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Government Efforts to Implement the SDGs

Part 4 

The SDGs represent a very complex challenge for governments. Their implementation requires long-term 
policy and investment frameworks as well as new approaches that cut across traditional government silos. 
In 2019, the SDSN introduced the six “SDG Transformations”, which provide a more operational framework 
for addressing the systemic and integrated nature of the SDGs (Sachs et al. 2019). That same year, the SDSN 
worked with the OECD on a flagship study, released at the High-Level Political Forum, that examined long-
term pathways and the governance implications of the SDGs (SDSN and OECD 2019). Over the years, the 
SDSN has worked bilaterally with multiple national and regional governments to strengthen governance 
systems for the SDGs. The SDSN also regularly collects data from its global network of academics and 
researchers, to track the evolution of the SDG policy landscape worldwide. 

with local chairs and managers across SDSN’s networks, 
provide information on speeches, strategies, monitoring 
frameworks, budgets, audits and coordination 
mechanisms introduced by governments to support 
SDG implementation. Third, it introduces new results 
from the “2026 SDSN Survey on SDG Challenges and 
Means for Implementation”, based on responses from 
more than 1,000 global respondents involved in SDG 
implementation at the country level. 

This chapter evaluates SDG commitments and 
implementation efforts primarily at the national 
level. It focuses on three main information sources. 
First, it reviews the participation in the Voluntary 
National Review (VNR) process. Secondly, it presents 
updated results from the “2026 SDSN Expert Survey 
on Government Efforts for the SDGs”, covering 
64 countries and one entity, the European Union. The 
data, collected by the SDSN secretariat in cooperation 
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Figure 4.1 
Participation in the Voluntary National Review (VNR) process, number of countries, 2016–2026

Note: Includes the 36 countries expected to present a new VNR in 2026. 
Source: Authors’ elaboration based on https://hlpf.un.org/vnrs 

https://hlpf.un.org/vnrs
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Figure 4.2  
Number of VNRs presented by G20 and large countries, 2016–2026

Global median

Note: Includes the 36 countries expected to present a new VNR in 2026. 
Source: Authors’ elaboration based on https://hlpf.un.org/vnrs 

Voluntary National Reviews

In 2015, all 193 UN member states adopted the 
2030 Agenda, committing to a “systematic follow-up 
and review of implementation of this Agenda over 
the next fifteen years” through voluntary, country-led 
reviews (United Nations 2015). These Voluntary National 
Reviews (VNRs) presented at the High-Level Political 
Forum (HLPF), constitute an important pillar of the 
global accountability architecture for SDG implemen-
tation, alongside the official SDG indicator framework 
and reporting processes and the United Nation’s Global 
Sustainable Development Report (GSDR) process. 

Since 2016, 190 countries have participated in the 
Voluntary National Review (VNR) process. In 2026, 
36 countries are scheduled to present updated reviews 
of their SDG action plans and implementation efforts, 
with no first-time presenters. Togo and Uruguay are 
scheduled to present their fifth VNRs in July 2026, 
making them the two countries that have prepared 
the highest number of VNRs globally. Haiti, Myanmar 

and the United States have not engaged in the VNR 
process, neither by submitting a full VNR report or key 
messages, nor by appearing on the United Nations 
Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) annual list of 
forthcoming presenters. The Islamic Republic of Iran 
submitted key VNR messages in 2017 and was also 
formally listed as a forthcoming VNR presenter in 2024 
(Impact Iran, 2017). 

Increasingly, cities and regions also prepare and present 
their action plans for sustainable development. The 
UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA) 
reports on its website that subnational authorities in 48 
countries presented 386 Voluntary Local Reviews (VLRs) 
over the period 2016–2026. Four countries – Brazil (72), 
Malaysia (44), Mexico (35) and Argentina (34) – repre-
sent almost half (48 percent) of the total number of 
VLRs listed by DESA. There are no signs of declining 
momentum in cities and regions – the number of VLRs 
presented annually has increased sharply since 2016, 
and especially over the past year – the number of listed 
VLRs went from 62 in 2024 to 105 in 2025 (�69 percent). 

https://hlpf.un.org/vnrs
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Figure 4.3  
Number of Voluntary Local Reviews (VLRs) prepared by regional and/or local authorities, all countries, total (2016–2026)

Note: As of April 22, 2026.
Source: Authors’ elaboration based on UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA). https://sdgs.un.org/topics/voluntary-local-reviews 

Note: As of April 22, 2026. Two VLRs reported by UN DESA in 2026. 
Source: Authors’ elaboration based on UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA). https://sdgs.un.org/topics/voluntary-local-reviews 

Figure 4.4  
Number of new Voluntary Local Reviews (VLRs), submissions per year, 2015–2025 
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SDSN Expert Survey on 
Government E!orts for the SDGs

The “2026 SDSN Expert Survey on Government Efforts 
for the SDGs” mobilizes SDSN’s local chairs and man-
agers in universities and research centers to assess 
the discursive effect of the SDGs and their integration 
into public management practices and procedures. 
Box 4.1 provides details on the survey design and 
data-collection processes. This year’s survey builds 
on previous ones conducted by SDSN since 2018. A 
total of 65 responses were collected this year, covering 
64 countries and one entity, the European Union. The 
results presented here are partial, and the sample may 
be expanded in the coming months.

Overall, among our sample, Canada, Denmark, Ghana, 
Indonesia, Italy, Malaysia, Malta, Mexico and Pakistan 
stand out as countries that have taken major steps to 
incorporate the SDG framework into national govern-
ment practices and procedures. By contrast, Australia, 
the United States and Venezuela stand out as countries 
that do not use the SDGs as a leading framework in 
public practices and procedures. 

High-level speeches and discursive effects. Compared 
with previous editions of the survey, this year’s results 
show fewer references to the SDGs in speeches by 
heads of states, suggesting a declining discursive effect 
of the Goals at the highest level of government. In only 
about a third of countries covered in this year’s survey 
(38.5 percent) do we find that the head of state referred 
to the SDGs in an official speech in 2025, against almost 
two-thirds (64 percent) in 2023. This may reflect shifting 
priorities, the deteriorating international context, and 
perhaps also a gradual dilution of the SDG framework 
in public speeches ten years after its adoption.

Strategies: Countries use different approaches to 
integrate the SDGs into national strategic orienta-
tions. Some have adopted standalone SDG strategies 
(35 percent), while others have adopted “sustainable 
development” or “economic development” plans that 
refer to the SDGs (45 percent). In other cases, the SDGs 
are mainstreamed in sectoral strategies and action 
plans for education, health, climate action and other 

sectoral priorities (9 percent). In a small set of countries 
surveyed (11 percent), we find no significant evidence 
that the SDGs are being explicitly referenced in national 
action plans and strategies. Only a third of respondents 
(33 percent) consider that the main strategy adopted to 
advance sustainable development plays a central role in 
public policymaking. 

Coordination units: Implementing the SDGs requires 
approaches that cut across traditional government 
silos. In 2025, a large majority of countries surveyed 
(83 percent) still had an SDG unit in place responsible 
for coordinating SDG implementation across ministries 
and departments. These units are typically located either 
within a central coordinating ministry (such as a ministry 
of finance, economic development, planning, environ-
ment, public service or administration, or similar) or at 
the center of government (president’s or prime minis-
ter’s office, cabinet office, privy council or equivalent). 
Assessing the effectiveness and real influence these 
coordination units have on government practices and 
operations is beyond the scope of the survey. 

National monitoring frameworks: More than half of 
the countries surveyed (58.5 percent) have taken steps 
to develop national priority indicators for the SDGs. 
There are sizeable differences across countries in the 
number of national SDG indicators considered. Some 
have not defined national priority indicators, but report 
on the status of official SDG indicators (26 percent) 
in dedicated online portals or reports. There is also 
evidence that some countries discuss the results of 
international SDG assessments in government meet-
ings and parliamentary sessions or set official KPIs that 
draw on SDG monitoring instruments (UZ Daily, 2025; 
Van Nguyen, 2026). 

Audits: Supreme Audit Institutions (SAIs) can play an 
important role in evaluating government support and 
actions for sustainable development (UNDESA 2025). The 
International Organization of Supreme Audit Institutions 
(INTOSAI) has emphasized the importance of SAIs in 
strengthening national accountability frameworks for 
the SDGs and keeps track of SDG-related audits on 
its website. Drawing and expanding on this database, 
we find that, since 2015, a majority of countries 
(58.5 percent) have mobilized their SAIs for SDG-related 
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audits. These include, for example, SAI reports on their 
national government’s “preparedness to implement 
the SDGs”, and related issues. As discussed in the 2018 
edition of SDSN’s SDG Index and Dashboards Report, 
Canada’s Office of the Auditor general was among the 
first SAIs to present a report on Canada’s preparedness 
to implement the SDGs in 2018 (Sachs et al., 2018, p. 6).

Budgeting process: Less than half (45 percent) of the 
countries surveyed refer to the SDGs in their national 
budget, and only a small minority (15 percent) include 
associated budget lines. Yet 90 countries globally 
have taken part in the Integrated National Financing 
Framework (INFF) process spearheaded by UNDP, and 
some have also adopted sovereign financing instruments 
structured around the SDGs. Strengthening the integra-
tion of sustainable development into long-term financing 

and investment frameworks remains an important prior-
ity to bridge the gap between rhetoric and action. 

Priorities for the next global agenda for sustainable 
development post-2030: Finally, experts were also 
asked to share their views on the main priorities for the 
post-2030 sustainable development framework. Overall, 
at least three-quarters of respondents consider the 
following six issues to be important priorities: strength-
ening the means for implementation (governance, data, 
science and other areas); developing international guide-
lines on SDG synergies and trade-offs; better reflecting 
and incorporating international spillovers; incorporating 
artificial intelligence (AI) into the future framework; 
reforming the global financial architecture; and ensuring 
some degree of stability in the framework, with the goals 
and targets remaining fairly similar (Figure 4.5). 

Source: SDSN Expert Survey on Government Efforts for the SDGs

Figure 4.5  
Priorities for post-2030 Agenda (expert opinions) Q: ”What are in your view some of the key 

priorities for the next global agenda for 
sustainable development post-2030?”

Strengthen means of implementation 
(governance, science, data, others)

Reform Global Financial Architecture

Better reflect international spillovers

Goal on AI for sustainable development

Goals/targets should remain similar

Goals/targets should raise ambitions

Number of goals/targets should be reduced

Number of goals/targets should be increased

Most goals/targets/indicators should change

International guidelines on 
SDG synergies/trade-offs 
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Figure 4.6  
Dashboard: Government efforts for the SDGs 

Responses to Survey Questions

Country Positive Negative VNRs Speeches Strategy National 
Indicators

Supreme Audit 
Institutions Budget Coordination 

Unit

Albania 5 1 2 Yes Yes (b) Yes No Yes (b) Yes

Algeria 5 2 2 Yes Yes (b) No (a) Yes No Yes

Argentina 2 5 3 No No (a) No (a) Yes No No

Australia 1 6 1 No No (a) No (a) No No No

Austria 4 2 2 No No (b) Yes Yes No Yes

Bangladesh 5 2 3 No Yes (a) Yes Yes No Yes

Barbados 4 3 2 Yes Yes (b) No (a) No No Yes

Belgium 5 1 2 No Yes (a) Yes Yes Yes (b) Yes

Benin 4 2 3 No Yes (a) Yes No Yes (b) Yes

Bolivia 5 2 1 No Yes (b) Yes Yes No Yes
Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 5 0 2 Yes Yes (a) No (b) Yes Yes (b) Yes

Bulgaria 5 2 2 Yes Yes (b) Yes No No Yes

Cameroon 2 5 3 No Yes (b) No (a) No No No

Canada 6 0 2 Yes Yes (a) Yes Yes Yes (b) Yes

Chile 5 0 3 Yes Yes (a) No (b) Yes Yes (b) Yes

China 5 2 3 Yes Yes (b) Yes No No Yes

Colombia 5 1 4 No Yes (a) Yes Yes Yes (b) Yes

Cyprus 4 3 2 Yes No (a) Yes No No Yes

Czechia 4 3 3 No Yes (b) Yes No No Yes

Denmark 6 1 2 No Yes (a) Yes Yes Yes (a) Yes

Ecuador 2 4 3 No Yes (b) No (b) No No No

Overall

Survey Questions

Supreme Audit 
Institutions

Q: Since 2015, did 
the national Supreme 
Audit Institution 
(SAI) conduct an 
audit explicitly linked 
with the SDGs at 
the national/federal 
level? 

NoYes

Coordination Unit

Q: Is there a 
designated lead 
national/federal 
government unit with 
overall responsibility 
for the coordination 
and implementation 
of the SDGs across 
line ministries and 
agencies?

Speeches

Q: Since January 1st, 
2025, did the head of 
state (e.g., president, 
prime minister) issue 
an official state-
ment endorsing the 
implementation of 
the SDGs?

NoYes

NoYes

National Indicators

Q: Did the National  
Statistical Office 
(or any mandated 
central/federal 
institution) develop a 
set of national priority 
indicators to monitor 
the implementation 
of the SDGs?

Strategy

Q: Did the national/
federal government 
adopt an overarching 
action plan to 
implement the SDGs?

No 
(a)

No (b), but the SDGs 
are being mainstreamed 
in sectoral strategies 
(e.g. education, health, 
environment strategies 
and ministries).

Yes (a), the 
country has 
a standalone 
SDG strategy.

Yes (b), the country 
has a “sustainable devel-
opment” or “economic 
development plan” that 
refers to the SDGs.

Budget

Q: In the latest 
national/federal 
budget document, are 
the SDGs mentioned?

The terms “SDGs”, 
“Agenda 2030” 
and “Sustainable 
Development Goals” 
are accepted.

Yes (b), explicitly 
in the overarching 
narrative but without 
associated budget lines.

Yes (a), explicitly as 
a dedicated section or 
budget line(s).

No, the SDGs are not 
mentioned in the latest 
budget document.

No (b), but a 
national online 
platform has 
been developed 
to report on the 
status of official 
SDG indicators.

No 
(a)

Yes, a 
national 
indicator set 
has been 
developed.



59Sustainable Development Report 2026      Implementing Sustainable Development: 2030 and Beyond

SDS1 ([pert SXrYe\ oQ GoYerQPeQt (ٵorts Ior tKe SDGs

4. G
overnm

ent  Efforts

Figure 4.6  
(Continued)

v

Responses to Survey Questions

Country Positive Negative VNRs Speeches Strategy National 
Indicators

Supreme Audit 
Institutions Budget Coordination 

Unit

Egypt, Arab Rep. 3 2 4 No Yes (b) No (b) No Yes (b) Yes

European Union 5 1 1 Yes Yes (b) Yes No Yes (b) Yes

Finland 4 1 3 No Yes (a) No (b) Yes Yes (b) Yes

France 5 2 2 Yes Yes (a) Yes No No Yes

Germany 5 2 3 No Yes (b) Yes Yes No Yes

Ghana 6 0 3 Yes Yes (b) Yes Yes Yes (b) Yes

Greece 3 3 2 No No (b) Yes No No Yes

Iceland 3 2 2 No Yes (a) No (b) No Yes (b) Yes

India 5 1 3 No Yes (b) Yes Yes Yes (b) Yes

Indonesia 6 1 4 No Yes (b) Yes Yes Yes (a) Yes

Ireland 4 1 2 Yes Yes (a) No (b) No Yes (b) Yes

Italy 6 1 3 No Yes (b) Yes Yes Yes (a) Yes

Jamaica 5 1 3 Yes Yes (a) No (b) Yes No Yes

Japan 5 2 3 Yes Yes (a) Yes No No Yes

Kazakhstan 5 2 3 Yes Yes (b) Yes No No Yes

Korea, Rep. 5 2 1 Yes Yes (b) Yes No No Yes

Kuwait 4 2 2 No Yes (b) No (b) Yes No Yes

Malaysia 6 0 3 Yes Yes (a) No (b) Yes Yes (a) Yes

Malta 6 1 2 No Yes (a) Yes Yes Yes (a) Yes

Mexico 6 1 4 No Yes (b) Yes Yes Yes (a) Yes

Montenegro 4 2 2 Yes Yes (b) No (b) No No Yes

Netherlands 4 2 2 No No (b) Yes Yes No Yes

New Zealand 2 5 1 No No (a) No (a) Yes No No

Nigeria 5 1 3 Yes Yes (a) No (b) No Yes (a) Yes

North Macedonia 3 4 1 No Yes (b) No (a) Yes No No

Norway 5 2 3 No Yes (a) Yes Yes No Yes

Pakistan 7 0 2 Yes Yes (a) Yes Yes Yes (a) Yes

Peru 4 3 3 No Yes (b) Yes Yes No No

Philippines 5 2 4 No Yes (b) Yes Yes No Yes

Poland 5 2 2 No Yes (b) Yes Yes No Yes

Portugal 5 0 2 Yes No (b) No (b) Yes Yes (a) Yes

Romania 5 2 2 Yes Yes (a) Yes No No Yes

Russian Federation 3 4 1 No No (a) Yes Yes No No

Saudi Arabia 2 2 3 No No (b) No (b) No Yes (b) Yes

Serbia 3 1 1 No No (b) No (b) Yes Yes (b) Yes

South Africa 5 1 1 Yes Yes (b) No (b) Yes No Yes

Sweden 4 2 2 No Yes (a) Yes Yes Yes (b) No

Switzerland 5 2 4 No Yes (a) Yes Yes No Yes

Thailand 5 1 3 Yes Yes (a) Yes No Yes (b) Yes

Trinidad and Tobago 5 2 1 No Yes (b) No (a) Yes Yes (a) Yes

Türkiye 5 2 2 No Yes (b) Yes Yes No Yes

Ukraine 3 2 1 No Yes (b) No (b) No Yes (b) Yes

United States 0 7 0 No No (a) No (a) No No No

Venezuela, RB 1 6 1 No No (a) No (a) No No No

Speeches Strategy National 
Indicators

Supreme Audit 
Institutions Budget Coordination 

Unit
Total 25 52 38 38 10 54

Percent 38.5 % 80.0  % 58.5 % 58.5 % 15.4 % 83.1 %

Overall

Source: SDSN Expert 
Survey on Government 
Efforts for the SDGs
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Box 4.1 
SDSN Expert Survey: Data collection process

The SDSN expert survey on government efforts for the 
SDGs collects information on the national policy landscape 
for sustainable development. This year’s survey builds on 
previous rounds of data collection conducted annually by 
the SDSN from 2018 to 2023. The primary respondents are 
SDSN national focal points – network chairs and managers – 
with input and verification provided by the SDSN Secretariat, 
through its three offices in Asia, Europe and North America, 
and by countries’ missions to the United Nations. 

This year’s survey included 10 questions focusing on 
speeches, strategies, budgets, audits, national indicator 
frameworks and cross-governmental coordination units for  
the SDGs. The survey also collected expert views on priorities  
for the post-2030 agenda. In total, 65 responses were 
received – covering 64 countries and one entity (the European 
Union). Data was collected online using Google Forms.

Several steps were introduced before (ex-ante) and after 
(ex post) data collection, to ensure data quality:

Survey design and testing (ex-ante, August to October 2025)

• A core team was established within the SDSN 
Secretariat to coordinate the survey design and 
data-cleaning process, under the leadership of Dr. 
Guillaume Lafortune.

• Drawing on previous editions, the 2026 survey instru-
ment was piloted with three SDSN networks from 
different regions: SDSN Andes, SDSN Australia, N= 
& Pacific and SDSN Northern Europe. Feedback was 
collected, and adjustments were made accordingly.

• The opening sections of the survey provide a clear 
scope and definitions of key terms.

• For each positive response, the survey requests a 
link to official documentation.

Data collection and cleaning (November 2025 to April 2026)

• A team of data reviewers was established within the 
SDSN Secretariat to verify initial responses provided 
by SDSN local networks and to harmonize responses, 
primarily through desk research, including the use of 
large language models and other tools.

• A data-cleaning guide was produced to provide clear 
guidance and ensure a consistent cleaning process.

• Two focus groups were organized with data 
reviewers to address queries.

• Continuous exchanges between data reviewers and 
respondents took place throughout the process to 
clarify responses.

• Draft survey responses were shared with all UN 
missions in April 2026, for verification and comments.

• The core team reviewed the draft responses and 
made final adjustments, particularly to ensure 
harmonized treatment across responses.

The list of experts consulted is presented in Annex A1. 

Source: Authors

Figure 4.7  
The role of SDG strategy in national policymaking

17.3

7.7

32.7

42.3

Q: ”Does the SDG strategy 
play a central role in public 
policymaking?”

Respondents that point to an overarching 
SDG strategy, or to a “sustainable 
development” or “economic development” 
plan that refers to the SDGs.

Note: Excludes the 13 countries without strategies or those that have adopted a sectoral mainstreaming approach (n=52).
Source: SDSN Expert Survey on Government Efforts for the SDGs

No

Yes

Moderately 

Don’t know / 
prefer not to answer
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Figure 4.8  
Most-cited terms in expert feedback from the SDSN Survey on Government Efforts for the SDGs

Note: Word size reflects frequency of mention with most cited terms at centre. Expert responses to Q.10. The analysis was performed using ClaudeAI (Anthropic). 
Source: Authors, using ClaudeAI (Anthropic)

Q: ”Please provide 
any additional 
information 
regarding national 
coordination and 
implementation 
initiatives conducted 
in your country?” 

The qualitative analysis of responses to the final 
open-ended question reveals several thematic and 
geographic patterns in SDG implementation and future 
priorities (Figure 4.8). Most respondents highlighted the 
complexity of SDG implementation and the challenges 
their governments still face in effectively coordinating 
it effectively. “Long-term planning”, “data and 
monitoring frameworks” and “institutional coordination” 
emerged as recurring themes, alongside multi-level 
governance challenges and stakeholder engagement 

opportunities. SDG financing and budgeting also 
featured prominently. Respondents raised concerns 
around political will and the shifting geopolitical 
landscape, while also identifying priorities for the post-
2030 agenda. In general, respondents from Asia-Pacific 
shared more positive views on SDG integration and 
future prospects, whereas responses from North and 
South America tended to focus on US disengagement 
and increased fragmentation as significant obstacles to 
SDG implementation and engagement.
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SDSN Large-Scale Survey on 
SDG Challenges and Means for 
Implementation 

The SDSN also surveyed the broader ecosystem of 
actors involved in implementing sustainable develop-
ment at the country level. Compared with the SDSN 
Expert Survey, the “2026 Survey on SDG Challenges 
and Means for Implementation” targeted more broadly 
SDSN’s member institutions and public and private 
organizations involved in SDG interventions at the 
national and local levels – beyond SDSN host institu-
tions. In total, 1,098 respondents from 127 countries 
completed the survey. Results were anonymized 
before analysis. They should be interpreted with 
caution, as the sample is not representative of the 
share of population in each country. For example, 
China and India are underrepresented relative to their 
shares of the global population, whereas Australia, 
Canada, Greece, Italy, Mexico and Malaysia are 
overrepresented. 

Data was collected from November 2025 to February 
2026, using Google Forms and Microsoft Forms. The 
survey builds on a similar survey conducted for the 
2020 Sustainable Development Report in the context 
of the COVID-19 pandemic (Sachs et al. 2020). 

The global survey results yield three principal findings: 

• Firstly, an overwhelming majority of respondents 
(78 percent) believe that SDG outcomes in their 
country improved or stagnated over the period 
2015–2025, while a minority (22 percent) believe 
that the situation worsened. Respondents in East 
Asia and the Pacific and in South Asia tend to 
be more positive about SDG progress, whereas 
respondents in Latin America and the Caribbean 
and in North America (driven primarily by 
respondents in the United States) tend to report 
more negative trends. 

• Secondly, across the six SDG transformations, 
respondents tend to perceive that more ambitious 
government efforts have been made to implement 
the transformations related to education (T1) and 
digital technologies (T6), with less ambitious efforts 
made to implement the transformation of agri-food 
systems (T4) and sustainable cities and communi-
ties (T5). However, there are significant variations 
across regions. 

• Thirdly, the failure to implement approved 
strategies (89 percent agreeing) and the shifting 
geopolitical landscape (87 percent agreeing) 
are perceived as the most important barriers to 
implementing the SDGs. By contrast, comparatively 
fewer respondents identify lack of access 
to technologies as the main barrier for SDG 
implementation (65 percent agreeing). Again, there 
are significant variations across regions. 
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Major decline

Major progress

Moderate decline

Moderate progress

Stagnation

Figure 4.9  
2026 Survey on SDG Challenges and Means for 
Implementation, responses to Question 1

Q1: ”In your view, over the period 
2015–2025, how would you assess 
the progress made by your country 
towards achieving the SDGs?”

Responses by World Bank region

World Bank Region N Major  
progress

Moderate 
progress Stagnation Moderate 

decline
Major  

decline
Overall,  

progress, %
Overall,  

decline, %
Average  

Score

East Asia and Pacific 139 15.1% 35.3% 42.4% 5.0% 2.2% 50.4% 7.2% 0.56

Europe and  
Central Asia 277 2.2% 37.5% 40.4% 13.0% 6.9% 39.7% 19.9% 0.15

Latin America and 
the Caribbean 168 3.0% 29.8% 39.3% 19.6% 8.3% 32.7% 28.0% -0.01

Middle East and 
North Africa* 92 6.5% 29.3% 35.9% 15.2% 13.0% 35.9% 28.3% 0.01

North America 103 5.8% 21.4% 33.0% 21.4% 18.4% 27.2% 39.8% -0.25

South Asia 94 13.8% 48.9% 25.5% 5.3% 6.4% 62.8% 11.7% 0.59

Sub-Saharan Africa 218 3.7% 33.0% 40.8% 10.1% 12.4% 36.7% 22.5% 0.06

 
Source: 2026 SDSN Survey on SDG Challenges and Means for Implementation

Notes for regional analysis: 
N = 1,091 (7 “other” countries were excluded). 
Major progress = +2, moderate progress = +1, stagnation = 0, moderate decline = –1, major decline = –2. 
Overall progress/decline: green = top values, red = bottom values
Average score: > 0.5 (green); 0 to 0.5 (grey); < 0 (red)
*Afghanistan and Pakistan are included in MENA in line with the 2026 World Bank Atlas country groupings.

All responses
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Figure 4.10  
2026 Survey on SDG Challenges and Means for 
Implementation, responses to Question 2

Q2: ”Since 2015, how do you 
perceiYe JoYernPent efforts 
and actions to implement the 
six SDG transformations in 
your country?”

Responses by World Bank region, score

World Bank Region N Education Health Energy  
decarbonization

Food, land and 
oceans Sustainable cities Digital and AI 

infrastructure
Overall Avg 

Score

East Asia and Pacific 139 2.05 1.98 1.93 1.76 1.85 2.20 1.96

Europe and  
Central Asia 277 1.67 1.64 2.00 1.60 1.71 1.98 1.76

Latin America and 
the Caribbean 168 1.75 1.64 1.56 1.57 1.55 1.67 1.62

Middle East and 
North Africa* 92 1.84 1.82 1.86 1.73 1.72 1.83 1.80

North America 103 1.58 1.59 1.58 1.51 1.63 2.18 1.68

South Asia 94 1.89 1.83 1.97 1.66 1.68 2.16 1.86

Sub-Saharan Africa 218 1.90 1.79 1.68 1.65 1.59 1.80 1.74

Global 1,091 1.80 1.74 1.81 1.63 1.67 1.95 1.77

Notes for regional analysis: 
N = 1,091 (7 “other” countries were excluded).
Average score per transformation (Major Efforts=3, Moderate Efforts=2, Minor Efforts=1). “No Opinion” 
excluded from base. N=1,091. Green >1.9; Grey >1.7; Red <1.7.
*Afghanistan and Pakistan are included in MENA in line with the 2026 World Bank Atlas country groupings.

Source: 2026 SDSN Survey on SDG Challenges and Means for Implementation

Education Health Energy 
decarbonization

Sustainable 
food, land, 
water and 

oceans

Sustainable 
cities and 

communities

Digital and AI 
infrastructure

37.6% 41.0% 40.4% 49.0% 46.1% 31.6%

44.8% 43.8% 38.8% 39.0% 40.9% 41.9%

17.5% 15.2% 20.8% 12.0% 13.1% 26.5%

All responses

0aMor efforts
0oderate efforts
0inor efforts
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Figure 4.11  
2026 Survey on SDG Challenges and Means for 
Implementation, responses to Question 3

Q3: ”In my country, the main barriers 
to implementing the SDGs are: …” 

Responses by World Bank region, % strongly agree

Barrier East Asia and 
the Pacific

Europe and 
Central Asia

Latin America 
and the 

Caribbean

Middle East and 
North Africa* North America South Asia Sub-Saharan 

Africa

Lack of awareness 25.4% 31.5% 35.2% 45.5% 30.4% 36.6% 34.4%

Lack of capacities and monitoring 36.5% 34.7% 40.6% 58.2% 26.0% 48.4% 61.4%

Limited financial resources 36.0% 33.0% 50.0% 52.7% 20.4% 56.0% 54.2%

Geopolitical landscape 41.3% 55.3% 48.8% 55.7% 70.6% 47.8% 42.2%

Lack of government leadership 41.2% 54.0% 58.9% 56.2% 62.7% 43.0% 49.5%

Absence of national strategy 37.4% 50.2% 48.2% 47.2% 64.1% 38.7% 48.1%

Failures to implement strategies 41.7% 50.0% 47.8% 62.4% 48.5% 51.6% 63.5%

Lack of access to technologies 18.5% 23.2% 36.2% 42.2% 12.9% 53.8% 48.1%

Limited civil society engagement 26.5% 33.6% 40.5% 42.4% 20.4% 46.2% 43.1%

Negative private sector influence 38.3% 45.9% 45.2% 48.1% 53.9% 50.0% 42.9%

 
Source: 2026 SDSN Survey on SDG Challenges and Means for Implementation

Notes for regional analysis: 
N = 1,091 (7 “other” countries were excluded).  
*Afghanistan and Pakistan are included in MENA in line with the 2026 World Bank Atlas country groupings.

All responses

Lack of government leadership

Strongly disagree
Somewhat agree
Strongly agree

Note: Don’t know / No opinion 
excluded from denominator. 
Responses in descending order 
of “% strongly disagree”
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The open feedback provided by respondents focuses 
primarily on governance failures. The most central 
themes discussed relate to political will, governance and 
corruption, and implementation gaps (or closely related 
themes). Issues around data and monitoring, financing 
sustainable development, and climate action are also 
recurring themes – as well as education, local engage-
ment, and the need to harness digital technologies. 
Understanding regional patterns in SDG implemen-
tation gaps and opportunities, particularly through a 
more detailed analysis of qualitative survey responses 
by regions, is an important research and practical prior-
ity for the SDSN in the near future. 

Outlook
This chapter provides important insights for accelerat-
ing SDG progress and informing governance priorities 
for the post-2030 Agenda. First, participation in the 

Figure 4.12  
Most-cited terms in open feedback to the SDSN large-scale survey

Note: Word size reflects frequency of mention with most-cited terms at centre. The analysis was performed using ClaudeAI (Anthropic). 
Source: Authors, using ClaudeAI (Anthropic)

Q: ”Please share any 
additional feedback 
or clariٶcations 
you may have on 
SDG progress and 
implementation in 
your country.” 

formal Voluntary National Review (VNR) process is 
widespread and the preparation of Voluntary Local 
Reviews (VLRs) is increasing, both signaling strong 
global momentum for sustainable development. 
Notably, among G20 countries, the United States 
remains the only country that has never partici-
pated in the VNR process. Second, SDSN’s Expert 
Survey and large-scale survey point to persistent 
governance challenges and implementation gaps. 
These include failures to coordinate across govern-
ment agencies and levels of government, as well as 
difficulties in implementing adopted strategies and 
plans due to financing constraints, shifting political 
priorities, and inadequate engagement with local 
communities. Such barriers continue to hinder SDG 
progress. Third, there is broad support among 
experts for maintaining continuity in the framework 
beyond 2030, with particular emphasis on strength-
ening implementation mechanisms in the lead-up to 
and beyond 2030.
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Country Number of 
Respondents

Total Population (2024), 
World Bank

Share of Survey 
Respondents (%)

Share of World 
Population (2024) 

(%), World Bank

Difference 
(p.p.)

Afghanistan 3 42,647,492 0.3 0.5 0.3

Albania 5 2,377,128 0.5 0 0.4

Algeria 7 46,814,308 0.6 0.6 0.1

Argentina 8 45,696,159 0.7 0.6 0.2

Armenia 1 3,033,500 0.1 0 0.1

Australia 28 27,196,812 2.6 0.3 2.2

Austria 4 9,177,982 0.4 0.1 0.3

Azerbaijan 2 10,202,830 0.2 0.1 0.1

Bahamas 2 401,283 0.2 0 0.2

Bahrain 1 1,588,670 0.1 0 0.1

Bangladesh 18 173,562,364 1.6 2.1 0.5

Belgium 3 11,858,610 0.3 0.1 0.1

Benin 1 14,462,724 0.1 0.2 0.1

Bolivia 17 12,413,315 1.5 0.2 1.4

Bosnia and Herzegovina 2 3,164,253 0.2 0 0.1

Botswana 3 2,521,139 0.3 0 0.2

Brazil 10 211,998,573 0.9 2.6 1.7

Bulgaria 6 6,441,421 0.5 0.1 0.5

Burundi 1 14,047,786 0.1 0.2 0.1

Cabo Verde 1 524,877 0.1 0 0.1

Cambodia 2 17,638,801 0.2 0.2 0

Cameroon 12 29,123,744 1.1 0.4 0.7

Canada 28 41,288,599 2.6 0.5 2

Central African Republic 1 5,330,690 0.1 0.1 0

Table 4A.1

Annexes
SDSN	Expert	Survey	on	Government	Efforts	–	List	of	experts	consulted	

Lead coordinator: Dr. Guillaume Lafortune 

SDSN Secretariat: core harmonization team (5): María Cortés Puch, Andrija Erac, Grayson Fuller, Guilherme 
Iablonovski, Samory Touré

SDSN Secretariat: data reviewers (9): Kannan Reghunathan Nair, Gautham Varada Narayan, Amirah Majid, Giovanni 
Bruna, Marta García-Haro, Isabella Massa, Luka Mach, Raquel Armendariz Sucunza, =ofia Kunysz

Experts and Contributors (including local SDSN Network Chairs and Managers) (30)  
Pilot countries and respondents: Martin Eriksson (Northern Europe), Jorge Gµmez-Paredes (Andes Region), Tahl Kestin 
(Australia). 

Respondents: Lykke Andersen (Bolivia), Norah Asongu (Cameroon), John Barimo (Ireland), Axel Berger (Germany), Chol 
Bunnag (Thailand), Francine Pace Caruana (Malta), Lamija Èeremida (Western Balkans), Karen Chand (Malaysia), Christine 
Daly (Canada), Dimitar Dimitrov (Bulgaria), Maria Jo¥o Filgueiras Rauch (Portugal), Samuel Hayford (Ghana), Israruddin 
Israruddin (Indonesia), Dong-real Kang (Republic of Korea), Norichika Kanie (Japan), Phui Yi Kong (Malaysia), Aida 
Kumarbayeva (Kazakhstan), Francisco Magno (Philippines), Sarah Mendelson (United States), Ngozi Odiaka (Nigeria), 
Philipp Pattberg (the Netherlands), Elena Preda (Romania), Dimitrios Raptis (Greece), Kamagono Sethono (South Africa), 
=uzana TruneÏkov£ (Czechia), Maged =agow (Egypt) and Inge Willems (Belgium). 

Some of the experts consulted requested to remain anonymous

SDSN	Survey	on	SDG	Challenges	and	Means	for	Implementation:	share	of	respondents	by	country	
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Country Number of 
Respondents

Total Population (2024), 
World Bank

Share of Survey 
Respondents (%)

Share of World 
Population (2024) 

(%), World Bank

Difference 
(p.p.)

Chile 10 19,764,771 0.9 0.2 0.7

China 17 1,408,975,000 1.5 17.3 15.8

Colombia 15 52,886,363 1.4 0.6 0.7

Costa Rica 1 5,129,910 0.1 0.1 0

Côte d’Ivoire 2 31,934,230 0.2 0.4 0.2

Croatia 3 3,866,200 0.3 0 0.2

Czechia 3 10,905,028 0.3 0.1 0.1
Democratic Republic of  
the Congo

8 109,276,265 0.7 1.3 0.6

Denmark 3 5,976,992 0.3 0.1 0.2

Dominican Republic 1 11,427,557 0.1 0.1 0

Ecuador 7 18,135,478 0.6 0.2 0.4

Egypt 6 116,538,258 0.5 1.4 0.9

Estonia 1 1,372,341 0.1 0 0.1

Eswatini 2 1,242,822 0.2 0 0.2

Ethiopia 19 132,059,767 1.7 1.6 0.1

Finland 3 5,619,911 0.3 0.1 0.2

France 15 68,551,653 1.4 0.8 0.5

Georgia 2 3,699,557 0.2 0 0.1

Germany 22 83,516,593 2 1 1

Ghana 14 34,427,414 1.3 0.4 0.9

Greece 26 10,405,134 2.4 0.1 2.2

Guinea 1 14,754,785 0.1 0.2 0.1

Haiti 2 11,772,557 0.2 0.1 0

Honduras 1 10,825,703 0.1 0.1 0

Hungary 2 9,562,065 0.2 0.1 0.1

India 67 1,450,935,791 6.1 17.8 11.7

Indonesia 9 283,487,931 0.8 3.5 2.7

Iran 1 91,567,738 0.1 1.1 1

Iraq 3 46,042,015 0.3 0.6 0.3

Ireland 7 5,395,790 0.6 0.1 0.6

Israel 1 9,974,400 0.1 0.1 0

Italy 35 58,952,704 3.2 0.7 2.5

Jamaica 2 2,839,175 0.2 0 0.1

Japan 5 123,975,371 0.5 1.5 1.1

Jordan 3 11,552,876 0.3 0.1 0.1

Kazakhstan 1 20,592,571 0.1 0.3 0.2

Kenya 19 56,432,944 1.7 0.7 1

Kuwait 1 4,897,263 0.1 0.1 0

Kyrgyzstan 2 7,221,868 0.2 0.1 0.1

Lebanon 1 5,805,962 0.1 0.1 0

Lesotho 1 2,337,423 0.1 0 0.1

Liberia 1 5,612,817 0.1 0.1 0

Libya 2 7,381,023 0.2 0.1 0.1

Malawi 2 21,655,286 0.2 0.3 0.1

Malaysia 38 35,557,673 3.5 0.4 3

Mali 1 24,478,595 0.1 0.3 0.2

Mauritania 1 5,169,395 0.1 0.1 0

Mexico 78 130,861,007 7.1 1.6 5.5

Morocco 2 38,081,173 0.2 0.5 0.3

Mozambique 4 34,631,766 0.4 0.4 0.1

Myanmar 1 54,500,091 0.1 0.7 0.6

Nepal 6 29,651,054 0.5 0.4 0.2

Table 4A.1 
(Continued)
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Country Number of 
Respondents

Total Population (2024), 
World Bank

Share of Survey 
Respondents (%)

Share of World 
Population (2024) 

(%), World Bank

Difference 
(p.p.)

Netherlands 6 17,993,485 0.5 0.2 0.3

New Zealand 3 5,287,500 0.3 0.1 0.2

Niger 2 27,032,412 0.2 0.3 0.1

Nigeria 62 232,679,478 5.6 2.9 2.8

North Macedonia 1 1,824,359 0.1 0 0.1

Norway 5 5,572,279 0.5 0.1 0.4

Pakistan 49 251,269,164 4.5 3.1 1.4

Papua New Guinea 1 10,576,502 0.1 0.1 0

Paraguay 1 6,929,153 0.1 0.1 0

Peru 12 34,217,848 1.1 0.4 0.7

Philippines 10 115,843,670 0.9 1.4 0.5

Poland 1 36,559,233 0.1 0.4 0.4

Portugal 23 10,694,681 2.1 0.1 2

Republic of Korea 16 51,751,065 1.5 0.6 0.8

Romania 2 19,051,804 0.2 0.2 0.1

Russian Federation 6 143,533,851 0.5 1.8 1.2

Rwanda 3 14,256,567 0.3 0.2 0.1
Saint Vincent and the 
Grenadines

1 100,616 0.1 0 0.1

Saudi Arabia 3 35,300,280 0.3 0.4 0.2

Senegal 1 18,501,984 0.1 0.2 0.1

Serbia 1 6,586,476 0.1 0.1 0

Sierra Leone 3 8,642,022 0.3 0.1 0.2

Singapore 2 6,036,860 0.2 0.1 0.1

Slovakia 1 5,422,069 0.1 0.1 0

Slovenia 1 2,127,400 0.1 0 0.1

Solomon Islands 1 819,198 0.1 0 0.1

Somalia 1 19,009,151 0.1 0.2 0.1

South Africa 19 64,007,187 1.7 0.8 0.9

South Sudan 3 11,943,408 0.3 0.1 0.1

Spain 21 48,848,840 1.9 0.6 1.3

Sri Lanka 3 21,916,000 0.3 0.3 0

Sudan 1 50,448,963 0.1 0.6 0.5

Sweden 10 10,569,709 0.9 0.1 0.8

Switzerland 14 9,005,582 1.3 0.1 1.2

Thailand 2 71,668,011 0.2 0.9 0.7

Timor-Leste 2 1,400,638 0.2 0 0.2

Togo 1 9,515,236 0.1 0.1 0

Tunisia 3 12,277,109 0.3 0.2 0.1

Türkiye 21 85,518,661 1.9 1.1 0.9

Uganda 10 50,015,092 0.9 0.6 0.3

Ukraine 2 37,860,221 0.2 0.5 0.3

United Arab Emirates 4 10,986,400 0.4 0.1 0.2

United Kingdom 12 69,226,000 1.1 0.9 0.2

United Republic of Tanzania 2 68,560,157 0.2 0.8 0.7

United States of America 75 340,110,988 6.8 4.2 2.7

Uzbekistan 2 36,361,859 0.2 0.4 0.3

Viet Nam 2 100,987,686 0.2 1.2 1.1

Yemen 2 40,583,164 0.2 0.5 0.3

Zambia 8 21,314,956 0.7 0.3 0.5

Zimbabwe 8 16,634,373 0.7 0.2 0.5

Other 7 NA 0.6 NA NA

Table 4A.1 
(Continued)

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on survey data and population data from World Bank (2026). https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL. 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.TOTL
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Word	clouds:	analyses	

Claude AI (Anthropic) was used to analyze the qualitative responses received 
in both surveys. The analysis was conducted on 29 May 2026. The prompt 
used in both cases was identical:

“I have attached an Excel file containing open-ended qualitative survey 
responses in column A. Please do the following:

1. Frequency table (Excel output)

• Read all responses and identify the main recurring themes through 
thematic analysis – not keyword counting, but genuine grouping of 
related ideas and concepts

• Produce an Excel table with four columns: Rank _ Theme (full name, no 
abbreviations) _ Number of responses mentioning this theme _ Three or 
at least two short verbatim example quotes from the data, separated by 
a pipe character _ Please make sure categories are very distinct

• Sort by frequency descending

2. Generate a topic cloud (most suitable format: Word, Excel or PowerPoint). 
Display the themes as a topic cloud where font size is strictly proportional 
to frequency. The most frequent themes must appear largest and closest 
to the center of the slide; least frequent themes must appear smallest at 
the margins – this is the core requirement. All text in black, white back-
ground No overlapping text, no clipped text

The results were compared against those generated using other prompts 
to assess their sensitivity to prompt wording. This analysis allowed us to 
confirm that there were marginal differences in results when using slightly 
different verbatims. We also verified the results via verbatim examples 
provided for each theme. Figures 4.8 and 4.12 were adjusted and generated 
by the designer (Pica Publishing). The frequency table is included below. A 
more detailed academic paper incorporating further regional analysis is in 
preparation.
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Source: Authors, using Claude AI (Anthropic)

Table 4A.2 
SDSN Expert Survey: Q.10. ”Please provide any additional information regarding national coordination and 
implementation initiatives conducted in your country and/or other feedback on the survey.” 
(Detailed results for word cloud)

Table 4A.3 
SDSN Large Scale-Survey: “Please share any additional feedback or clarifications you may 
have on SDG progress and implementation in your country.” (Detailed results for word cloud)

Rank Theme Short (for word cloud)
Responses 

(n=38)

1 SDG Integration into National Planning Frameworks Long-Term Planning 11

2 Multi-stakeholder Engagement Platforms and Partnerships Civil Society and Stakeholder Engagement 8

3 Data Systems, Monitoring and Indicator Frameworks Data and Monitoring Frameworks 8

4 Institutional Coordination Bodies and  Governance Mechanisms Institutional Coordination 7

5 SDG Financing and Budget Alignment SDG Financing and Budgets 7

6 Subnational and Local SDG Implementation Local Action 5

7 Political Commitment and Government Prioritisation of SDGs Political Commitment 5

8 Post-2030 Agenda and Future of the SDG Framework Post-2030 Agenda 4

9 SDG Labelling vs Integrated Policy Implementation Integrated Policy Implementation 3

10 Voluntary National Reviews and International Reporting Voluntary National Reviews 2

11 Conflict, Crisis and External Shocks to SDG Progress Geopolitcal Crises and Conflicts 2

Rank Theme Short (for word cloud)
Responses 

(n=175)

1 Lack of Political Will and Low Government Prioritisation Shifting Political Priorities 39

2 Implementation Gap — Policies Exist but Are Not Executed Implementation Gap 37

3 Governance Failure, Corruption and Accountability Deficits Governance Failure and Corruption 32

4 Insufficient Public Awareness and Citizen Engagement Citizen Engagement 30

5 Localisation and Subnational Implementation SDG Localization 29

6 Financing and Resource Constraints SDG Financing and Investment Gap 25

7 Climate Change, Environment and Energy Transition Climate Mitigation and Adaptation 23

8 Data Quality, Monitoring and Measurement Gaps Data and Accountability Frameworks 20

9 Institutional Coordination and Cross-sector Fragmentation Cross-sectoral Coordination and Fragmentation 19

10 Education for Sustainable Development Education 16

11 Post-2030 Agenda and Need to Reform the SDG Framework Post-2030 Agenda 10

12 Digital Technology and Innovation as SDG Enablers Digital Technologies 7

Source: Authors, using Claude AI (Anthropic)

Source: Authors, using Claude AI (Anthropic)
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