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Abstract 
The sustainable development goals (SDGs) offer a broad, holistic framework of interdependent economic, social, and environ-
mental objectives to enable integrated and collaborative approaches to their implementation. A key obstacle for operational-
izing such an approach is knowing the right actors to engage on specific challenges. It is acknowledged that linkages across 
sectors, scales, and actors could provide an evidence base to assess and forge participation in multistakeholder partnerships for 
implementation. However, technical tools that could help to identify relevant actors and discussions of institutional arrange-
ments to bring these actors on board are notably lacking in the extant literature. To support an evidence-based and systematic 
approach to coalition building that accounts for synergies and trade-offs across goals and targets, this paper proposes broad-
based partnerships and a framework that lead actors can use to help harness collaborative SDG implementation: (1) define 
the partnership’s scope, (2) identify the main interlinkages, (3) assign responsibilities, (4) select the best available indicators, 
(5) assess the challenges, and (6) forge a broad-based partnership. After describing key decisions at each step, the article 
discusses applications of the proposed analytic partnership-building framework to problems that warrant the approach at 
global, regional, and national levels covering issues such as policy coordination across line ministries, global partnerships for 
SDG13 implementation in SIDS, energy compacts for SDG7 implementation, and integrated multilateral responses to crises.

Keywords Sustainable development goals (SDGs) · SDG implementation · Multistakeholder partnerships · Interlinkages · 
Actors’ responsibilities · Dashboards of indicators

SDG implementation and partnerships

The 2030 Agenda with its 17 Goals, 169 targets and 232 
indicators covers a wide range of global challenges that 
all actors at all levels can align with up to 2030 (United 
Nations 2015). With just 9 years left and no country cur-
rently on track to achieve all 17 SDGs (SDSN 2020, 2021), 
the UN Secretary General has called for coalitions of leader-
ship to harness more concerted action in the SDGs Decade 
of Action (Beisheim and Fritzsche 2021; United Nations 

2019a, 2021). One important challenge for implementation, 
however, concerns the integrated nature of the SDGs and 
the need to capitalize on synergies and manage trade-offs 
between goals and targets to ensure efficient and equitable 
implementation (Alcamo 2019; Nilsson et al. 2016). In addi-
tion, substantive progress will require transformative action 
which means moving beyond incremental policy changes 
and siloed actions to cross-sectoral policy mixes, joined up 
actions and portfolios of coordinated interventions (United 
Nations 2019a, b; OECD 2019; Sachs et al. 2019; IIASA 
2018).

Since their inception, scholarship in sustainability science 
has documented the complex and integrated nature of the 
SDGs (Le Blanc 2015; Nilsson et al. 2016; Pradhan et al. 
2017). Much of the focus has been on developing scientific 
tools to assist policy makers with identifying and assessing 
synergies and trade-offs for coherent planning and policies 
(Allen et al. 2021a, b). Less attention has been devoted to 
developing analytic frameworks and evidence-based tools 
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aimed at enhancing collaborative approaches to integrated 
implementation. The 2030 Agenda places a strong emphasis 
on partnerships as an important instrument to harness means 
of implementation such as finance, technology, data, etc., 
(United Nations 2015). While it is recognized that linkages 
between SDGs can be used to identify relevant actors to 
engage in and enable better partnerships (Nilsson et al. 2016; 
Weitz et al. 2017; Stafford-Smith et al. 2016; Horan 2021, 
2020a), little research has been devoted to translating such 
connections into types of partnerships that might help with 
integrated implementation.

Bridging research on SDG interlinkages and partnerships 
is crucial for developing a collaborative approach to imple-
mentation. Ever since the World Summit on Sustainable 
Development in 2002, the UN has recognized broad stake-
holder participation in partnerships as an important way to 
balance the economic, social, and environmental dimensions 
of development (see Bali Guidelines, Dodds 2015). Despite 
the popularity and growth of multistakeholder partnerships 
for sustainable development in the last two decades, low 
participation from local and non-state actors, such as uni-
versities, businesses, small NGOs, local communities and 
grassroot organizations, has been a consistent finding across 
studies (Reinsberg and Westerwinter 2019; Pattberg et al. 
2012; Andonova and Levy 2003). In addition, as the Partner-
ships for SDGs Action Platform indicates, partnerships tend 
to cluster their activities around specific goals and individ-
ual goal approaches remain prominent (Alcamo et al. 2020; 
Chan et al. 2020). Moreover, partnership building is com-
plex and costly, and the inclusion of non-relevant actors can 
undermine the effective running of a partnership (Banerjee 
et al. 2020; Stibbe et al. 2020; Caplan 2013). These observa-
tions raise the question whether representation problems in 
partnerships could lead to effective outcomes that address 
synergies and trade-offs.

Partnerships can support implementation in multiple 
ways. First, they can help to bridge the “ambition gap”, i.e., 
where national policies are lacking or insufficient (Wider-
berg and Stripple 2016; Lui et al. 2020; Chan et al. 2018). 
Second, partnerships can improve the design and implemen-
tation of interventions and ensure equitable development by 
including marginalized groups and grassroot organizations 
thereby mitigating unintended negative consequences and 
trade-offs (Hale 2004). Third, international partnerships 
involving transnational actors are a way to access means of 
implementation where domestic and government resources 
are inadequate (Africa CDC 2021; Westman and Broto 
2018; United Nations 2015; Pattberg et al. 2012).

A key challenge for enabling effective partnerships is 
knowing the right set of stakeholders to engage on specific 
challenges. Generally, there is a lack of technical tools to 
systematically identify relevant partners for integrated 
implementation and institutional arrangements to bring 

these actors together. Drawing on recent research, this arti-
cle presents an SDG interactions-based framework to help 
identify relevant actors to engage that can be used to harness 
more collaborative approaches to integrated implementation. 
The proposed framework is useful to (1) assess levels of 
participation in broad-based partnerships to support imple-
mentation, and (2) to identify missing partners, based on 
knowledge of SDG interlinkages and actors’ alignment to 
the SDGs. By seeking to identify those actors important for 
managing synergies and trade-offs, the framework offers a 
lens through which to examine an important aspect of the 
political economy of SDG implementation.

While much research has focused on assessing interac-
tions between SDGs (Nilsson et al. 2016, 2018; Zhou and 
Moinuddin 2017; Weitz et al. 2014), much less attention has 
been devoted to developing approaches that use interlinkages 
to foster effective partnerships (Breuer et al. 2019a, b; Nils-
son and Weitz 2019; Horan 2021, 2020a). Specifically, the 
article will address how knowledge of SDG interlinkages 
can be translated into practical proposals useful for improv-
ing participation in partnerships. After describing key deci-
sions at each step, the article applies the framework to four 
problems that warrant the approach at global, regional, and 
national levels covering issues such as policy coordination 
across line ministries for implementing SDG14, global part-
nerships for SDG13 implementation in small island develop-
ing states (SIDS), energy compacts for SDG7 implementa-
tion, and integrated multilateral responses to crises.

Two different approaches to integration

The governance literature on coordination identifies three 
dimensions along which engagement can be pursued: across 
sectors (water, food, energy), across scales (global, national, 
and subnational) and across actors (IGOs, government, 
business, academia, and civil society groups) (Breuer et al. 
2019b; OECD 2016; Pisano et al. 2013; Jänicke 2006). This 
literature (which usually focuses on policy integration and 
consultation with stakeholders for planning and budgeting), 
distinguishes three types of integration: horizontal integra-
tion involving collaboration across policy sectors between 
government ministries; vertical integration involving inter-
actions between different administrative decision-making 
levels; and multistakeholder engagement by government 
with non-state actors (Breuer et al. 2019b; Zusman and 
Amanuma 2018).

In policy debates and academic literature on SDG imple-
mentation, greatest attention has focused on horizontal inte-
gration, i.e., linkages across sectors and policy coordination 
across ministries (Allen et al. 2021a, b; Bennich et al. 2020; 
Breuer et al. 2019b). Much of the research seeks to identify 
and assess the many interlinkages between SDGs (Nilsson 
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et al. 2016; Alcamo 2019) and policies and interventions for 
efficient and effective implementation (Alcamo et al. 2020). 
Calls to enhance cooperation and coordination between line 
ministries are common (Nilsson et al. 2016; Weitz et al. 
2017).

Two broad approaches to horizontal integration are evi-
dent in the literature, both of which propose very differ-
ent levels of cooperation because of the scope of linkages 
considered. First, whole of government (WoG) approaches, 
popular in the Voluntary National Reviews, call on poli-
cies to be agreed by all departments through for example 
inter-departmental working groups (United Nations 2019a, 
b; Kindornay 2019; Glass and Newig 2019). Alternatively, 
nexus approaches, widely popular in quantitative modeling 
and long-term planning, focus instead on discussing policies 
in a small number of highly interlinked areas such as water, 
energy and food combined (Weitz et al. 2017). Whereas the 
WoG approach advocates cooperation among all depart-
ments potentially considering all possible linkages, the 
nexus approach focuses on collaborations usually among 2–3 
departments and considers a much smaller range of linkages 
(Weitz et al. 2014, 2017). In terms of harnessing efficient 
implementation, neither of these recommendations is satis-
factory. On the one hand, the WoG approach arguably calls 
for too much cooperation in that not everything is connected 
to everything at least in a first-order sense. On the other 
hand, the nexus approach advocates too little cooperation in 
that clearly, there are linkages beyond the nexus which ought 
to be accounted for.

In contrast, the literature on sustainability partnerships 
focuses instead on participation across stakeholder groups 
(Pattberg et al. 2012). Here, multistakeholder partnerships 
refer to voluntary collaborations among multiple stake-
holders from different segments of society—public, pri-
vate, and civil society—aimed at achieving a sustainability 
goal (Pattberg et al. 2012; Huijstee et al. 2007). Over-
all, the literature is more concerned with the governance 

implications of partnerships than their efficiency in sup-
porting implementation (Huijstee et  al. 2007). Broad 
stakeholder participation is generally viewed as desirable 
because of its role in enhancing the legitimacy of part-
nerships as an alternative governance arrangement (Back-
strand 2006; Backstrand and Kuyper 2017). In particu-
lar, debates on partnership effectiveness typically focus 
on participation deficits (Chan and Mertz 2012), internal 
success conditions of partnerships (Beisheim and Simon 
2018; Pattberg and Widerberg 2016), the role of orchestra-
tors (Horan 2019a; Hale and Rogers 2014), and the degree 
of institutionalization of partnerships (Backstrand 2007).

Compared to the literature on SDG interactions, the 
partnership literature is relatively mute on participation 
across sectors ignoring potential synergies and trade-
offs that could arise across sectors (Nilsson et al. 2016; 
Stafford-Smith et al. 2016). Instead, the literature places a 
strong emphasis on the inclusion of all stakeholder groups 
in partnership. In practice though, full participation is 
rarely observed. Large N studies of partnerships tend to 
report low participation by actors from local and national 
levels, particularly in transnational partnerships which are 
often led by public actors such as UN agencies, intergov-
ernmental organizations (IGOs), or national governments, 
either on their own or in some combination (Clough et al. 
2018; Pattberg et al. 2012; Andonova and Levy 2003).

In summary, as noted in Table 1, whereas the focus in 
the literature on SDG implementation has been on iden-
tifying and assessing linkages across sectors, developing 
tools, and gathering evidence on SDG interactions for 
policies and planning, less attention has been devoted 
to how linkages can be used to foster multistakeholder 
approaches to collaborative implementation. On the other 
hand, linkages are barely mentioned in the partnership lit-
erature which focuses more on assessing participation of 
different stakeholder groups in partnerships, the extent to 
which partnerships address gaps in global governance, and 
the internal success conditions of partnerships.

Table 1  Approaches to integration

Adapted from Zusman and Amanuma (2018)

Literatures What Focus How Why

SDG implementation SDGs/sectors National policy and 
planning, horizontal 
integration

Evidence-based decision-making tools More effective 
national poli-
cies and imple-
mentation

Sustainability partnerships Stakeholders/actors Transnational partner-
ships, multistake-
holder participation

Institutional arrangements, decision-mak-
ing processes, guidelines

Improved 
governance 
effectiveness, 
legitimacy
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A framework for forging effective 
partnerships 

Broad‑based partnerships

Drawing on the governance view of engagement, I define 
“broad-based partnership” (BBP) as a voluntary collabora-
tion among multiple stakeholders from different sectors, 
scales, and stakeholder groups dedicated to implement-
ing in an integrated way a sustainable development goal. 
First, this definition introduces to the partnership literature 
a new type of multistakeholder partnership that explic-
itly accounts for participation across sectors and scales. 
Second, by focusing the partnership’s aim on integrated 
implementation, it proposes multistakeholder partnerships 
as a flexible governance arrangement to manage multiple 
synergies and trade-offs across goals and targets.

The notion of BBP espoused in this article focuses on a 
single “entry point” approach to implementation, namely 
a specific SDG goal, target, or synergy driver, and its 
main interlinkages with the other goals and targets. While 
the article side-steps the issue of how entry points are 
selected (see “Discussion”), this approach to integrative 
implementation, popular in the SDG interactions literature 
(cf. Alcamo 2019) and in practice (cf. One Health Initia-
tive (World Bank 2018; One by One UHC Report 2020)), 
helps to keep the number of linkages at a manageable 
level (Alcamo et al. 2020), and by highlighting key inter-
actions, it offers useful information to negotiate portfolios 
of coherent actions for integrated implementation (Alcamo 
2019; Horan 2020a).

In particular, BBPs are to be thought of as a coalition 
of actors or “backbone partnership” for integrated imple-
mentation meaning the partnership acts like a springboard 
for joined up actions. The main output of a BBP should 
be a portfolio of actions, commitments, unilateral efforts, 
and partnerships that facilitates a collaborative approach 
to integrated implementation. Depending on the context, 
BBPs can be deployed at any scale—global, regional, 
national, subnational or local, and led by any actor or 
group of actors (government, international institution, uni-
versity, corporate, local government, and communities).

Many examples of a “partnership of partnerships” based 
on single entry points exist at international, national, and 
more local levels. For instance, the Global Partnership for 
Sustainable Development Data (GPSDD) consists of 270 
partners and has delivered over 70 partnerships (GPSDD 
2020). The Scaling Up Nutrition alliance, Dutch Energy 
Agreement and the Hawaii Green Growth Platform also 
brought together diverse actors to incubate collabora-
tive actions (Prescott and Stibbe 2020). Although rarely 
defined explicitly, BBPs are often alluded in contemporary 

debates on sustainable supply chains which calls for inter-
national cooperation and bilateral partnerships to ensure 
public and private actors work together to green each point 
of the supply chain (SDSN 2019; van Hille et al. 2020). 
However, these and other such partnerships generally lack 
appropriate methodologies to assess participation in terms 
of its adequacy for achieving an integrated approach.

An evidence‑based approach to integration

The general presumption in the governance literature on 
coordination is that for each of the three dimensions—sec-
tors, scales, actors, the more engagement the better, although 
several authors have highlighted challenges that this can 
pose for coordination (Zusman and Amanuma 2018). In 
addition, the actors to engage are rarely based on evidence-
based scientific tools (Wichelns 2017).

In this article, the main purpose of the BBP is to provide 
an appropriate foundation on which to (1) improve the effi-
ciency and effectiveness of SDG implementation through 
the promotion of synergies and the management of trade-offs 
across sectors and scales and (2) to ensure an inclusive and 
equitable implementation by bringing together all relevant 
stakeholders. Relevancy here means those actors whose par-
ticipation in partnerships can help to manage synergies and 
trade-offs. The benefits of implementing a research-based 
approach to integration is that it can improve the informa-
tion base for identifying relevant actors, making clear the 
assumptions guiding this selection, which can help to later 
test and refine the model for actor selection.

To build effective partnerships of this kind, or to assess 
existing partnerships against these criteria, I propose a 
framework for identifying relevant actors based on three 
main pillars: SDG linkages, actors’ responsibilities, and 
dashboards of indicators.

SDG linkages

To enable integrated SDG implementation, BBPs need to 
consider linkages across sectors and scales, and in particu-
lar, the types of links to include. The boundary placed will 
ultimately shape the breadth of participation in the partner-
ship as well as the efficiency and equity of implementation.

While interest in interlinkages across sectors is not new 
(Zusman and Amanuma 2018), aided by the SDGs, research 
on interlinkages has mushroomed since 2015 covering sci-
entific literature reviews (ICSU 2017; Mohd Hanafiah et al. 
2021), qualitative assessment scales (Scharlemann et al. 
2020; Singh et al. 2017; Nilsson et al. 2016; Weitz et al. 
2014), statistical estimation (Dolley et al. 2020; Pradhan 
et al. 2017), and modeling (Pedercini et al. 2019; Allen 
et al. 2017, 2019). A central concern has been to develop 
the evidence base of interactions. A large body of research 
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has mapped linkages between specific goals and targets 
and the SDGs using tables or interaction matrices (Singh 
et al 2017; Nerini et al. 2019; Alcamo 2019). At present, 
the evidence base is large, diverse, and scattered (Alcamo 
2019). Although greater knowledge exists of horizontal 
interactions, i.e., within scale, cross-sector interactions at 
national or global level (Allen et al. 2018), recent research 
has begun to examine vertical interactions, i.e., interactions 
across scales, such as in peri-urban areas (Dolley et al. 2020) 
and river basins (Vinca 2020; Xu et al. 2021). Case stud-
ies of local-level interactions are also increasingly available 
(Alcamo et al. 2020).

Nexus and WoG type approaches advocate focusing on a 
few strong interlinkages or potentially all interlinkages, yet 
neither approach appears satisfactory in terms of efficient 
implementation (Horan 2020a). In addition, a coordinated 
response is not necessarily equitable. For instance, nexus 
approaches can have significant impacts on inequality if 
goals for social inclusion and equity get “left behind” such 
as, for example, a Water–Food–Energy nexus that overlooks 
interactions with poverty (SDG1), gender equality (SDG5), 
reducing inequalities (SDG10) and justice (SDG16) (van 
Soest et al. 2019; Soergel et al. 2021). To better support effi-
cient and equitable implementation, one option (followed in 
this paper) is to focus on all first-order interlinkages, outgo-
ing and incoming, as a means to capture linkages with socio-
political, equality, human development and governance 
goals (Alcamo 2019; van Soest et al. 2019). Most studies 
of a particular SDG’s interlinkages report interactions with 
these “left behind” goals (ICSU 2017; Nerini et al. 2019). 
Such an approach offers a “local” approximation of issues 
directly influencing performance and equity.

Actors’ responsibilities

In any collaboration, a clear division of roles and respon-
sibilities helps to enable an effective partnership (Pattberg 
and Widerberg 2016). While the roles and contributions of 
different actors to SDG implementation have been discussed 
elsewhere (Del Rio Castro et al. 2020; Stibbe and Prescott 
2020; Zusman and Amanuma 2018), less attention has been 
devoted to their responsibilities in terms of implementation. 
Many governments claimed in the first cycle of the VNRs 
to have assigned implementation responsibilities to different 
government departments (Kindornay 2019; UNDESA 2019), 
although only a few country VNRs reported the explicit divi-
sion of responsibilities (DCCAE 2018). To identify relevant 
actors, it is of crucial importance, however, to know their 
implementation responsibilities.

Depending on the application, these responsibilities can 
be gleamed either from actor’s mandates, mission state-
ments or observed activities. A mandate approach is often 
suitable for public actors. Governments typically assign 

policy responsibilities across ministries based on their 
specialist areas (Weitz et al. 2018). For instance, Ireland’s 
SDG National Implementation Plan 2018–2020 divided 
responsibility for all 169 targets across its 16 departments 
(DCCAE 2018). Similarly, responsibilities of UN agencies 
can be gleamed from UN resolutions. Alternatively, mis-
sion statements can be used in cases where officially sanc-
tioned mandates are unavailable (Wagner and Torney 2020). 
Alternatively, the activities of actors can also shed light on 
responsibilities. Increasingly, studies map the alignment of 
business operations (Sachs 2018) and universities activities 
(SDSN 2018) to the SDGs helping to highlight roles and 
responsibilities in implementation.

Dashboards of indicators

Monitoring and evaluation is cited as an important success 
factor for partnerships (Beisheim et al. 2017; Van Tulder 
et al. 2016; Backstrand 2006). Aided by the development 
of the global indicator set of 232 official indicators (United 
Nations 2016), indicator-based assessments of progress on 
the SDGs can help to refine actor selection and identify 
challenges and highlight areas where joint efforts might be 
needed provided indicator selection is based on evidence of 
interlinkages (Horan 2020a, b).

For example, if reducing marine pollution and sustainable 
agriculture are linked, then a negative outcome or trend in 
nutrient run-off from agriculture might signal the need to 
adjust agriculture policy to account for its marine impact. 
Whereas if marine pollution and poverty eradiation inter-
act but there is a low level of extreme poverty, then this 
could indicate that this linkage is not significantly relevant 
for SDG14.1 achievement. Moreover, it also suggests that 
stakeholders aligned to extreme poverty eradication may 
not be relevant actors to include in the BBP for integrated 
implementation of SDG14.1, whereas actors aligned to 
achieving sustainable agriculture would probably need to 
be included in the partnership. In this way, the official set of 
232 SDG indicators can provide a consistent framework to 
guide assessments of interlinked challenges and refine the 
selection of actors.

Because of the many interlinkages (e.g., SDG14 has 97 
target level potential interactions with other SDGs (ICSU 
2017)) and the need to coordinate with many actors, a dash-
board approach rather than headline index appears to be a 
better tool to track progress and challenges in interlinked 
areas. In particular, such a dashboard when combined with 
gap analysis can guide the lead actors of the BBP on which 
actors are relevant to cooperate with and on what issues dis-
cussions of integration might need to focus (Horan 2020a; 
Herlitz and Horan 2017). Furthermore, since linkages are 
often stable over time (although they can change in response 
to changes in governance, technology, and time (Nilsson 
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et al. 2018), a dashboard of interconnected SDG indicators 
may provide a relatively stable monitoring tool for assessing 
issues and coordinating actors relevant to the BBP.

A data‑driven analytic partnership‑building 
framework

Given a specific challenge such as the implementation of a 
particular SDG goal, target, or synergy driver, Fig. 1 outlines 
a framework to forge a broad-based partnership (BBP) from 
an interaction matrix to harness a collaborative approach to 
integrated implementation. The procedure has six steps that 
can be taken in whole or in certain parts: (1) define the scope 
of the partnership, (2) identify the main interlinkages, (3) 
assign actors’ responsibilities, (4) select the best available 
indicators, (5) identify and assess the challenges, and (6) 
forge the partnership.

To summarize, the process starts by defining the scope 
of the coalition-building problem, i.e., the basic elements 
of the BBP (Pattberg and Widerberg 2016; Huijstee et al. 
2007), namely its issue focus (e.g., the specific SDG goal or 
target for integrated implementation), the lead actor(s) of the 
coalition, the actor types to engage (in terms of stakeholder 
groups) and the geographic focus of the partnership.

The analytic component of the framework builds out-
wards from the issue focus mapping its main interlinkages 
with other SDGs, focusing on identifying all first-order 
interactions at goal or target level. Based on this mapping, 
the third step assigns actors to each identified linkage based 
on actor’s implementation responsibilities determined either 
from actor’s mandates, mission statements, or activities. The 
fourth step constructs a dashboard from the best available 
relevant official SDG indicators which is a tool to assess 
challenges and coordinate actors. In the fifth step, gap anal-
ysis of the dashboard is conducted (a baseline integrated 
assessment) to assess performance using simple visualiza-
tion techniques (traffic light visualization) and tools (radar 

diagrams) to identify challenges and issue areas for inte-
grated implementation. The final step forges the BBP which 
brings together the lead actor(s), monitoring tool, identified 
challenges to be addressed and the relevant actors.

The framework can be applied iteratively to actor types, 
for example, starting first with government departments, 
then expanding to other stakeholder groups such as UN 
agencies, local governments, business, universities, civil 
society organizations. In this way, a broader coalition for 
integrated implementation can be built at each iteration.

Step 1. Define the partnership’s scope. To start, the 
scope of the partnership needs to be defined. First, the issue 
focus of the partnership is the specific SDG, target, or syn-
ergy driver for integrated implementation such as SDG14, 
sustainable fishing (Target 14.4) or sustainable supply chain. 
Second, the lead actor(s) refer here to those actor(s) who 
have taken lead responsibility for setting up the partnership, 
for example a public entity mandated to do so, such as a 
government department (in the case of a government-led 
partnership to implement SDG14) or UN agency (in an UN-
led partnership for universal energy access) or IGO (say, 
EU-led partnership to green the soya supply chain). Third, 
actor types refer to the stakeholder group(s) to engage in the 
partnership which determines the breadth of participation 
and characterization of the partnership’s type, e.g., public, 
public–private, multistakeholder, multilevel. In a solely gov-
ernment or UN partnership, the actor type might be respec-
tively line ministries or UN agencies. Finally, geographic 
focus refers to the level of SDG implementation (region, 
country, state, etc.).

Step 2. Map out the main interlinkages. The next step 
is to map out interlinkages between the issue focus SDG 
goal or target and the other SDGs. The identification should 
focus on first-order interactions, distinguishing incoming 
and outgoing linkages, horizontal and/or vertical linkages. 
To ensure an evidence-based systematic identification, this 
step should use an existing study of SDG linkages or apply 

1. Define      
Scope

Define the scope of the 
partnership:
• Issue focus (e.g., 

SDG, target)
• Lead actor(s)
• Actor types to 

engage
• Geographic focus

2. Iden	fy 
Interlinkages

Map poten	al 
interac	ons:
• At goal or target level
• First-order linkages
• Horizontal and/or 

ver�cal linkages

3. Assign 
Responsibili	es

Based on actor’s:
• Mandates,
• Missions, or
• Ac�vi�es.

4. Select 
Indicators

Selec	on criteria:
• Official indicators
• Relevancy to issue 

focus and to linkages
• Limited in number
• Use of proxies

5. Assess 
Challenges

Gap analysis:
• Baseline integrated 

assessment
• Data & 

normaliza�on
• Traffic-light 

visualiza�on of 
challenges

• Radar diagrams 
(boundary object)

6. Forge 
Partnership

BBP defined by:
- Lead actor(s)
- Relevant actors
- Monitoring tool
- Challenges

Fig. 1  Forging a broad-based partnership (BBP) for collaborative SDG implementation
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methods from this literature. Results of the analysis should 
be summarized in an interaction matrix. These data will be 
an input to partnership discussions. It is not necessary to 
quantify the interactions rather it suffices to summarize the 
range of interactions using a qualitative scale in a bar chart 
(Nilsson et al. 2016), pie chart (Singh et al. 2017), or in a 
table indicating whether synergies or trade-offs or both are 
present (Horan 2020b). Such tools are useful to keep track 
of multiple potential interactions.

Step 3. Assign responsibilities. The third step assigns 
SDG responsibilities. Given the analysis of interlinkages, 
the aim of this step is to identify those actors who can help 
to manage synergies and trade-offs. This step involves first, 
listing those actors who might be relevant and mapping 
their responsibilities across SDGs. For instance, a list for 
government ministries might cover all line ministries in 
a country, a list for UN agencies, all UN agencies. Vari-
ous approaches can be used to assign responsibilities: (1) 
mandates, (2) mission statements, or (3) activities. Given 
this mapping, for each linkage, the step then entails iden-
tifying those actors with responsibility for the SDG goal 
or target associated with that linkage. In other words, the 
step singles out actor constellations that can help to man-
age synergies and/or trade-offs associated with each first-
order connection.

Step 4. Select the best indicators. Given the analysis 
of interlinkages and actors responsibilities, the next step 
is to select indicators for each linkage and actor constel-
lation. Following (Horan 2020a, b), four criteria are pro-
posed for indicator selection. First, coverage of official 
SDG indicators, to ensure transparency in the selection 
and adherence to official guidelines. Second, relevancy 
to the issue focus, i.e., the official indicator for the spe-
cific “entry point” goal or target should be used. Third, 
relevancy to the linkages which means selecting the best 
available official indicator relevant to the goal or target 
identified from the analysis of linkages. Fourth, to ensure 
an effective monitoring framework, the selection should 
be limited to make for a parsimonious indicator set. Since 
data gaps frequently arise with official indicators (United 
Nations 2020), proxy indicators should be used to broaden 
the scope of assessment according to the following steps: 
step A, if the goal or target has a Tier 1 indicator, select 
this indicator; step B, if it is official indicator has a Tier 
2 classification (data are unavailable) or Tier 3 classifica-
tion (it lacks established methodology), a suitable proxy 
should be sought and if available selected; and step C, if 
no suitable proxy is available, the goal or target should be 
excluded from the dashboard.

Step 5. Identify and assess the challenges. To measure 
performance on each indicator, baseline analysis should be 
conducted. Given data, to make indicators comparable, one 
approach popular in SDG assessments is to normalize the 

observed value using min–max normalization (SDSN 2021, 
OECD 2008). To identify strengths and challenges, a traffic 
light color-coding scheme can help to visualize performance 
(SDSN 2021, Horan 2020a). One approach is to take dif-
ferences in normalized values of 20 points to be significant 
and to use an equal interval technique for grading challenges 
(Glass and Newig 2019, Horan 2020b). To identify where 
efforts might be needed, radar diagrams are useful to visual-
ize performance against each target for the entire dashboard. 
Assessment can be taken in two steps: first, an assessment of 
performance on the entry point goal or target (ignoring link-
ages) and second, an integrated assessment of performance 
(that accounts for the first-order interlinkages).

Step 6. Forge the partnership. Once a performance 
profile has been ascertained, challenges can be combined 
with mappings of responsibilities and recommendations 
made on who the lead actor(s) should engage, in what areas 
coordinated actions might be needed, and the depth of the 
challenge faced in those areas. The purpose of the tool is to 
bring the relevant actors to the discussion table. The focus 
of the approach is on doing this in a systematic way.

Illustrative examples of the framework

Connecting SDG interactions and specific types of part-
nerships has powerful potential because it provides an 
evidence-based framework and institutional arrangement 
to operationalize collaborative implementation that can 
be used to address synergies and trade-offs across diverse 
actors as well as a yardstick to assess participation in such 
partnerships. While integration is by no means guaranteed, 
the proposed approach offers a strategic framework to bring 
relevant actors together to negotiate joint actions for inte-
grated implementation.

The approach is predicated on having good information 
on SDG interactions, actors’ responsibilities, relevant indi-
cators, and sufficient data for the monitoring tool to assess 
areas for integration and to coordinate actors. While progress 
has been made in all these areas, the greatest knowledge 
gaps appear on SDG interactions across scales and actors’ 
responsibilities or alignment to the SDGs.

In this section, four examples are discussed to shed light 
on ways the tool can be used in practice and some problems 
that can arise in applications, namely the types of interac-
tions that can be considered, how to determine responsi-
bilities and how to single out actors who might be relevant. 
I first start on familiar ground, discussing the results of a 
fully-fledged example applied to horizontal policy integra-
tion at national level, covered in (Horan 2020a). Then, I dis-
cuss a broader range of potential applications not normally 
considered in the SDG interaction literature.
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The examples help to elucidate new directions for 
research, important knowledge gaps and outline some 
ways to deal with these. A summary of the cases is given 
in Table 2.

Example 1. Policy cooperation across line 
ministries

While much current work on SDG interactions is focused 
on policy integration across line ministries, much of this 
work is based on a nexus approach (Weitz et  al. 2014, 
2017). In contrast, a first-order approach emphasizes a wider 
range of linkages and thus a broader level of engagement 
across ministries to better support efficient and equitable 
implementation.

In a recent study on which government departments in 
Ireland need to cooperate for integrated SDG14 implementa-
tion, Horan (2020a) applied the framework to four SDG14 
targets—reducing marine pollution (14.1), sustainable fish-
ing (14.4), marine protection (14.5) and raising economic 
benefits (14.7). Taking the DHPLG as Ireland’s lead depart-
ment for marine affairs, to apply the framework, the author 
used the ICSU (2017) analysis of SDG14 linkages to identify 
potential synergies and trade-offs between SDG14 and the 
other SDGs. Analysis focused on all first-order interactions 
at goal level. Identification of department’s SDG respon-
sibilities was taken from Ireland’s SDG National Imple-
mentation Plan 2018–2020 which divided responsibility for 
implementing the 17 SDGs and 169 targets among the 16 
government departments in Ireland at this time (DCCAE 
2018). Indicators selected for the dashboard were drawn 
from SDSN’s global SDG indicator set (SDSN 2019), which 
includes several proxy indicators that helped to broaden the 
scope of the assessment.

The complete list of indicators selected for the four tar-
gets based on steps 1–5 can be found in Horan (2020a). The 
SDG14 dashboard consisted of 33 indicators, 4 marine indi-
cators and 29 “linkage” indicators. Out of the 16 government 
departments in Ireland in this period, 12 departments were 
identified as being directly connected to SDG14 achieve-
ment. Overall, the integrated baseline assessment identified 
18 challenges and 10 government departments over which 
engagement and coordination appear to be needed to achieve 
SDG14 in an integrated way (see Fig. 2). Specifically, the 
study recommended Ireland’s lead department for marine 
affairs (DHPLG) cooperate with 9 other departments in fif-
teen policy areas (Fig. 2).

In this application, the BBP consists of 10 government 
departments. By contrast, WoG approaches would propose 
cooperation among all 16 departments. On the other hand, 
a nexus approach would restrict cooperation to 2–3 depart-
ments. The framework thus proposes an intermediate level Ta
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of cooperation, significantly less than full cooperation but 
considerably more than a nexus approach would propose. 
In addition, it identifies 18 policy areas for integration thus 
offering a useful starting point for inter-ministry discus-
sions on integrated SDG14 policymaking. In particular, 
it suggests the BBP should focus on enabling joined up 
actions and inter-ministry cooperation on these challenges.

Example 2. Global partnerships for SDG13 
implementation in SIDS

Owing to their small size, and vulnerabilities to global 
environmental change, SIDS are especially dependent on 
transnational partnerships to achieve sustainable devel-
opment (United Nations 2017; UNEP 2014). The SIDS 
Partnership Framework was launched in 2014 with the aim 
of catalyzing new partnerships and supporting existing 

Fig. 2   Adapted from Horan (2020a). Using a variant of Steps 1–5, 
Horan (2020a) conducted an integrated assessment of Ireland’s base-
line for implementing SDG14 using ICSU (2017) analysis of SDG14 
linkages, SDSN’s global indicator set (SDSN 2019) and a mapping of 
government department’s SDG responsibilities contained in Ireland’s 
SDG Implementation Plan (DCCAE 2020). To express potential 
causal interrelations, indicators linked to SDG14 achievement were 
divided into three components: pressures, impacts and responses 
(see Horan 2020a, b). A representation of the country’s performance 
against each target is provided by the radar diagrams in (a). Traf-
fic light color coding was used to identify strengths and challenges. 
Country-specific challenges were combined with the mappings of 
departmental SDG responsibilities to develop recommendations on 
which departments need to cooperate with and in what areas actions 

might be needed (b). The rows of the Table list departments to coop-
erate and entries highlight policy areas for discussion. Columns cat-
egorize each policy area according to four components: marine per-
formance, pressures, impacts, and responses. Policy areas are graded 
according to assessment in (a): yellow: challenges remain; orange: 
significant challenges; red: major challenges. *DHPLG: Department 
of Housing Planning and Local Government. DAFM: Department 
of Agriculture, Food, and Marine. DFAT: Department of Foreign 
Affairs and Trade. DCCAE: Department of Communications, Climate 
Action, and Environment. DFIN: Department of Finance. DPER: 
Department of Public Expenditure and Reform. DCHG: Department 
of Culture, Heritage, and the Gaeltacht. DoH: Department of Health. 
DBEI: Dept. of Business, Enterprise, and Innovation. DJE: Depart-
ment of Justice and Equality
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partnerships (UNDESA 2019). To date, over 500 part-
nerships have registered with participants drawn from 
international institutions, national governments, NGOs, 
industry associations, research institutions and grassroots 
organizations.

To forge global partnerships for SDG implementation in 
SIDS, or to assess participation in such partnerships, one 
obstacle concerns the absence of a readily available list of 
actors who might be relevant. Here, the universe of relevant 
actors is global in scale, covering local and transnational 
actors. One approach could use the database of partnerships 
registered in the SIDS Action Platform, which provides 
information on the set of entities participating in at least one 
registered partnership. Since these organizations participate 
voluntarily, using this registry list would correspond to a 
“coalition of the willing”. In this limited sense, a database 
approach could help to identify relevant partners.

To apply the framework to say integrated SDG13 imple-
mentation in a particular SIDS, several studies of SDG13 
linkages are available (Nerini et al. 2019; IPCC 2018), with 
some using empirical evidence from SIDS (Fuldauer et al. 
2021). Based on the list of organizations participating in 
SIDS partnerships, implementation responsibilities could 
be gleamed from observed partnering activities to highlight 
actors’ alignment to the SDGs (in addition to consulting 
organization’s mandates/mission statements). A dashboard 
can then be assembled using SDSN’s SIDS indicator set 
(SDSN 2021), first-order challenges assessed at country-
level, and recommendations made on those actors whose 

participation could help to deliver a more integrated 
approach to transnational implementation.

Example 3. Energy compacts for SDG7 
implementation

At the international level, the brokering of partnerships is 
largely event driven (Chan et al. 2021; Pattberg et al. 2012; 
Andonova and Levy 2003). While many commitments are 
often announced at high-level events (e.g., UN Climate 
Summits), participation in these events is typically based on 
actor’s institutional memberships and networks rather than 
evidence-based methods to engage stakeholders (Pattberg 
et al. 2018). In addition, many events promote an individual 
goal approach. For example, climate events mostly focus 
on “bridging” the emissions gap despite strong connections 
between climate action and other aspects of sustainable 
development (Chan et al. 2020, 2021).

To support integrated implementation, the framework 
could be applied to specific events to identify relevant actors 
to engage. For instance, similar to the Race to Net Zero dia-
logues led by UNFCCC, UN Energy (in collaboration with 
UNDESA) oversaw the preparatory process for the High-
level Dialogue in September 2021 to accelerate progress 
on Clean Energy (SDG7). The aim of the dialogue was to 
mobilize commitments (“Energy Compacts”) across the 
multilateral system in areas such as universal energy access 
and energy transition. Each thematic discussion was led by 

Departments* SDG14 Pressures Impacts Responses 

DAFM Sustainable Fisheries Sustainable Agriculture   

IEBD Employment Innovation 

DCCAE 

Climate Mitigation   

Renewable Energy 

Municipal Waste 

DCHG  Biodiversity Threats   

NIFD Finance 

DFAT Economic Benefits  

HoD Nutrition/Obesity   

DHPLG 
Marine Protection Wastewater Treatment 

Marine Pollution 

EJD Gender Equality Corruption 

DPER 
Sustainable 
Infrastructure 

Inclusive Decision 
Making 

(b) 

Fig. 2  (continued)
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a UN agency or Intergovernmental Organization (IGO) and 
participation in these discussions is for the most part limited 
to organizations with UN consultative status.

To assess participation in these dialogues and to bring 
together relevant actors from across the multilateral system, 
the framework could be applied to each thematic challenge 
and actor types covering UN agencies, IGOs, and NGOs. 
Given the issue, e.g., universal energy access, energy tran-
sition, mappings of SDG7 interactions (e.g., ICSU 2017; 
Nerini et al. 2017; McCollum et al. 2018) could be applied 
at global level. A dashboard could then be constructed using 
SDG data and indicators to assess the main issues facing the 
planet on SDG7 and the challenges in interconnected areas. 
To gleam actor’s responsibilities, the UN maintains a list 
of all NGOs in consultative status with the UN. Therefore, 
mission statements for these organizations and the man-
dates of UN agencies and IGOs could help identify actors’ 
responsibilities.

Example 4. Integrated multilateral 
responses to crises

To deal with current and emerging crises, the pandemic has 
highlighted the importance of effective transnational coop-
eration, especially for developing countries (Klingebiel and 
Gonsior 2020). Over a year ago, the UN reformed its devel-
opment system to improve coordination among UN agencies 
to help deliver coordinated support to developing countries 
and progress on the SDGs (United Nations 2019b). Each 
country’s Resident Coordinator (RC) acts as a focal point in 
the system to align UN agencies to the government’s national 
development priorities (United Nations 2019b; Chimhowu 
et al. 2019). Typically, when a crisis happens, governments 
request support from the UN and the 40 or so UN agencies 
respond often in a siloed uncoordinated manner, assessing 
the impact of the crisis in its issue area and making recom-
mendations based on its particular focus, e.g., environmental 
issues (UNEP), social protection (UNDP), capacity of the 
health system (WHO), etc.

To assist the RCs and UN Country Teams (UNCTs) on 
which agencies to engage and on what issues, the framework 
could be applied to the specific crisis related SDG using off-
the-shelf SDG mappings, expert appraisal of linkages and/or 
stakeholder consultation. A dashboard could be constructed 
monitoring progress in related areas using country-level 
SDG data and indicators (SDSN 2021) with responsibilities 
determined from UN agencies mandates and mission state-
ments. To broaden the coalition, the framework could be 
applied to other stakeholder groups including the country’s 
government ministries, donors, and NGOs operating in the 
country. Using the UN registry of NGOs in consultative sta-
tus, UN agencies and UNCTs could refine this list to NGOs 

operating in the country. Information on ministries’ respon-
sibilities can be supplied by the national government. Simi-
larly, the OECD records member state donations and their 
activities. An advantage of the approach is that if stream-
lined (e.g., supported by a technical team at UNCT work-
ing in collaboration with ministries and technical partners) 
it could provide a way to systematically approach relevant 
actors and clarify their roles and responsibilities in address-
ing the crisis to help deliver a more coordinated response.

Discussion

Coalition building and data gaps

The examples suggest that an iterative application of the 
framework aimed at building coalitions one stakeholder 
group at a time is feasible in several contexts important for 
accelerating action on the SDGs. However, large knowl-
edge gaps particularly for SDG interactions across scales 
are likely to restrict its application to certain stakeholder 
groups and dimensions without further progress in this area.

Although the examples did not attempt to deal with verti-
cal integration in a substantive way, the strategies proposed 
to identify relevant actors at international and national levels 
appear less useful for integration across scales and appli-
cations at subnational level. For example, inventories such 
as government mappings and UN registries are only avail-
able for a few stakeholder groups (ministries, UN agencies, 
NGOs). Local actors and grassroots organizations tend to 
lack visibility in these registries (Chan et al. 2021). While 
NGOs, subnational governments and local communities can 
help to identify lists of actors who might be relevant at sub-
national levels, SDG interaction studies and dashboards tend 
to have greater coverage at national level.

Promising developments that could broaden the frame-
works applicability include the rapidly evolving literature 
on subnational interactions (Alcamo et al. 2020; Xu et al. 
2021), increasing emergence of SDG open data portals and 
citizen science data at subnational levels (Allen et al. 2021b; 
de Sherbinin et al 2021), as well as geospatial data and meth-
ods for local stakeholder identification (SDSN et al. 2019). 
Continued developments in these areas offer unprecedented 
opportunities to enable more data-driven approaches to 
partnerships.

Technical capabilities and stakeholder engagement

A second issue concerns the technical capabilities and 
resources that lead actors require to apply the different steps 
of the framework.

At first glance, the framework appears to triple the techni-
cal demands highlighted in the literature on SDG interactions 
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(Allen et al. 2021a, b). However, the aim of applications 
is to identify relevant actors rather than to precisely assess 
actual interactions. It is envisaged that once the partnership 
is implemented, stakeholders working in partnership will 
shed greater light on actual interactions in specific contexts 
(Nilsson et al. 2018). Furthermore, only certain steps of the 
framework need to be applied, e.g., dispensing with indi-
cator steps 4 and 5 with stakeholders assessing challenges 
in step 5. The main point here is that applications of the 
framework can strike different balances between technical 
requirements and stakeholder engagement.

While the examples suggest public actors such as devel-
oped country governments, UN Agencies, UNCTs should 
invest in dedicated multi-disciplinary teams and technical 
capacities to harness collaborative implementation, a prior-
ity for the research community more generally should be 
to develop low-cost rapid assessment (LCRA) approaches 
for contexts where resources and technical capabilities are 
low (Allen et al. 2021a, b). LCRA might include the use of 
generic off-the-shelf mappings or interaction matrices for 
specific SDGs and targets or guideline reports that standard-
ize SDG responsibilities for different actor types. LCRAs 
combined with stakeholder consultation and technical assis-
tance could significantly reduce technical requirements and 
broaden applications to many contexts.

How do priorities get selected in different contexts?

Careful consideration needs to be given to costs and ben-
efits of real-world applications of BBPs. Partnerships can 
entail significant upfront investment, transaction costs, pro-
cess management and dedicated leadership (Pattberg and 
Widerberg 2016). In addition, there are opportunity costs 
to partnering (forgone actions). Ideally, applications should 
focus on entry points where accelerated joint actions can 
deliver greatest impact for the SDGs Decade of Action and 
where there is broad stakeholder buy-in.

Though the framework may appear to support top–down 
approaches to implementation, it is silent on which entry 
points are selected and through what governance process. 
For instance, the framework could be aligned with goals pri-
oritized through national policy processes (VNRs, National 
Development Plans) or expert-driven processes such as 
scientific panels (IPCC, Science Panel for the Amazon). 
Alternatively, priorities could come from deliberative pro-
cedures, e.g., deliberative mini-publics (Curato et al. 2021; 
Farrell et al. 2019; Elstub et al. 2021) or collective visioning 
processes (Beck et al. 2021; Scoones et al. 2020; Beck and 
Forsyth 2020; Beck and Mahony 2017). Since partnerships 
are a mechanism to deliver “agreed” goals, regardless of 
how the goal is actually agreed, a partnership approach can 
align either with expert-centered (“bring the stakeholders on 

board” views) or “co-productionist” approaches (“bring the 
stakeholders together”) (Oomen et al. 2021; Jasanoff 2004).

A second key issue concerns how synergies and trade-offs 
might be managed through partnerships. While partnerships 
can help to bring together different stakeholders to negotiate 
SDG interactions and prioritize different courses of action, 
this leaves open the question of how joint actions will be 
negotiated in practice. Here, issues of power, agency, and 
control will be important (Beck et al. 2021; Stoddard et al. 
2021). The partnership literature recognizes unequal patterns 
of engagement as a risk of partnerships especially where 
unequal resource relations result in exclusion or cooption 
of smaller partners (Chan et al. 2019; Hale 2004). Various 
means are available to minimize this challenge, such as 
internal governance arrangements, decision-making pro-
cesses, investments in actors capacity to partner, trained 
stakeholder representatives for vulnerable groups, and pro-
fessional orchestrators (Prescott and Stibbe 2020; Stibbe and 
Prescott 2020; Fowler and Biekart 2017).

Conclusion

Whereas the focus in the literature on SDG implementation 
has been on identifying and assessing linkages, develop-
ing tools, and gathering evidence on SDG interactions, less 
attention has been devoted to how SDG linkages can be used 
to foster collaborative approaches to integrated implementa-
tion. A key challenge for operationalizing such an approach 
is knowing the right actors to engage, on what challenges, 
and for what purpose. It is acknowledged that linkages 
across sectors, scales, and actors could provide an evidence 
base to assess and forge partnerships for implementation, 
however, technical tools that could help to identify relevant 
partners have been notably lacking in the literature.

The role of indicators in promoting an integrated approach 
although alluded to by several scholars (Alcamo 2019) has 
been insufficiently examined. Indicators in related issues 
areas can act as useful communication devices between 
actors helping to frame and coordinate actions across diverse 
actors (Horan 2020a). The dashboard approach to engage-
ment and coordination presented here offers an interesting 
avenue for future research on SDG implementation.

Mapping responsibilities is a major challenge. Not 
enough attention has been given to roles and responsibili-
ties of different stakeholder groups in integrated imple-
mentation. Furthermore, institutional arrangements to 
support collaborative implementation are also needed 
(Breuer et al. 2019b; Tosun and Leininger 2017; Zusman 
and Amanuma 2018; Horan 2019b; Singh et al. 2021). The 
issue of how to institutionalize and incentivize participa-
tion and how to bring relevant actors on board is an impor-
tant issue. Common challenges are a lack of organizational 
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structures to support partnering, and inadequate human 
resources, skills, and funds to partner (UNDESA 2016). 
Though not addressed in this paper, enabling collaborative 
implementation requires not just technical tools to bring 
actors together but also deeper institutional and organiza-
tion reforms to fully operationalize this approach. 
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