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• SDGs in Practice
• Thinking critically about sustainable development



The Sustainable 
Development 
Goals



The Goals

17 Goals

169 Targets
232 Indicators

Adopted by all UN Member States
in 2015 (‘soft’ international law)

Aimed at forming a 
comprehensive and consensus 
view of the future



Origins & Evolution

SDGs are a 
product of 
almost three 
decades of 
advocacy

(https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdgs)



The MDGs

• Millennium Development
Goals established in 2000

• Simple, measurable, 
consensus-based

• Focused on “North-South
aid agenda”

• Part of “new rationale for 
aid in the context of post-
Cold War geopolitics and 
neoliberal globalization”
(Fukudu-Parr, 2016)



Critiques of the MDGs

• Models: Focused on a basic needs view of extreme poverty

• Content: Lacking broader view of the system, including economic 
systems and inequality; lack of human rights or institutional reform; 
lots missing!

• Process: Technocratic approach and drafting within office of UNSG; 
limited consultation

• “Major distracting gimmick” (Antrobus, 2006)



Advent of the SDGs

• Models: Widened the scope of the goals, more systemic view of 
poverty and inequality

• Content: Much greater number of goals and indicators, emphasis on 
interrelationship

• Process: Harnessed frustrations with MDGs; driven by 
environmental ministers in MICs

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q5nFFTnUM4w

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q5nFFTnUM4w


Consultative process

• High-Level Political Forum (est. 2011). UNSG – ‘MDGs
2.0,’ evidence-based perspective

• Open Working Group (OWG, est. 2012; GA); critical of 
MDGs; focus on sustainability paradigm

• Unprecedented level of participation, yet antagonistic

OWG specifically included 8 target groups: women, children and
youth, indigenous people, NGOs, local authorities, workers and unions, 
business and industry, science and technology community, and
farmers.

(Fukudu-Parr et al., 2019)



Advent of the SDGs

Still… some critics:

“Senseless, Dreamy, Garbled” (Foreign Policy, 2015) 
“Stupid Development Goals” (The Economist, 2015)

(https://www.economist.com/leaders/2015/03/26/the-169-commandments)

http://www.economist.com/leaders/2015/03/26/the-169-commandments)


The SDGs 
in practice



The Goals

17 Goals

169 Targets
232 Indicators



Targets & Indicators

Available online: https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/indicators/indicators-list/

https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/indicators/indicators-list/


Targets & Indicators

SDG indicators involve a mix of the following four types:

(https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5441444/)

Number of doctors 
per capita

Number of nurses 
trained

% of population with HIV 

Reduction in the rate

of NCDs

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5441444/)


What makes for a good indicator?

Is this variation in how goals are tracked a positive or negative? 
What are the advantages and disadvantages of quantitative 
indicators?

(Fukudu-Parr, 2016)



Questions 
and 
challenges



Core Questions

Are the 
SDGs

‘neutral’?

How do they 
interact?

How do they 
drive 

change?

What about 
context?



1. SDGs as product of political process

(Kapto, 2019: 134)
• Hot topics
• Orphaned indicators, indicator selection
• Measuring the unmeasurable?
• Role of statisticians vs diplomats

• Slippage, harmonization and who has 
the final say?



… and SDGs expression is political

Breakdown of commitments 
by Business Call to Action 
firms.

Basel Institute of Commons and Economics
(http://commons.ch/wp-content/uploads/Synopsis_SDG_Reports_Goals_Allocation_2019.pdf)

• Concern with selectivity

• How should we think about 
power – particularly agenda-
setting power and the SDGs?

• What power does the UN 
have? What are the 
limitations?

http://commons.ch/wp-content/uploads/Synopsis_SDG_Reports_Goals_Allocation_2019.pdf)


2. Interactions between SDGs

“The water and land needs required from targets 2.1, 2.2, and 2.3 have a constraining 
(−1) effect on target 6.6, protect and restore water-related ecosystems, including 
mountains, forests, wetlands, rivers, aquifers, and lakes.

The goal to protect ecosystems yet establish high yield agriculture that satisfies global 
hunger issues is challenging, especially if high yields are achieved by conventional 
(agro-chemical intensive) agriculture.”

(Fader et al., 2018)



Enabling or Constraining?

We can map the 
interactions between 
SDGs

Ex. 6 (clean water), 2
(zero hunger), and 7
(affordable and clean
energy)

(Fader, et al., 2018)



3. How do the SDGs drive change?

Who are the core audiences?
• Policy makers
• Citizens
• Funders and aid agencies

• Others?



How do the SDGs drive change?

What are the channels and mechanisms?
• Peer pressure (states, private sector)
• Transparency and reporting
• Civil society mobilisation
• Media engagement

• Direct funding
• Policy prioritization and target setting

• Normative change

• Methodological change



Global Reporting & Advocacy

(https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2019/The-Sustainable-
Development-Goals-Report-2019.pdf)

(https://eu-dashboards.sdgindex.org)



Normative change

Norms (shared expectations, what is ‘right’):

The SDGs “re-conceptualized development as a universal aspiration for human
progress that is inclusive and sustainable, displacing the MDG driven notion of
development as a North-South project to meet basic needs to end poverty.”
(Fukudu-Parr et al. 2019)

The SDGs thus provide a window of opportunity to connect policies
to a broader, legitimised, sustainable development agenda.



Methodological change

Methods:

The SDGs “brought about a methodological shift, namely the use of global goal 
setting to generate norms, moving toward ‘governance by numbers’. Until the SDGs, 
development agendas were qualitative statements of important social and political 
priorities.” (Fukudu-Parr et al. 2019)



4. The issue of context

Increased focus on localisation
• Means of taking broad goals and connecting them to local needs
• Example: Biscay region, concerned with aging population and 

obesity

• But does this enable goals to be captured by local interests?



Localisation in South Africa

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/24474SA_VNR_Presentation HLPF_17_July_2019._copy.pdf

What role are SDGs 
playing in political 
processes in South 
Africa?



Core Questions

Are the 
SDGs

‘neutral’?

How do they 
interact?

How do they 
drive 

change?

What about 
context?

What other issues would you raise?
Which of these poses the greatest challenge?



Summing up



Summing up

• The SDGs have a history – not born fully formed!
• The SDGs are contested, imperfect, and political
• The SDGs (and MDGs) contain normative ideas and models of 

change, development, etc.



Q&A 
Thank you!



Leave no one behind 



Appliance field testing – Lessons Learned 40

LEAVE NO ONE BEHIND 



Appliance field testing – Lessons Learned 41

• Leave no one behind (LNOB) is the central, transformative promise of the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development and its Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs). It represents the unequivocal commitment of all UN Member States to 
eradicate poverty in all its forms, end discrimination and exclusion, and reduce the 
inequalities and vulnerabilities that leave people behind and undermine the potential 
of individuals and of humanity as a whole.

LNOB not only entails reaching the poorest of the poor but requires combating 
discrimination and rising inequalities within and amongst countries, and their root 
causes. A major cause of people being left behind is persistent forms of 
discrimination, including gender discrimination, which leaves individuals, families 
and whole communities marginalized, and excluded. It is grounded in the UN’s 
normative standards that are foundational principles of the Charter of the United 
Nations, international human rights law and national legal systems across the 
world. 

LEAVE NO ONE BEHIND 



Appliance field testing – Lessons Learned 42

• Different income levels – Poverty 

• Inequalities in opportunities.

•  Access to education. Learning difficulties  (various education 
levels)

•  Health. (Access to health services)

• Food security.

• Employment.

• Housing and homelessness 

• Access to economic, financial, resources. 

• Gender-based discrimination.

• Religious and cultural or race. 

• Legal status 

Can you think of what inequalities are ?



Appliance field testing – Lessons Learned 43

1. When do we need to consider “leave no one behind” ?

A. In the project design phase, who are the beneficiaries of our technology 

? Who else is in the community ? Have we included everyone ? (gender, 

age, geography, disability, urban, rural)

B. Research phase, deep dive, data collection, baselines… 

C. Make a list of all those not included and think of what is needed to 

include them.

D. Unintended consequences.

E. Bridging the gap on SDG 7 

How to think about “leave no one behind”



Appliance field testing – Lessons Learned 44

IS OUR DESIGN FOCUSING ON ENSURING ACCESS TO AFFORDABLE, RELIABLE, 
SUSTAINABLE AND MODERN ENERGY FOR ALL.



Appliance field testing – Lessons Learned 45

SDG7 



Appliance field testing – Lessons Learned 46

The bigger picture 

Women 

Children 

Community 

Refugees 

Displaced people 

Accessibility 

Elderly

Usage

Family 

Farmers 

Awareness 

Cost 

Efficiency 

Supply and demand 

Benefits 

Retail 

Services 

In equalities 

Concept and tech 



Appliance field testing – Lessons Learned 47

Are the poorest of people able to benefit from access to a technology.

• Quality of design ( inclusivity)

• Accessibility of design (who can use it, easy to get access to or not)

• Usage of design (easy, hard, needs people with minimum knowledge to operate, 

training manual ?

• (ease of use, accessible controls, visual instructions, communication in 

different languages)

Indicators to measure inclusivity 



Appliance field testing – Lessons Learned 48



Appliance field testing – Lessons Learned 49
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