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Assessment of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) has largely focused on 

formulating appropriate targets and indicators for each goal.  Much less attention has been 

devoted to estimating possible tradeoffs and complementarities in attaining the various SDGs. 

 

Yet such tradeoffs and complementarities clearly exist.  Nilsson et al. (2016) find that, in sub-

Saharan Africa, Zero Hunger (SDG 2) interacts positively with several other goals – including 

No Poverty (SDG 1), Good Health and Well Being (SDG 3) and Quality Education (SDG 4) – 

but interacts negatively with Affordable and Clean Energy (SDG 7) and Life on Land (SDG 15). 

Similarly, von Steckow et al. (2016) find possible tradeoffs between Climate Action (SDG 13) 

and several other SDGs. 

 

By extending the analytical framework of Barbier and Burgess (2017), we estimate the welfare 

effects of progress in attaining one SDG while accounting for interactions in achieving other 

goals. We assess quantitatively progress in the SDGs over 2000-2015 at the global, developing 

country, and low-income country level, using a representative indicator for each goal.  We then 

estimate the willingness to pay (WTP) for improvements in No Poverty (SDG1) net of any 

welfare gains and losses in attaining each of the remaining 16 goals. 

 

Our results indicate that, over 2000-2015, poverty was reduced by nearly 16% globally, which 

registered a welfare gain of $1,122 per capita. However, over the same period, several other 

SDG indicators deteriorated.  Taking the latter trade-offs into account, we estimate that the net 

welfare gain in poverty reduction was $119 per person.  However, this net gain is likely larger, 

given that Zero Hunger (SDG2) and Clean Water and Sanitation (SDG6) also improved over 

2000-2015.  

 

Such an analysis helps policy makers prioritize improvements towards one goal or set of goals, 

and show explicitly the net gains and losses for achieving one goal at the expense of others.  For 

example, over 2000-2015 the world may have come closer to attaining the No Poverty, Zero 

Hunger, and Clean Water and Sanitation goals, but at the possible expense of other critical 

SDGs.  This research has important implications for achieving sustainability through pursuit of 

the SDGs.


