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Abstract 

The SDGs form by design an integrated agenda that brings together many of the economic, social and 

environmental dimensions of development and are celebrated as indivisible recognising that achieving 

sustainable development will require addressing all the SDGs. Moving from the aspirational goals to 

implementation on the ground comes with two important considerations: 1. Prioritising and 

implementing the SDGs need to be fully cognizant of the synergies and conflicts between SDGs. 2. The 

SDGs need to be translated and integrated within national policies to drive change and mobilise actors. 

The International Science Council has a programme to understand the interactions between SDG 

targets to identify nodes of interaction where actions, including policy actions, are most likely to have 

impact. These can then be prioritised. Further the spill-over effects and trade-offs can be made more 

apparent to policymakers and influence their option-taking. The programme has developed an online 

software tool to score between goals or targets (based on a seven-point scale describing the level of 

influence of one target on another) and visualising the web of links between SDGs. This paper reports 

on the initial outcomes of a project to explore SDG interlinkages from the outlook of the Republic of 

Ireland’s national priorities and context in order to arrive at a consensus map showing critical policy 

nodes to advance SDGs implementation and monitoring from the perspective of the role the 

environment plays in sustainable development. The results signpost the challenges for the 

interpretation of SDGs in the context of national priorities and circumstances to facilitate integration 

of sustainability goals with those of social and economic development. 

Introduction 

The 17 SDGs and their 169 targets provide the means to achieve the aspirations of the 2030 Agenda 

[1,2], and poses conceptual as well as implementation challenges that will require collaboration 

between the policy and scientific communities and other stakeholders [3,4]. The scientific and 

governance challenges of the SDG framework to be transformative and universal in order to achieve 

“Poverty eradication, changing unsustainable and promoting sustainable patterns of consumption and 

production and protecting and managing the natural resource base of economic and social 

development” [5] has been the subject of debate [3,6,7]. Studies addressing the universal nature of 

the SDGs have focussed on the identification of interactions and interlinkages between SDGs, their 

targets and whether the interactions are synergistic or trade-offs [8,9]. A number of tools have been 
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developed that visualise the multiplicity of interlinkages between SDGs and targets based on 

published literature [9–11], and the complexity these lead to for policy [9]. 

The connection between SDGs and policy is a critical challenge for the success of the 2030 Agenda and 

policy coherence as a key approach to foster synergies across economic, social and environmental 

policy areas, as well as reconciling trade-offs where policy areas potentially lead to conflicting 

outcomes [12–14]. Whether implementation of SDGs is likely to lead to synergistic or trade-off 

outcomes has been the focus of studies on the interlinkages between SDGs and their targets [8–

10,15]. At a national level, understanding interlinkages across SDG targets will not in itself lead to 

policy coherency but depends on to what extent approaches exist for competent authorities to 

integrate their roles and responsibilities across policy domains [16,17]. At the international level there 

is some guidance for mainstreaming SDGs [18,19], but at the national level this has often not got 

beyond labelling national policy actions with their associated SDGs. Governments face an ever 

increasing complexity of balancing economic, social and environmental interests that requires 

prioritisation and negotiation involving all parts of government [20]. To this end mainstreaming SDGs 

into national policy, plans and strategies and integrating them into national objectives for sustainable 

development is considered an important activity [21]. A recent study found that EU Member States 

are integrating SDGs into national strategies [22]. While Member States have taken steps to enhance 

horizontal policy coordination, there is a continuing need to better mainstream sustainability into 

national planning processes in a way that enhances collaboration across Government and addresses 

governance principles of the 2030 Agenda that demand: 

Interconnectedness and indivisibility so the 17 SDGs are implemented in their entirety 

supported by policy integration, coherence, and coordination. 

Universality to consider the interconnectedness of internal and external policies that are 

aligned with implementing the SDGs and Agenda 2030. 

At a national level the SDGs present a challenge because action to meet one SDG and/or its targets 

could have unintended consequences on others if they are pursued separately. Analysis is also 

required to reconcile the fact that the categorisation of the SDGs does not fit well with the way in 

which governments operate and are organised. Practitioner and academic communities have 

recognised the need to provide support to policy makers to more effectively understand and use the 

nature of interactions between SDGs/targets – both positive and negative – to plan and drive coherent 

and efficient policy design and implementation [13,23]. 
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This paper reports on a national example from a programme led by the International Science Council 

to design the means to enable and facilitate the collaboration and cooperation between actors 

necessary to disrupt institutional silos [6] that are at the core of realising an integrated and universal 

approach to sustainable development. The paper firstly identifies the institutional complexity for SDG 

implementation in the Republic of Ireland, and the institutional challenges to develop more coherent 

approaches to SDG implementation. Secondly, a tool that enables interdepartmental collaboration in 

interpreting SDG interlinkages in the context of national policy to realise the opportunities presented 

by the universality and interconnectedness of the SDGs and their targets is presented. The tool is a 

development from one first employed by the Stockholm Environment Institute [15]. 

SDG implementation in Ireland 

In 2012 Ireland published “Our sustainable future: A Framework for Sustainable Development for 

Ireland” [24] to take into account developments at international and EU level designed to deliver an 

effective transition to an innovative, low carbon and resource efficient future that decouples 

environmental degradation and resource consumption from economic and social development. ‘Our 

Sustainable Future’ sets out the challenges facing Ireland and proposes actions across some seventy 

measures to promote clean energy, more sustainable approaches to agriculture and transport, and 

for the conservation and management of natural resources to ensure their sustainability for future 

Figure 1. Themes and principles for sustainable 
development outlined in "Our Sustainable Futures" 
aligned against relevant SDGs as identified in Ireland’s 
National Implementation Plan (NIP) [26]. 
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generations. This has been aligned with Ireland’s approach to the 2030 Agenda and SDGs that 

recognises that sustainable development relates to equitable approaches to the economy, society and 

environment within limits where the needs of the present do not jeopardise the needs of the future 

(Figure 1). 

To realise both Ireland’s national sustainable development plan and the 2030 Agenda the Department 

of the Taoiseach, with support from the National Sustainable Development Unit, chairs a Senior 

Officials Group (SOG), made up of Assistant Secretaries from all Government Departments, to provide 

strategic coordination and to report to Cabinet to ensure coordination across government 

departments through a whole-of-government approach [25]. The SOG is assisted by an SDG 

Interdepartmental Working Group [IDWG], comprised of representatives from all Government 

Departments. This structure aims to facilitate information sharing, discussion and negotiation on a 

coordinated response to SDG implementation and address (potential) trade-offs to promote policy 

coherence whilst line departments retain responsibility for implementing the elements of the SDGs 

most relevant to their work [26]. The IDWG, chaired by the Department of Communications, Climate 

Action and Environment (DCCAE), is responsible for developing national policy in relation to SDG 

implementation.  

Figure 2. Distribution of Lead Government Depts (left) at the level of the 17 SDGs (middle) and distribution of 
Stakeholder Government Depts (right) to the 17 SDGs. 14 out of 16 Government Depts are in the Lead Group 
(Department of Rural and Community Development and DEFENCE are not a Lead Dept. for any SDG). All 16 
Government Depts are represented in the Stakeholder group. The Department of the Taoiseach is not included 
in this analysis as it has overarching responsibility across all 17 SDGs. Note that 1 SDG (SDG 17) under a ‘Lead’ 
heading and 2 SDGs under ‘Stakeholder’ (SDG 10 & 17) have ‘All’ Depts. allocated to them for at least 1 of their 
targets. Source: Authors elaboration based on [26]. 
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Ireland’s SDG National Implementation Plan (NIP) identifies policy coherence as a strategic priority 

[26]. The NIP identifies how Government Departments, through existing national policies, are already 

contributing to achieving the SDGs and how national policies and targets correspond to the SDGs 

global vision. The complex equation of synergies and trade-offs across the whole spectrum of policy 

areas and individual Department portfolios covered by the SDGs requires prioritisation and 

negotiation involving all parts of government [20] to address increasingly complex economic, social 

and environmental challenges. Within this arrangement, line departments retain responsibility for 

implementing the elements of the SDGs most relevant to their work [26]. However, an EU-wide study 

[22] noted that, while Ireland’s NIP was characterised by a ‘whole-of-Government’ approach and the 

SDGs were to be directly incorporated into a new foreign policy strategy (launched in 2018 [27]), the 

National Planning Framework to 2040 [28] and the strategy for public capital investment in the 

National Development Plan 2018-2027 [29] do not explicitly include a focus on the SDGs. Each SDG 

target has had a Lead Department, Stakeholder Departments and associated policy documents 

assigned to it (Figure 2). 

Further analysis showed that: 

➢ There is an uneven spread of allocation as Lead Department across Government to the SDGs 

and Targets (Figure 3). 

➢ The Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) is the department with the most 

connections to SDG Targets as Lead and Stakeholder. As Lead department this is primarily a 

Figure 3. The number of times each Government department is aligned to a SDG target as either a Lead 
Department or as a Stakeholder department. ‘All’ is where all 17 Government departments are aligned and 
‘Blank’ is the number of times no department is aligned to a SDG target showing that there is no SDG target with 
no associated Lead Government department but there are 52 targets where there is no aligned Stakeholder 
Government department. 
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consequence of their alignment to nearly all Means of Implementation (MoI) targets. 

Conversely, most departments are aligned only to Outcome focussed targets either as Lead or 

Stakeholder. 

➢ 52 of the 169 targets only have a Lead Department allocated to them with no Stakeholder 

Departments identified (Figure 3 and Annex 1 of [26]). 

➢ In conjunction with the alignment of Departments to SDGs and targets, some 118 policy 

documents (including all plans, programmes, strategies and legislation) from 16 (of the 17) 

Government Departments and some EU legislation (Directives) and regional and international 

obligations (e.g. OSPAR and CDB respectively) have been identified as containing objectives 

that intersect with the ambition outlined by SDG targets (Annex 2 of [26]). 

➢ Variance was found in the distribution of both the number of policy documents and 

Government departments aligned to any given SDG target with most targets are only aligned 

with one Department and its own policy document/s with few instances of Stakeholder 

Departments contributing policy documents to any given target (Figure 4). This variance was 

found to become more complex when the distribution of Lead and Stakeholder departments 

and policy documents with SDG targets is considered (Figure 5). Within this variation there are 

only 25 targets that include policy documents from Stakeholder departments; 5 targets where 

a Lead department does not also have an associated policy document; and 7 targets that have 

associated policy documents not belonging to either Lead or Stakeholder departments. This 

suggests that in most cases Stakeholder Departments have an interest in the ‘outcome’ of the 

implementation of any given SDG target, but this is not necessarily reflected in their 

Departmental responsibilities. It may also mean that there is little facility for a Lead 

Department to be able to assess how its own policies impact upon other policy areas. 

Figure 4. Left: The number of policy documents (from Lead and Stakeholder departments) aligned to a SDG target 
showing that for one target (16.3) a Lead (no Stakeholder) department is allocated but no policy document has 
been identified. Most targets have only 1 or 2 policy documents considered relevant to its implementation. 
Right: The total number of Government departments aligned to a SDG target showing that most targets are 
considered relevant to the mandate of only 1 or 2 Government departments. 5 targets are considered relevant 
to the mandates of all 17 Government departments. 
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➢ Considering individual policy documents, it was found that some individual policy documents 

have very specific alignment to a defined target, others have alignment to multiple SDGs and 

targets. 

The implications from this analysis suggests that there is an absence of policy association between 

Lead and Stakeholder departments with each SDG target that could mean that activity by any given 

Department enacting policy under its jurisdiction could compete with that from other departments. 

Such an outcome could mean that stewardship of any given target is not widely spread and, given that 

an interest has been identified, could lead to a break down in supporting institutional mechanisms 

(e.g., an absence of policy integration) and policy interactions (e.g., contrasting policy objectives). 

Furthermore, there is a disconnect between alignment of Lead Departments between Outcome and 

Means of Implementation targets, which is not always addressed by the assignment of Stakeholder 

departments that could lead to weak institutional mechanisms to ensure ‘joined-up’ delivery of the 

SDGs. In addition, Means of Implementation targets are predominantly associated with Ireland’s non-

domestic contribution towards achieving global goals, which could mean that there is a disconnect 

between the management of an activity with actions designed to achieve its desired outcome, and 

transboundary aspects (the link between domestic activity on non-domestic outcomes) are missing.  

Figure 5. Left: The frequency of the number of Govt. departments that are aligned with a SDG target with and 
without policy documents. ‘0’ represents one occasion where a SDG target has no policy documents associated 
with it and 11 occasions where all departments aligned with a SDG target also had policy documents associated 
with it. 16 represents 5 occasions where All Government departments are aligned with a SDG target but only one 
of them has a policy document associated with it. ‘1’ represents that for 138 SDG targets only 1 department has 
policy documents associated it, while on 70 occasions a department aligned with an SDG target did not have a 
policy document also associated. ‘2’ represents 28 occasions where 2 departments had policy documents 
associated with it, while on 21 occasions 2 departments aligned with an SDG target did not also have a policy 
document also associated, etc. 
Right: The frequency of the number departments aligned with SDG targets either as Lead or Stakeholder 
departments. On 162 occasions there is only 1 Lead department aligned, 6 occasions where 2 Lead departments 
are aligned but never 3 or more except on one occasion (Target 17.17) where all Government Departments are 
identified as Lead departments. Although most SDG targets have only 1 Stakeholder department aligned to it on 
22 occasions there are 3 or more Stakeholder departments aligned, including 4 occasions where all departments 
are aligned as Stakeholder departments. 
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However, a preliminary analysis of the association of SDGs with the 8 objective areas of Ireland’s 

sustainable development policy has identified that the Biosphere, Social and Economic sub-sets of 

SDGs cross-cut multiple objectives (Figure 6). This could mean that the SDGs provide an opportunity 

for policy coherence across implementation of Ireland’s policy portfolio (i.e., more than a reporting 

structure). For instance, the SDGs can integrate across sustainable development categories: For 

instance, respect for ecological integrity and biodiversity is linked through SDG 13 to Equity between 

generations and Economy. In the same vein, the Biosphere grouping of SDGs integrates across 5 

sustainable development categories. 

Developing a tool to support SDG implementation 

Institutional interactions have been shown to be important to achieving policy integration and policy 

coherence in support of the 2030 Agenda and SDG implementation, and in particular to address the 

interlinkages between SDGs and their targets which characterise the Agenda’s universality, 

Figure 6. Association of SDG Wedding cake configuration into Economic, Society and Biosphere categories with 
SDGs and the categories of sustainable development identified in Sustainable development: A strategy for 
Ireland [3]. Source: Authors elaboration based on [1]. 
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indivisibility and interconnectedness [13,30–33]. There are many SDG implementation initiatives1 

underway that seek to bring expertise, tools and approaches to support countries’ and stakeholders’ 

efforts in implementing the SDGs through provision of technical solutions for the implementation of 

individual SDGs and targets. Tools that enable and facilitate engagement across multiple areas of 

government and policy to exploit benefits and opportunities arising from SDG synergies, whilst 

mitigating trade-offs, are less common. An assortment of tools and frameworks, some bespoke and 

others adapted from pre-existing ones, have been advocated in support of SDG implementation and 

an integrated agenda for national and international development [34,35]. A number of these tools 

and frameworks are focussed on the type of future that may emerge from the successful 

implementation of the SDGs (e.g. Qualitative scenario building) – and specifically addressing links 

between the economic, social and environmental dimensions of investment, trade and related 

economic activity (e.g. Input-output analysis) [35,36]. 

Since the adoption of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development attention has been paid to how 

to deliver the SDGs and targets as an “indivisible whole” nature, with the objectives to propose viable 

methods and tools for integrated planning of their implementation (Figure 4) [37–40]. Such efforts are 

critical to overcome traditional compartmentalisation of Government organisation that leads to 

conflicts of interest, interpretations of sustainable development and decreases coherence and 

transformative opportunities of policy implementation [41–43]. Efforts to develop a better 

understanding of the linkages among the SDGs, both at the Goal level and among their targets, have 

focussed on the intersections (meeting points) and complex causal relationships to model the network 

of interlinkages and analysing clusters of issues ([44], Table 2).  

Table 1. Examples of tools highlighted by the SDG Knowledge Hub as approaches and tools available to analyse 
and understand linkages, and to examine the impacts of specific policies and strategies on interlinked issues. 
Source [47]. 

 

1 See for instance https://sdghelpdesk.unescap.org/toolboxes which is the Sustainable Development Goals Help 
Desk that provides a one-stop online service providing access to Sustainable Development Goal (SDG)-related 
tools, knowledge products, data portals, expertise and advice. 

Source Details Reference 

UN Department of Economic 
and Social Affairs (DESA) 

Network mapping technique derived from social network analysis to 
provide a map of direct references in SDG targets to other SDGs, based 
on the wording of the targets. 

The result is a visual representation of the references between SDGs 
and targets to make linkages explicit for institutions whose work often 
focuses on issues within a specific Goal 

[10,45] 

The Stakeholder Forum Classification of Type and Nature of SDG Interlinkages by defining eight 
types of interactions that are grouped into three categories: 
Supporting; enabling/disenabling; and relying. 

The analysis suggests that  identifying the type of interlinkage can help 
policy makers amplify the impact of policies and identify “missing 

[46,47] 

https://sdghelpdesk.unescap.org/toolboxes
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There are a growing number of tools introduced to explore interactions and interlinkages between 

SDGs and targets to assist implementation of existing policy, as well as design of future policy, to meet 

the aspirations of the 2030 Agenda and sectoral implementation processes [49]. These tools address 

such aspects as descriptive analysis of potentials, scientific methods for quantifying and qualifying 

interactions, as well as guidelines for integrated policymaking [op. cit.]. However, there is not currently 

a tool that enables and facilitates conversations between policymakers around how SDG interactions 

impact upon their own policy area, or how existing and planned policy in a national context interacts 

with the SDGs and their targets. 

Most existing tools do not include interactive features with interfaces that greatly facilitate 

participation and engagement associated with SDG assessment and those that do are usually not 

(fully) open source; their application is resource-intense, often specialised and technical, both in terms 

of time and money [49]. The Stockholm Environment Institute (SEI) have demonstrated a practical 

approach to support decision-makers and practitioners faced with questions of what progress on one 

target mean for progress in the other targets, and how to prioritize action [15]. This approach 

linkages,” that policy makers can consider ways of creating such 
linkages through national policies that ensure further integration of 
SDG implementation in accordance with national priorities and 
circumstances. 

The Millennium Institute The Integrated Sustainable Development Goals Planning Model (iSDG) 
as a simulation tool to help policy makers understand the 
interconnections among the SDGs and their targets, enabling them to 
design synergistic strategies for SDG implementation. The Model 
includes a broad selection of tools to conduct an in-depth analysis of 
the simulated outcomes, including a Synergy Assessment Tool to 
assesses the contribution of each policy within a broader SDG strategy 
and reveals the synergies or trade-offs that might emerge from 
interactions among different policies. 

For each SDG, the Model offers a range of interventions that are 
expected to affect progress towards that Goal. Policy makers can select 
different levels of investment for each intervention and see how the 
country’s progress towards that goal and all other SDGs changes. 

https://ww
w.millenniu
m-
institute.or
g/isdg 

 

The Organization for Economic 
Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) 

The OECD New Framework Policy Coherence for Sustainable 
Development aims to assist countries in updating current institutional 
mechanisms, processes and practices towards policy coherence to 
ensure they are “fit for purpose” for SDG implementation that can be 
adapted to national circumstances. 

The PCSD Screening tool includes options for monitoring data, 
indicators modelling tools and other approaches available to track 
institutional mechanisms, policy interactions, and policy effects. 

[13] 

OECD Measuring distance to SDG targets uses indicators aligned with 
UN Global Indicator list and assesses 105 of 169 targets at country-level, 
and for only 87 of these it has been possible to assess whether 
indicators have been moving towards the target levels, rather than 
away from them. 

The assessment is based only on what can be measured at present. Data 
coverage is poorest on some of the planet-related goals, such as Oceans 
and Sustainable Production, and best in relation to goals on Health and 
Education. 

[48] 

https://www.millennium-institute.org/isdg
https://www.millennium-institute.org/isdg
https://www.millennium-institute.org/isdg
https://www.millennium-institute.org/isdg
https://www.millennium-institute.org/isdg
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demonstrates a practical approach for gaining a systemic and contextual perspective on the SDGs by 

using a 7-point scale on the nature of interactions developed by ICSU and SEI (Figure 7) [8,50], a cross-

impact matrix and network analysis techniques. The scoring scale extends beyond the common but 

overly simplified dichotomy of synergies vs. trade-offs categorisation to one that supports policy 

coherence by an assessment of interlinkages that focuses on the degree to which instruments and 

actions to pursue one set of objectives affect our ability to pursue another set [15,50]. The scale is 

intuitive and relatively  easy to use as a first level of assessment of the interlinkages at the level of 

SDG, targets, or at the level of policy interventions and instruments to determine potential synergies 

and trade-offs. The scale can also assist “organize evidence and support decision-making about 

national priorities […] to help policy makers to identify and test development pathways that minimize 

negative interactions and enhance positive ones” [51]. The magnitude of the score, in whichever 

direction, provides an indication of how influential a given SDG or target is on another, or if the 

interaction is neutral a score of 0 (‘consistent’) is assigned. 

In partnership with the European Commission’s Joint Research Centre’s (EC-JRC) Global Conservation 

and Development Knowledge Management Unit we have developed the SEI analytical approach, using 

a typology for scoring interactions in a cross-impact matrix [8,15,50–53], to produce an assessment 

methodology designed to be employed in a workshop and/or virtual setting to explore systemic and 

contextual interactions of SDG targets. 

Figure 8. Example of a cross-impact matrix of 34 targets and their interaction in Sweden. Colour according to 
scale in Fig. 1: from dark red (-3/cancelling) to dark green (+3/indivisible). The net influence from a target on all 
other targets is shown by the row-sum and the column-sum shows how much a target is influenced by all other 
targets in total. 
Figure 7. Scoring scale developed by ICSU and Nilsson for measuring interactions between SDG targets using 
water as a nexus example. Source: UN-Water 2016 & UNESCAP 2017 & Nilsson et al Nature 2016. 
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The resulting web-based application - Enabling SDGs - allows users to enter the scores digitally into an 

online matrix leading to a quick visualization of results either individually or as part of wider 

stakeholder discussions. The Enabling SDGs tool (Figure 8) is designed to support SDG implementation 

in the context of national policy instruments. The utility of the matrix and scoring tool is not as a 

scientific assessment of data relating to either specific SDG targets and/or policy actions but as a tool 

to support policy making, with a high degree of transparency and opportunity for engagement 

compared to modelling approaches [15]. Scoring is predominantly qualitative and judgment-based 

from the expertise and knowledge held by those responsible for implementing relevant policy areas 

under investigation. However, scoring can also be informed by relevant datasets (e.g. the EPA 

geoportal (http://gis.epa.ie/) and Ireland's Central Statistics Office (CSO) SDGs data hub 

(https://irelandsdg.geohive.ie/)). Each cell of the matrix (see Figure 8) is scored by asking the question 

‘‘If progress is made on target x (rows), how does this influence progress on target y (columns)’’? [15] 

so the discussion is focused on the interaction that occurs when making progress on a target to 

another target, and not the interaction that would emerge from fully achieving it. The application of 

the cross-impact matrix, using the scoring scale to categorize individual cells, provides a strongly 

systemic and visual for understanding how SDG targets interact and can be interrogated in the context 

of specific policy areas and choices. A key aspect for completing the matrix is that the scoring can be 

engaged with in a cross-sectoral/departmental collaborative manner to foster holistic discussion for 

priority setting and assessing existing and new policy pathways across not only the 2030 Agenda but 

national policy portfolios. 

Figure 9. Example of a cross-impact matrix that includes SDG targets alongside specific policy actions (CA25, 
CA110 & CA115). Colour according to the 7-point scale from dark red (strongly restricting) to dark green (strongly 
promoting). The net influence from a target on all other targets is shown by the row-sum and the column-sum 
shows how much a target is influenced by all other targets in total. A feature within the matrix is the ability to 
analyse statistical outcomes from the interlinkage results. Users can also add comments – such as the data 
source they have used in making an assessment as well as the certainty of the information presented. 

http://gis.epa.ie/
https://irelandsdg.geohive.ie/)
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A resultant matrix shows patterns of relative frequency of positive and negative interactions that point 

to where implementation of policy linked to those areas could lead to synergistic or trade-off 

outcomes. A key development of the current project from the original matrix design of SEI is that in 

addition to goals and targets including specific actions and/or goals from policy documents make it 

possible to make an assessment against existing policy instruments in order to directly provide a policy 

perspective. For instance, a Department could evaluate whether a policy action focussed on one target 

affects additional targets and thereby where collaborations are needed for cooperation with policy 

instruments linked to those additional targets. Such an approach can enable ‘whole-of-government’ 

approaches for SDG implementation and foster policy cohesion by indicating where existing policy has 

dependency on each other, and decision makers should collaborate across policy areas.  

Discussion 

Implicit to policy coherence is that any given objective should have oversight from more than one 

policy organisation and/or instrument otherwise there may be no check whether its action has either 

a synergistic or trade-off outcome on another objective. In effect, the implementation of any Goal is 

difficult if not impossible if it remains the responsibility of one Department. Comprehending how and 

to what extent policy documents align to more than 1 SDG and/or target, and whether alignments 

lead to synergistic or incompatible (trade-off) outcomes, is important to determine in what way policy 

coherence can be gained. The nature of the alignment will also shape whether outcomes are beneficial 

across environmental, social and economic pillars of sustainable development. 

The distribution of Government Departments to either Outcome (numbered)  or Means of 

Implementation (a, b, etc.) targets shows that whereas there is a strong focus and diversity of 

Government Departments to Outcome targets, MoI targets are predominantly aligned to DFAT and/or 

DFIN and DFAT is the department with the most stakeholder associations: This may reflect a legacy 

perspective of the Millennium Development Goals and a distinction between national-level 

development, that is often viewed as predominantly a ‘technical’ challenge whereas international 

aspects of development are the domain of DFAT, this in turn suggests an absence of a strong 

convergence in recognition of the transboundary impacts of development and the transboundary 

nature of the SDG framework [22]. 

The SDGs do not exist in a policy vacuum, and it is important that their implementation is cognisant 

of the national planning context as well as regional/international perspectives. The SDGs are relevant 

to the context of Project Ireland 2040 [29] where there are significant alignments in areas such as 

climate action, clean energy, sustainable cities and communities and economic growth, although a 

detailed mapping exercise has not currently been undertaken. In the context of sustainable 
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development for Ireland [24] the NIP does map the SDGs at the goal level to sustainability objectives 

(Figure 1 & Error! Reference source not found.). Mapping the eight sustainability objectives to the 

SDGs and their organisation against Economic, Social and Biosphere labels demonstrates the potential 

utility of the SDGs to act as an integrator across Ireland’s policy instruments where such mechanisms 

do not currently exist. Figure 6 demonstrates how the SDGs can integrate across sustainable 

development categories: For instance, respect for ecological integrity and biodiversity is linked 

through SDG 13 to Equity between generations and Economy. In the same vein, the Biosphere 

grouping of SDGs integrates across 5 sustainable development categories. 

The analysis of the policy and structural setting for SDG implementation in Ireland suggests that an 

absence of policy is not the principle barrier to achieving a universal and indivisible whole, but rather 

the institutional arrangements for integration and cohesion in support of the agenda. Therefore, a 

tool is required that supports policy implementation towards national strategies and SDGs. Based on 

this study, this presents several challenges that could lead to contradictions between integrating the 

SDGs into national policy and ensuring compatibility between the SDGs and Ireland’s development 

strategy at home and abroad, for instance: 

1. Many of the individual targets contribute to several goals, and while in some cases 

interactions can lead to synergistic outcomes in others goals and targets may conflict; action 

to meet one target could have unintended consequences on others if they are pursued 

separately [50,54,55]. 

2. Individual policies that connect to one target could lead to an outcome from that target which 

then has negative (or conversely synergistic) outcomes on other targets [12,53]. 

3. Individual policies may connect to multiple targets such that a focus on its action on individual 

goals and/or targets could lead to perverse outcomes and progress across multiple elements 

of the 2030 Agenda [12,56,57]. 

4. How policies, that are usually designed to address a specific sector purpose, can be 

implemented in the context of a wider ‘systems’ perspective as required by the SDGs [3,58]. 

5. Analysis is also required to reconcile the fact that the categorisation of the SDGs does not fit 

well with the way in which governments operate and are organised. 

In the context of Ireland, these challenges could lead to contradictions integrating the SDGs into 

national policy, and ensuring compatibility between the SDGs and Ireland’s current national 

Sustainable Development Strategy “Our Sustainable Future”[24]; The National Planning Framework 

[28]; and The National Development Plan [29] amongst the portfolio of Ireland’s policy strategies (see 

p.19 [26]). In practice meeting nationally defined priorities and sustainability solutions is a highly 
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contested space [41,42,59] and a tool, such as that presented here, that promotes dialogue and 

understanding across sectors and policy areas, using the SDGs as a framing mechanism could lead to 

better outcomes. The approach provides decision-makers and practitioners with a systematic way to 

structure discussion and analysis of their interactions across their policy domains and with the 

interlinkages that characterise the SDGs and their targets. Rather than focus on individual interactions 

it is more likely that clusters of interacting targets reflect where cross-sectoral collaboration will have 

more policy relevancy for priority setting [15,52]. To visualise where clusters of interactions exist, and 

the degree to which they lead to positive (synergistic) or negative (trade-off) outcomes a cross-impact 

matrix tool designed for analysing relationships between variables, factors, events, etc. associated 

with policy instruments is used [15,52]. The use of a cross-impact matrix allows policy-makers from 

multiple areas of Government to maintain a comprehensive view of the 2030 Agenda to account for 

systemic effects rather than focussing on a specific entry point and one-on-one interactions from one 

sector to others [8,47]. 
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