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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.1 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 (Zürn and Faude
2013), institutional interaction and interplay management (Oberthür 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; Oberthür and Gehring 2006; Oberthür 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 für
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 für 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 für 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 für 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 für 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 für 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

104 Nilsson, Vijge et al.

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009082945.005 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009082945.005


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
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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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