
OVERVIEW

The UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are a comprehensive, 
internationally agreed-upon set of objectives aiming to vastly improve 
economic, social and planetary well-being. How exactly to achieve 
these goals is now a point of discussion at many fora around the world. 
At one such forum, a Wilton Park Roundtable, an international group 
of stakeholders and experts found the ef�ciency of implementation 
to be a central issue. This ef�ciency in turn, is, related to the fact 
that the goals are all interconnected:  In some cases steps towards 
achieving one goal may hinder the achievement of one or more 
other goals, leading to unintended “trade-offs”, or inef�ciencies in 
implementation. But at least as often, actions towards a particular 
goal can have a positive in�uence on other goals, setting up bene�cial 
“synergies” among the SDGs. Actions that take advantage of these 
synergies are key to implementing them ef�ciently because many 
different goals can be achieved at the same time and fewer resources 
are needed to achieve the whole set of goals. Saving resources 
would be a major payoff to countries confronted with the high costs 
of implementing the SDGs. The challenge now is to sort through 
the large number of possible interactions among SDGs in order to 
uncover and exploit the most important synergies while minimising 
the effects of trade-offs. Much can be done to achieve this at all 
levels, from local to global, including raising awareness about SDG 
interactions, reorienting investments, and reforming governance.
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KEY FINDINGS

•	 Governments and institutions are gearing up 
to implement the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), and an increasingly important 
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KEY  CHALLENGES

World leaders from 193 countries took a crucial 
step towards a more positive future when they 
agreed to the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) in 2015. These goals capture some 
of society’s greatest aspirations – a healthy 
planet, sustainable livelihoods, and affordable 
resources for all.  In March 2018, a distinguished 
group of stakeholders and experts from around 
the world came together to discuss the next 
steps in implementing the goals. [Convened 
at an International Roundtable by the Sussex 
Sustainability Research Programme (SSRP), 
the British Council and Wilton Park]. The group 
focused on a particularly important aspect of 
implementation, namely the interactions among 
the 17 goals and their 169 targets, and how 
these interactions “are likely to have a profound 
in�uence on efforts to achieve the goals.”1  This 
Policy Brief reports on their important �ndings and 
recommendations concerning SDG interactions.    

Minimising or avoiding trade-offs

The Roundtable participants agreed that the 
interactions among the goals and targets could 
make it easier or more dif�cult to implement 
the SDGs, depending on the circumstances. For 
example, achieving the energy goal through major 
investments in bioenergy may – depending on 
location – result in a trade-off between the energy 
and food goals as energy crops compete with food 
crops for the same water and land resources.2

Another example is attaining the food goal by 
boosting inputs of fertilisers, pesticides and 
water to agriculture, or by expanding cropland over 
undisturbed natural ecosystems. These strategies 
may very well increase food production, but they 
also endanger water quality and natural habitats, 
leading to trade-offs among the food, water and 
land goals. 

These types of actions amount to an “inef�cient” 
implementation of the SDGs because steps taken 
towards one goal undermine others. Conversely, 
“ef�cient” implementation of the SDGs minimises 
or avoids these trade-offs.

Taking advantage of synergies

On the positive side, many SDGs are mutually 
supporting, in that actions towards one goal can 
help achieve other goals at the same time. For 
example, programmes that replace millions of 
smoky wood or dung-�red cookstoves with clean 
varieties advance not only the energy goal but 
also goals for health, climate, and land (see Box 
1). Likewise, introducing sustainable nutrient 
and pesticide management and agroforestry 
approaches to agriculture could maintain or even 
increase crop yields while reducing water pollution 
and threats to health, thereby helping to achieve 
the food, water and health goals. 

A third example comes from efforts to introduce 
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Reaping the bene�ts

To reap the bene�ts of synergies some important 
factors need to be considered. First, the number 
of potential interactions is very large, amounting to 
several thousand, making it very unlikely that they 
can all be addressed. But research has shown 
that some interlinkages are stronger than others, 
which means that an urgent task is to uncover the 
synergies and trade-offs that matter the most for a 
particular community, country or region.12,13,14

Second, synergies and trade-offs depend on 
context (see Box 2). Therefore, understanding 
their relative importance to policy requires 
knowledge about how they play out under different 
circumstances and for whom, especially over 
different spatial and temporal scales. For example, 
the importance of some SDG interactions is not 
apparent unless they are examined at the global 
level. In line with this, new research from the 
Sussex Sustainability Research Programme shows 
that globalization factors, such as international 
trade agreements, can have an important in�uence 
on how the goals are interlinked.15,16 

Third, policymakers are missing out on 
opportunities to exploit synergies because some 
decisions are locking in trade-offs instead of 
synergies. This is the case for countries aiming 
to reach the goal for energy by expanding their 
capacity of coal-�red electricity. Investments 
of this sort lock-in power plants, transformers, 
transmission lines, and sizable carbon dioxide 
emissions for decades to come, and thereby 
set in place a trade-off between the energy and 
climate goals. As an alternative, investments that 
expand the production of renewable energy may 
help achieve the energy, climate and other goals 
at the same time. Acting now provides a chance 
to bene�t from synergies and avoid the lock-in of 
trade-offs. 

Participants at the Wilton Park Roundtable made 
a series of recommendations on how to take 
advantage of synergies among goals and promote 
an ef�cient implementation of the SDGs: 17 

Launch a major international initiative to identify 
and prioritise SDG interactions that have the 
greatest positive leverage and impact. 

This initiative would uncover the most important 
synergies and trade-offs, taking into account 
that they are large in number and differ in 
importance at different scales. In addition, it 
would assess the most promising and ef�cient 
investment options for capitalising on synergies. 
Responsibility for starting the initiative could 
be in the hands of a group of countries, the UN, 
and/or other international actors. This initiative 
should build on existing analytical efforts and 
work closely with the research community (see 
Recommendation 3).18  

Establish “learning platforms” to exchange 
experience and knowledge about SDG interactions. 

http://www.sussex.ac.uk/ssrp/sdg-interactions
http://www.sussex.ac.uk/ssrp/sdg-interactions
http://www.sussex.ac.uk/ssrp/sdg-interactions 
http://www.wiltonpark.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/WP1608-Report.pdf)
http://www.wiltonpark.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/WP1608-Report.pdf)
http://www.sussex.ac.uk/ssrp/sdg-interactions
http://www.sussex.ac.uk/ssrp/sdg-interactions
http://www.sussex.ac.uk/ssrp
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