:33:45, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/3EAOD6589094B68A527FCB05C895F73E


https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/theme/SDG/index_10_7_2.asp
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/theme/SDG/index_10_7_2.asp
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/theme/SDG/index_10_7_2.asp
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/theme/SDG/index_10_7_2.asp
https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.desa.pd/files/files/documents/2020/Jan/un_2019_sdg_10.7.2_databooklet.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.desa.pd/files/files/documents/2020/Jan/un_2019_sdg_10.7.2_databooklet.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.desa.pd/files/files/documents/2020/Jan/un_2019_sdg_10.7.2_databooklet.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.desa.pd/files/files/documents/2020/Jan/un_2019_sdg_10.7.2_databooklet.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.desa.pd/files/files/documents/2020/Jan/un_2019_sdg_10.7.2_databooklet.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.desa.pd/files/files/documents/2020/Jan/un_2019_sdg_10.7.2_databooklet.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.desa.pd/files/files/documents/2020/Jan/un_2019_sdg_10.7.2_databooklet.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.desa.pd/files/files/documents/2020/Jan/un_2019_sdg_10.7.2_databooklet.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.desa.pd/files/files/documents/2020/Jan/un_2019_sdg_10.7.2_databooklet.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.desa.pd/files/files/documents/2020/Jan/un_2019_sdg_10.7.2_databooklet.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.desa.pd/files/files/documents/2020/Jan/un_2019_sdg_10.7.2_databooklet.pdf
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/in-focus/csw61/equal-pay
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/in-focus/csw61/equal-pay
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/in-focus/csw61/equal-pay
http://sdg.iisd.org/news/nordic-countries-advance-cooperation-on-sdgs
http://sdg.iisd.org/news/nordic-countries-advance-cooperation-on-sdgs
http://sdg.iisd.org/news/nordic-countries-advance-cooperation-on-sdgs
https://data.worldbank.org/
https://data.worldbank.org/
https://data.worldbank.org/
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/3EA0D6589094B68A527FCB05C895F73E
https://www.cambridge.org/core

6
Planetary Integrity

LEAD AUTHORS
LOUIS J. KOTZE AND RAKHYUN E. KIM

CONTRIBUTING AUTHORS
PETER BURDON, LOUISE DU TOIT, LISA-MARIA GLASS, PRAKASH KASHWAN,
DIANA LIVERMAN, FRANCESCO S. MONTESANO, SALLA RANTALA,
CAROLE-ANNE SI:ZNIT, SEBASTIEN TREYER AND
PAOLA VILLAVICENCIO CALZADILLA

The priorities of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development revolve around
‘people’, ‘planet’ and ‘prosperity’. Yet, the precise relationship between these
three concerns remains vaguely defined in the 2030 Agenda, as does the place of
the ‘planet’ in this plan of action. Implicit in the 17 Sustainable Development
Goals is that we can ensure global prosperity and equality only within a stable
ecological context. Commentators acknowledge that how countries pursue
ecological objectives will directly affect their ‘ability to address the majority of
the Sustainable Development Goals’ (Vasseur et al. 2017: 732). The Sustainable
Development Goals must therefore, in principle, seek to secure the basis of human
well-being, while maintaining the biophysical capacity of our planet. Although it
remains debatable what this implies in practice, it is reasonable to assume that the
integrity of the earth’s life-support systems, or planetary integrity in short, must be
maintained for long-term sustainability. Then the following questions arise: To
what extent have the Sustainable Development Goals advanced planetary integrity,
and where can we see positive changes towards planetary integrity in governance
efforts that can be attributed to the global goals?

This is the central question in this chapter. We first offer a brief account of the
concept of planetary integrity as a global public good that is maintained by keeping
the earth system within its ecological limits (Westra, Bosselmann and Gwiazdon
2018). By drawing on an extensive literature survey, we then reflect on a
theoretical debate about the actual and potential role of the Sustainable
Development Goals in advancing planetary integrity; a debate that, while ranging
between optimism and scepticism, is predominantly sceptical about such potential.
Next we provide four examples situated at the international, regional, local and
transnational levels of governance within which the Sustainable Development
Goals aim to steer (see, for a similar approach, Biermann and Kim 2020a). At the
international level we consider key environmental institutions, namely, the United
Nations Environment Assembly and the international regimes on climate change
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and biodiversity, and contrast this perspective with an analysis of the International
Labour Organization, which is not explicitly concerned with environmental
matters. Regionally, we shift our analysis to the European Union and the
Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, which offers
contrasting perspectives from the Global South and Global North on how regional
institutions use the Sustainable Development Goals to pursue planetary integrity.
At the national level, we discuss how South Africa, a hugely diverse country and
an influential political and economic player in Africa, engages with the Sustainable
Development Goals to pursue socio-economic development in the context of
planetary integrity. We then focus on the role of transnational corporations, as
increasingly influential global actors, in employing the Sustainable Development
Goals in their efforts to advance, or hinder, the pursuit of planetary integrity. We
conclude with a summary of our findings, a reflection on theoretical implications,
and suggestions for future research.

We do not claim to cover the entire spectrum of perspectives, or that the
findings from the international, regional, national and transnational examples we
discuss are generalizable. However, we seek to contribute to theory-building on
when and how governance through global goals work (Kanie and Biermann 2017),
and to make policy-relevant recommendations for the second half of the
2030 Agenda and the discussions for the period after 2030.

Conceptualization and Methods

The idea of the Anthropocene suggests that humans are embedded in the earth
system and able to alter its vital functions. Human activities are now being
exercised on a planet that is not passive, but increasingly hostile and unpredictable,
with important consequences for governance and law (Biermann 2014; Kotzé
2020). Our future will be determined as much by the earth system of which we are
an integral part as by our choices and behaviour, which, in turn, are shaped by
grand development visions such as the Sustainable Development Goals (Stengers
2015). Planetary integrity will therefore have to be maintained to sustain all life on
earth. The notion of planetary integrity derives from its root term ‘ecological
integrity’, which was initially developed to describe the declining state of
biodiversity on a sub-global scale (Hurley and Tittensor 2020; Westra 2005). In
this context, ‘integrity’ is a way of thinking about ecological health affected by
human activities (Burdon 2020; Kim and Bosselmann 2015).

The concept of planetary integrity is becoming popular at several levels of
analysis (Parnell 2018). It is, for example, implied in the notion of planetary
boundaries — a conceptual framework that seeks to quantify the ‘safe limits outside
of which the Earth system cannot continue to function in a stable, Holocene-like
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state’ (Rockstrom et al. 2009: 474; also Steffen et al. 2015). Here, planetary
integrity is used, and has been critiqued (Biermann and Kim 2020b; French and
Kotzé 2021), to describe a ‘safe operating space’ beyond which the earth system
will behave in unpredictable ways, and to describe a threshold for the ability of
ecosystems to support human society (Bridgewater, Kim and Bosselmann 2014).
The boundaries include, among others, those for a safe climate, for protecting
biodiversity, and to avoid serious pollution.

The safe operating space for humanity is, however, getting smaller, at a rate
much faster than initial predictions. Evidence from earth system science shows
unprecedented and accelerating levels of global environmental change and
associated deepening of socio-ecological injustices between and within genera-
tions, which affect humans and non-humans. The signs of decaying planetary
integrity are apparent in terms of epistemic frameworks such as the Anthropocene
and predictions showing that we are fast approaching global tipping points (Lenton
et al. 2020), and possibly even a Sixth Mass Extinction event (Briggs 2017). There
now seems to be general agreement that planetary integrity is being impacted in
unprecedented ways, and that deliberate and thoroughgoing steering mechanisms,
such as through the Sustainable Development Goals, are urgently needed (French
and Kotzé 2018). Yet, have the global goals also advanced planetary integrity, and
where do we see positive changes towards planetary integrity in governance efforts
that can be attributed to the global goals?

This chapter offers a range of perspectives that trace out preliminary answers to
these questions. We conducted a systematic qualitative literature survey using
Scopus. We searched for publications published in English before 2021 that
include the Sustainable Development Goals or the acronym in their title, abstract or
keywords with reference to the environment in conjunction with governance.' This
search returned 101 studies, among which we found 15 publications to be
particularly relevant for our chapter. This choice of highly relevant publications
has informed the core findings of our analysis. We then also drew on other sources
that reference, or are referenced by, these publications, which we relied on to
guide, elaborate and substantiate our discussion of the literature we surveyed. Very
few of these publications explicitly discuss the actual or potential steering effects
of the Sustainable Development Goals in relation to planetary integrity, and where
they do, they predominantly focus on the potential instead of the actual steering
effects of the Goals. Concrete empirical analysis of the actual steering effects of the
Sustainable Development Goals in relation to planetary integrity is therefore still
lacking, which points to a clear research gap and the need for future analyses. As a
result of this gap, for present purposes, we complemented this theoretical
discussion with a meta-assessment that draws on grey literature and the
multidisciplinary expertise and perspectives of the authors. These focused
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discussions offer a snapshot of perspectives from the Global South and Global
North, and the multiple complex concerns that lie at the heart of the 2030 Agenda,
including views on the potential and actual environmental steering effects of the
Sustainable Development Goals in varied contexts.

Research Findings and Practical Insights

In this section we present key findings of the literature review on the potential and
limits of the Sustainable Development Goals in steering societies towards
planetary integrity. We understand the steering effects of the Sustainable
Development Goals here through the lens of institutionalism. The Sustainable
Development Goals reflect the interests, ideas and aspirations of differentially
endowed actors (Kashwan, MacLean and Garcia-Lopéz 2019), and they reflect
dynamic settlements (Mahoney and Thelen 2009). As all institutions, the
Sustainable Development Goals are human creations within socio-economic and
political contexts and remain susceptible to continuous manoeuvring by many
actors. In our analysis of the steering effects of the Sustainable Development
Goals, we are therefore sensitive to the configuration of the purposes that the
specific framings and designs of the goals are oriented to serve in the context of
planetary integrity. Our analysis also broadly embraces an understanding of the
types of steering effects as elaborated in Chapter 1. To this end, the assessment
specifically looks at whether and in what ways the Sustainable Development Goals
have led to changes (positive and negative) in relation to how political, economic
and societal actors pursue planetary integrity. We seek to determine whether it is
possible to observe actual or potential policy, legal and broader regulatory
framework (normative) changes; institutional changes such as the creation of new
governance structures; and discursive changes in and of civil society actors.

The Potential for Environmental Steering by the Goals

Several studies refer to the Sustainable Development Goals as an important frame
for sustainable development (e.g., Racioppi et al. 2020). Yet, these studies do not
attribute any primary steering powers to the Sustainable Development Goals, and
the goals are not seen as directly steering behaviour (De Schutter et al. 2019;
Mansourian 2018; Smith et al. 2019). Instead, researchers find rather indirect
steering where Sustainable Development Goals act as ‘orchestrators’ (Biermann,
Kanie and Kim 2017; Underdal and Kim 2017). One example is when the
Sustainable Development Goals facilitate the clustering of international agreements
or serve as collective ‘headlines’ (for example, Sustainable Development Goals
14 and 15 for biodiversity). One study concludes that ‘clear lines of sight between
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the SDGs and their impacts are unlikely to emerge. Rather, the SDGs are likely . . .
to have a range of “messy, contradictory and refractory effects”™ (Hirons
2020: 322).

Several factors might complicate the ability of the Sustainable Development
Goals to have environmental steering effects. For example, environmental targets
under the Sustainable Development Goals often sit in non-environmental goals,
with indicators ending up diluting or contradicting the environmental ‘mission’ of
the 2030 Agenda as a whole (Elder and Olsen 2019). Some scholars, for example,
have argued that the goals for eradicating poverty or economic growth could result
in environmental degradation (Liverman 2018; Sexsmith and McMichael 2015).
At the same time, most environmental targets under the Sustainable Development
Goals were extracted from earlier agreements, which might draw resistance from
other bodies or agreements in the same area, and even give rise to conflicting
priorities (Elder, Bengtsson and Akenji 2016; Kim 2016). The potential for turf
wars in such a setting is real, as is the lack of ambition of the goals (Kotzé and
French 2018). Such turf wars could limit the steering effect of Sustainable
Development Goals and significantly weaken efforts to pursue ambitious
environmental protection through law, policy and governance. Some commenta-
tors hence argue that the goals may help to highlight environmental protection as a
concern in achieving sustainable development, but that their rationale and content
remains still structurally incompatible with steering towards the more ambitious
goal of planetary integrity (Griggs et al. 2013).

Inherent Design Limitations

Some studies also argue that the Sustainable Development Goals might even have
a negative steering effect on planetary integrity in that they could incentivize
countries to further subordinate environmental priorities in their developmental
plans (Zeng et al. 2020). In other words, doubts about the steering qualities of the
Sustainable Development Goals towards environmental protection arise not only
from their ability to steer, but also from the fact that they do not seem to prioritize
environmental protection in the first place (Craig and Ruhl 2020). The 2030
Agenda’s explicit inclusion of the ‘planet’ as one of its main concerns might signal
some focus on a planetary perspective, although the agenda does not refer
explicitly to ‘planetary integrity’, or to ‘planetary limits’ or ‘planetary boundaries’
(Elder, Bengtsson and Akenji 2016; Randers et al. 2019). The absence of an
overarching environmental or ‘planetary’ goal is remarkable (Brandi 2015), with
environmental protection left to a cluster of environment-focused Sustainable
Development Goals down the list at numbers 13, 14 and 15. While including these
explicit environmental goals might advance environmental protection, some also
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argue that Goals 13, 14 and 15 could compartmentalize environmental issues
(climate, land and oceans) without an overarching SDG on ‘planetary integrity’
(Costanza et al. 2015; Kim 2016; Kim and Bosselmann 2015; Young et al. 2017).
Therefore, simply based on a textual analysis of the Sustainable Development
Goals, the goals do not pursue planetary integrity as such, but do recognize the
importance of protecting environmental aspects such as climate, land and
the oceans.

Where environmental protection was integrated into several non-environmental
goals, the Sustainable Development Goals also adopted some conservative and
unambitious perspectives on the tensions between economic growth and
environmental sustainability (Adelman 2018; Eisenmenger et al. 2020; Kotzé
2018). This is evident, for example, in their emphasis on longstanding but dubious
claims about decoupling and resource efficiency as technological solutions to the
environmental crisis (Elder and Olsen 2019; Fletcher and Rammelt 2017).
Governments also rejected as potential core ideas underpinning the Sustainable
Development Goals the more transformative objective of looking beyond gross
domestic product as an indicator of prosperity (Costanza et al. 2015); the notion of
planetary boundaries and the limits this would imply for unrestrained neoliberal
development (Elder and Olsen 2019); and the need for robust implementation
measures, which are currently considered to be ‘not carefully thought out or
systematic’ (Elder, Bengtsson and Akenji 2016: 6). For example, Gasper, Shah and
Tankha (2019) show that while the emergence of Sustainable Development Goal
12 (to ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns) as a stand-alone
goal resulted from pressure by developing countries on industrialized countries, it
was in the end business interests that shaped the targets and indicators under this
goal. This explains why Goal 12 reflects a narrative of ‘sustainable growth’, which
some critics consider a business-friendly, neoliberal approach embedded in
sustainable development, and which places much faith in yet-to-be-developed
future technological innovations (Adelman 2018).

Several intergovernmental environmental agencies and civil society groups took
part in the formulation of the Sustainable Development Goals, which could have
increased the ambition of these goals towards environmental protection (Sénit
2020). However, the influence of governments and business organizations
prevailed and resulted in unambitious and vague targets of a non-committal
nature (Gasper, Shah and Tankha 2019). Similarly, growth as envisaged in
Sustainable Development Goal 8 is seen to be inherently incompatible with
environmental protection targets, such as those articulated in Goals 6, 13, 14 and
15 (Hickel 2019). Some therefore argue that the Sustainable Development Goals’
focus on sustainable economic development is inevitably detrimental to planetary
integrity and justice (Kotzé 2018), which require both limits to economic growth
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and the removal of ‘developmental’ disparities between the rich and the poor
(Kashwan et al. 2020; Lydgate 2012).

A Matter of Window Dressing?

Some studies point to the dangers of ‘cherry picking’, ‘window dressing’ and
‘greenwashing’ (e.g., Forestier and Kim 2020). On paper, the 17 Sustainable
Development Goals are unprioritized and all equal (see also Chapter 4 of this
book): The goals are at least in spirit a ‘network of targets’ (Le Blanc 2015).
However, they do not come as a truly indivisible package, but leave room for
governments to strategically prioritize certain goals in their implementation
(Forestier and Kim 2020). One study claimed that the goals are all ‘characterized
by an absence of any top-down priority setting mechanisms [and] States have the
freedom to pursue (or ignore) the goals however they want” (Hirons 2020: 325).
For instance, it has been argued that governments and businesses actively prioritize
the social and economic goals over the environmental goals in both rhetoric and
practice (Craig and Ruhl 2020). Even the 2030 Agenda explicitly says that
environmental threats merely ‘add to and exacerbate’ the list of challenges faced
by humanity (UNGA 2015: 5). This ignores evidence that environmental
degradation is caused by a narrow focus on economic growth, and it undermines
the goals of broad-based development that is at once just, fair and equitable and
that can only be achieved in the context of a healthy ecosystem (Adelman 2018).
Studies suggest that instead of promoting a more holistic form of ecologically
friendly development, many governments still prioritize economic growth while
neglecting environmental protection (Custer et al. 2018). Commentators have
shown that among the 169 targets under the Sustainable Development Goals,
environmental targets are often less easily trackable and measurable, and require
larger and more uncertain investments (Craig and Ruhl 2020). As we show below,
the prioritization of non-environmental goals also results from political-business
cycle dynamics: short-term economic growth and ill-conceived ideas of
development trump longer-term planetary integrity, and then create a vicious
cycle that further subordinates planetary integrity (Kotzé 2018). All this goes to the
heart of concerns about the ontological design and ethical orientation of the
Sustainable Development Goals: their focus seems to remain, as one study argues,
on ‘growth and use of resources ... and [it] departs from an individual, not
collective, point of view’; and they remain ‘underpinned by strong (Western)
modernist notions of development: sovereignty of humans over their environment
(anthropocentricism), individualism, competition, freedom (rights rather than
duties), self-interest, belief in the market leading to collective welfare, private
property (protected by legal systems), rewards based on merit, materialism,
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quantification of value, and instrumentalization of labour’ (van Norren 2020: 453;
see also Liverman 2018).

These insights in the literature lead one to question whether the Sustainable
Development Goals are the appropriate vehicle to pursue planetary integrity.
Some critics argue that the goals are inappropriate for this purpose and show, for
example, that the goals do not acknowledge the centrality of healthy ecosystems to
the optimal functioning of the vast majority of social and economic systems (Kotzé
and French 2018). In other words, the Sustainable Development Goals fail to
recognize that planetary, people and prosperity concerns are all part of one earth
system, and that the protection of planetary integrity should not be a means to an
end, but an end in itself.

Some studies also see the Sustainable Development Goals as essentially
anthropocentric and mainly aimed at promoting economic development for (some)
humans, despite their high rhetoric to the contrary. These studies argue that the
goals are therefore unlikely to help solve the fundamental planetary problems that
arise from the specific type of unbridled neoliberal economic development that the
Sustainable Development Goals promote (Adelman 2018; Kotzé 2018).
A principal concern is that the Sustainable Development Goals remain fixated
on the idea that economic growth is foundational to achieve all pillars of
sustainable development; as one author argues, ‘the SDGs are not biocentric
aiming to respect nature for nature’s sake, enabling reciprocity with nature. They
embody linear growth/results thinking which requires unlimited resource
exploitation, and not cyclical thinking replacing growth with well-being (of all
beings)’ (van Norren 2020: 431).

In sum, owing to ontological and systemic factors, and limitations in their
design and purpose, the available literature does not see the Sustainable
Development Goals as having any significant potential to steer governance
towards a prioritization of planetary integrity. Whatever indirect steering effects
the Sustainable Development Goals might have in this respect are merely implied
through the environmental goals at the bottom of the list of the Sustainable
Development Goals. On the one hand, these environmental goals might facilitate
discussions about the importance and potential of the Sustainable Develop