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When and why do governments secure commitments to and implementation of sustainable 

development goals (SDGs)? A small but growing literature addresses this question primarily 

through case studies and cross-country comparisons. However, expressed commitments and 

implementation often vary considerably within countries. Our study aims at understanding the 

political sources of subnational variation in sustainable development outcomes, thereby reducing 

the risk of omitted variable bias and isolating relevant dimensions of governance. Specifically, 

we examine how corruption and pluralism relate to different sustainable development outcomes.  

Whereas we expect corruption to hamper the achievement of favorable outcomes across the 

board, we hypothesize that the effects of pluralism depend on the nature of the outcome in 

question.The different SDGs vary in part as a function of the level of conflict over policies 

required to reach them, or the degree to which achieving favorable outcomes depends on 

interdependent actors with incompatible objectives. The degree of policy conflict in turn 

conditions the effect of pluralism on achieving different SDGs in different institutional 

environments. For low-conflict policies, pluralism can enhance accountability and counter the 

negative effects of corruption. However, for high-conflict policies, pluralism can empower 

divergent interests, and undermine commitments to SDGs. We test these hypotheses using data 

from Vietnam’s 63 provinces. We show that provinces characterized by high levels of corruption 

(measured with Vietnam’s Provincial Competitiveness Index) perform worse both in terms of 

implementing low-conflict policies (reducing infant mortality) as well as high-conflict policies 

(improving water and air quality). The negative effects of corruption are countered by pluralism 

(measured with Vietnam’s Provincial Governance and Public Administration Performance 

Index) when it comes to infant mortality, but not for implementing the high-conflict policies. 

This finding points to the limits of democratic principles, such as pluralism, in achieving the 

SDGs, and questions the findings in the previous literature on the benefits of democratic 

institutions for sustainable development. Our results also highlight the danger of one-size-fits-all 

policies aimed at promoting “good governance.”


