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COULD THE SDGS DELIVER 
ON THEIR PROMISES? 

We are a third of the way towards 2030, target date 
for the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 
Gary Rynhart and Jan Vandemoortele differ over 

how likely the Goals are to be achieved. 

GARY: The SDGs cover a huge number 
of seemingly intractable issues . What 
might surprise many people is that there 
is a good chance they will succeed . There 
are six reasons to be optimistic. First , the 
fact that 191 countries actually agreed 
the SDGs is in itself somewhat astonish 
ing. Anybody familiar with how inter
national negotiations are conducted will 
testify to that. 

Second, the SDGs are mobilizing 
all development organizations around 
the Goals. In the past, funds to support 
poverty reduction or other social or health 
objectives were more scattered and driven 
by the individual donors' priorities. 

Third, the role of the private sector 
is central to efforts to achieve the Goals 
- which was not the case in the past. 
Fourth, this is a time of massive techno
logical innovation, when technology is 
speeding up and transforming the devel 
opment process. 

Fifth, generational change. Survey 
after survey shows that firms offering 
millennial employees a compelling vision 
related to advancing a social or environ
mental issue will get trac-

JAN: The chance the SDGs will succeed 
is nil. There are six reasons to keep a 
sense of realism . First , a recent assess 
ment by the European Commission 
claimed that European countries lead 
globally on the SD Gs, but had to add that 
none are on track to achieve the Goals by 
2030. In other words , eve n those in the 
lead lag behind ! 

Second, the SDGs are not really mobi
lizing people or communities , mostly 
because of their complex nature. Jour
nalists , teachers and preachers seldom 
mention them; civil society hardly uses 
them to keep government accountable , as 
was the case with the Millennium Devel
opment Goals (MDGs). 

Third, the private sector has engaged 
with the SDGs , yet it remains an open 
question whether this will fo ster pro
gress . Fourth, the belief in tech no -fixes is 
widespread, but development is foremos< 
about transformation. Reducing mater
nal mortality, for example, is as much 
about changing attitudes vis -a-vis women 
as providing adequate healthcare . 

Fifth. the evidence that corporate 
behaviour has fundamen 

tion . There is increasingly 
an expectation on business 
that it should play a wider 
soc ial role . This is fe eding 
int o the calculus of compa
ni es a nd changing corpo 
ra te behaviour. 

f'in a lly, a big diffe re nce 
be twee n thi s e ffort to end 
1he big gl o ba l proble m s 
a nd pre vio us a ttempt s is 
th e unre lenting foc us on 
m easuring a nd re porting 
progress . 

WHAT MIGHT 
SURPRISE MANY 
PEOPLE IS THAT 

THERE IS A GOOD 
CHANCE THE SDGS 

WILL SUCCEED 
-GARY 

tally changed is slim, while 
examples of continued mis
behaviour are rife. The SDGs 
have not changed the logic 
of the big players, who tend 

to put profits before people 
and planet. Governments 
that approved the SDGs 
have by a nd large stuck to 

business as usual too. 
Finally, the SDGs mostlY 

consist of fuzzy and woolly 
targets that cannot be 
objectively verified. 
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ARY: One of the reasons there is such 
G •n11·5m about the SDGs is the wider pess1 · 

atl·ve that th ings are terrible . It ha s narr . 
become increasingly common to read 
doom-laden articles on t~e state of 
modern society 111 _ the med ia . Extreme 

ertv on the increase . Wars and pov , 
fam ine everywhere. The end of democ-
racy and so on . . 

It is an embedded narrative . However, 
it is simply not true . 

The world is actually more peaceful 
than at any time. The number of con 
flict s between countries is at its lowest . 
The world is richer than ever before . 
And fewer people are living in extreme 
poverty. These are all indisputable facts . 

Much of this can be attributed to the 
concerted efforts by the UN over the past 
20 years to develop a consensus on how 
to tackle the big issues of our time - wars , 
poverty, famine and d isease - and to 
measure the impact of those efforts. The 
MD Gs more than halved the number of 
people suffering from hunger; massively 
expanded universal primary education; 
reduced the child mortality rate by more 
than half: and halved the global maternal 
mortality ratio. 

What the MDGs did and the SDGs are 
now doing was create a well -signposted 
roadmap that outli nes 'what success 
looks li ke ' and that all development 
actors can support . 

JAN: So-called indisputable fact s can be 
subjective . Agreed , survival , nutrition and 
education have improved globally. But if 
th is era is relatively peace -

a 'reliable way to make people bel ieve in 
falsehoods is frequent repetit ion'. Thus 
beware of ' facts by repetition'. 

And what about massive inequal
ity? Evidence shows that h igh inequal ity 
exerts an inordinate and harmful influ
ence on the way we fe el, think, behave 
and relate to each other. People who feel 
poor have as many years from their life 
subtracted as those who are poor. Why do 
so many people, even in rich countries, 
feel part of the precariat , despite unprec
edented global wealth? 

Aggregate statistics may be useful to 
paint an optim istic picture of the world , 
but they overgeneralize and oversimplify 
reality. At best, they tell part of the story; 
at worst, they mislead us . 

No, this is no t simply that you see the 
glass as half full and I see it as half empty. 
I am not a d isciple of Schopenhauer, the 
philosopher whose pessimism was leg
endary, but rather cautioned by Kierkeg
aard 's concept of 'subjective truth '. 

GARY: A key reason to be hopeful that 
the SDGs can be achieved is generational 
change. According to Global Shapers (the 
most recent data from this worldwide 
survey are from 2017), whether directly 
or indirectly, in relation to the SDGs 
82 per cent of the young people surveyed 
claim to take a role in achieving them. 

The fact that not all respondents 
know what the SDGs are (some 45 per 
cent) means the UN has lots more to do 
to communicate them. But it's indica
tive of the way young people view the 

big issues . 
Take the emotive topic ful , why is the number of 

displaced people in the 
World at record h ighs? 

Regarding extreme 
~oven y, I wish the narra-
l!ve w . ere true. But 1t has 

b
~ or,e to do with 'repetition 
•as than . h . wn rea lity. T he truth . h is t at a dollar a day 

doesn't k eep poverty away as th W , . e orld Bank stat istics w 
ant us to believe. 

" Psychologist Danie l l\ahne 
man explains that 

THE CHANCE THE 
SDGS WILL SUCCEED 
IS NIL. WE NEED TO 
TRANSFORM HOW 
WE ORGANIZE AND 

PERCEIVE THE WORLD 
-JAN 

of refugees. To the pro
posed statement 'I would 
welcome refugees in .. .' most 
respondents answered ·my 
count ry ', 'my neighbour
hood ' and 'my city ', wh ile 
over one-quarter ind icated 
'my home'! . 

Accord ing to a Delo11te 
2019 survey more Mil
lenn ials and Gen Zers 
say they want 10 ·make 
a positive impact on~ 
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