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Abstract

This paper analyzes the Sustainable Development Report (SDR) 2026, “Implementing Sustainable
Development: 2030 and Beyond,” through three research foci: regional disparities between
top-performing and lagging nations, the historical trajectory of SDG 13 (Climate Action) since 2000, and
the gap between public perception and government effort in SDG implementation. Drawing on the SDG
Index and Dashboards, the International Spillover Index, the Index of Countries’ Support for UN-Based
Multilateralism (UN-Mi), and two new 2026 SDSN surveys, the analysis finds that Nordic dominance in
the Index persists but has plateaued since 2021, that climate- and consumption-related goals remain off
track even for top performers because of negative international spillovers, and that a comparative case
study of Sweden and Malawi illustrates how fiscal space, governance capacity, and conflict exposure
drive divergent SDG trajectories. The paper further finds broad convergence between expert and public
survey respondents on the need for stronger financing mechanisms, governance frameworks, and data
infrastructure to accelerate progress before 2030 and to shape a credible post-2030 agenda. Policy
recommendations center on debt-for-climate and debt-for-development mechanisms, coordinated
global financing instruments, and closing persistent data gaps. The paper concludes that implementation
capacity, not goal redesign, is the central challenge of the 2026—-2030 period.

Introduction

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, adopted unanimously by all 193 UN Member States in
September 2015, established 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) as a shared framework for
ending poverty, protecting the planet, and building peaceful, inclusive societies. Since 2016, the
Sustainable Development Solutions Network (SDSN) has published the Sustainable Development Report
(SDR) as an annual, independently audited assessment of how close each country stands to achieving the
goals. The eleventh and most recent edition, Implementing Sustainable Development: 2030 and Beyond
(Sachs et al., 2026), was released on 23 June 2026 and reflects a decisive shift in emphasis: with fewer
than four years remaining before the 2030 deadline, the report argues that the central obstacle to
progress is no longer goal design but implementation — financing, governance, and data capacity. This
paper applies three of the SDR 2026’s focus areas to that argument: (1) regional disparities and top
performers, (2) a deep dive into SDG 13 (Climate Action) using 26 years of trend data, and (3) the
alignment, or lack thereof, between public perception and government effort as captured in two new
2026 SDSN surveys.

Background and Global Context

The SDR 2026 ranks 169 of 193 UN Member States on the SDG Index, a 0—100 composite score built from
123 indicators, including two newly ranked countries, Eritrea and Timor-Leste (Sachs et al., 2026). The
headline finding is sobering: only 16.5 percent of SDG targets worldwide are on track to be achieved by
2030, and progress is heavily uneven across goals — the fastest-improving indicators relate to mobile
broadband and internet access (SDG 9), adolescent fertility and new HIV infections (SDG 3), and
electricity access (SDG 7), while the furthest off-track indicators concern sustainable agriculture and
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obesity (SDG 2) and corruption, press freedom, and administrative efficiency (SDG 16) (SDG
Transformation Center, 2026a). Finland, Sweden, and Denmark once again top the Index, while Chad, the
Central African Republic, and South Sudan rank lowest, reflecting the compounding effects of conflict,
instability, and constrained fiscal space. Among major economies, India posted the largest gain of any
G20 country, rising to an all-time-high 94th place (score 68.3) on the strength of East and South Asia’s
regional momentum, while the United States fell five places overall and ranked last on the new UN-Mi
index of support for multilateralism — a decline the report links to Washington’s 2026 withdrawal from
more than sixty international organizations and its opposition to the 2030 Agenda and the Paris
Agreement (SDG Transformation Center, 2026b). To address the implementation gap, the SDR 2026
proposes eight priorities, ranging from redirecting military spending toward peace and human
development, to new global taxes for financing global public goods, to governance frameworks for Al and
biotechnology (Sachs et al., 2026). These priorities frame the three analytical topics below.

Analysis

Regional Disparities and Top Performers

The persistence of Nordic leadership is one of the SDR’s most consistent findings: Finland, Sweden, and
Denmark have occupied the top three positions in every edition from 2023 through 2026 (SDG
Transformation Center, 2024; Voronoi, 2024; SDG Transformation Center, 2026a). Historically, this reflects
strong social-welfare institutions, high statistical capacity, low corruption, and early decarbonization of
electricity systems. However, the five-year trajectory tells a more nuanced story than static rankings
suggest: SDSN Northern Europe’s Nordic Sustainable Development Report 2025 found that Nordic SDG
Index scores, having risen steadily since 2000, began to “level off” between 2021 and 2025, even as the
broader European Union average continued climbing from a lower starting point (Eriksson et al., 2025).
In other words, the region’s absolute lead is narrowing in relative terms — a plateau the SDR 2026
attributes to persistent, unresolved challenges on SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production),
SDG 13 (Climate Action), SDG 14 (Life Below Water), and SDG 15 (Life on Land) (SDG Transformation
Center, 2026a).

The report’s International Spillover Index helps explain this plateau. High-income countries, despite
superior domestic SDG performance, generate disproportionate negative spillovers — embodied carbon
in trade, unsustainable resource extraction, and financial secrecy — that undermine other countries’
ability to meet their own targets (SDG Transformation Center, 2026a). The Index’s methods appendix
notes that high-income and OECD countries “started with higher SDG baseline scores” but have shown
limited additional progress once spillovers are weighted in, meaning apparent success at home is partly
financed by externalized environmental and social costs abroad. This matters for interpreting
Sub-Saharan Africa and Small Island Developing States (SIDS): their lagging scores are not solely a
function of domestic policy failure but also of a global economic structure in which wealthier nations’
consumption patterns actively erode the fiscal and environmental space available to poorer nations.
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A direct country comparison illustrates the gap. Sweden anchors the top
of the 2026 Index, built on universal healthcare and education, a
diversified low-carbon energy mix, and strong rule-of-law institutions,
though it still records “significant challenges” on consumption- and
biodiversity-related goals. Malawi, by contrast, ranked 139th of 167
countries in 2026, having achieved roughly half of the progress required
for full SDG attainment (Madeya, 2026). The report attributes Malawi’s
stagnation on SDG 1 (No Poverty), SDG 7 (Affordable and Clean Energy),
and SDG 9 (Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure) to the fact that an
estimated 70 percent of the population lives on less than three dollars a
day and that poor rural road connectivity constrains market access and
service delivery — a structural bottleneck that, as Malawi’s National
Planning Commission notes, is compounded by donor dependency,
budget misalignment, and recurrent climate shocks (Madeya, 2026).
Notably, Malawi has sustained genuine progress on SDG 2 (Zero
Hunger), SDG 3 (Good Health), SDG 4 (Quality Education), and SDG 6
(Clean Water and Sanitation), demonstrating that targeted,
donor-supported social-sector investment can succeed even where
infrastructure and poverty-reduction goals lag. The Sweden—Malawi
comparison therefore illustrates a core SDR 2026 argument: SDG
performance gaps are driven less by differences in national ambition
than by differences in fiscal space, infrastructure legacy, and exposure
to conflict or climate shocks — factors only partly within a single
government’s control.

SDG 13 (Climate Action): A Twenty-Six-Year Trajectory

The SDR’s Data Explorer allows trend analysis across 108 indicators from 2000 to 2026, and SDG 13 offers
one of the starkest illustrations of stagnation at both the top and bottom of the Index. Even Finland,
Sweden, and Denmark are flagged as facing “significant challenges” on SDG 13, a status unchanged
across the 2023, 2024, 2025, and 2026 editions of the report, despite these countries’ leadership on
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renewable electricity and green-technology innovation (SDG Transformation Center, 2024, 2026a). This
persistence suggests that national decarbonization of electricity supply, while necessary, is not sufficient:
the SDR attributes continued underperformance to consumption-based emissions, transport and
industrial-process emissions, and each country’s contribution to global mitigation finance, none of which
improve merely because domestic power generation is cleaner.

At the global level, the United Nations Statistics Division’s 2026 progress report corroborates this picture,
finding that climate action is among the SDGs with the weakest indicator trend-data coverage — fewer
than one-third of SDG 13 indicators have sufficient time-series data for reliable trend assessment,
alongside gender equality, sustainable cities, and peace and justice (UN Statistics Division, 2026). This is a
critical methodological caveat for any deep dive into SDG 13: apparent “stagnation” partly reflects a
genuine plateau in emissions-reduction policy, but it also reflects gaps in the underlying evidence base,
particularly for developing countries with weaker statistical infrastructure. Countries distinguished as
comparatively “on track” tend to combine carbon pricing, rapid renewable deployment, and binding
sectoral targets, while lagging countries — including fossil-fuel-dependent economies and states facing
conflict or fiscal crisis — show reversals rather than mere stagnation. The policy lesson is that SDG 13
progress requires not only clean electricity but also demand-side measures (transport, industry,
consumption) and improved climate-data infrastructure, echoing the SDR’s broader call for “better use of
science and data for sustainable development” as one of its eight priorities (Sachs et al., 2026).

Public Perception versus Government Effort

The SDR 2026 breaks new ground by incorporating two original SDSN surveys: an Expert Survey on
Government Efforts for the SDGs, completed by SDSN’s professional networks across 64 countries and
the European Union, and a large-scale public survey on “SDG Challenges and Means for
Implementation,” gathering more than 1,000 responses from 127 countries (Sachs et al., 2026; SDSN,
2026). The convergence between these two audiences is itself a notable finding: both experts and the
general public identified inadequate financing, weak governance frameworks at global, regional, and
national levels, and insufficient use of science and data as the three most binding constraints on SDG
implementation, and both groups expressed broad support for retaining the SDG framework, in some
form, beyond 2030 (SDSN, 2026).

Where the surveys diverge from official government reporting is instructive. National Voluntary National
Reviews (VNRs), such as Malawi’s 2026 review, tend to foreground sector-specific achievements and
policy commitments, while public and expert respondents more often cite systemic, cross-cutting
barriers — debt distress, weak data systems, and institutional fragmentation — that VNRs are
structurally less likely to emphasize because they are self-reported by the governments being assessed.
This asymmetry maps onto a broader accountability gap that the SDR’s authors link to persistent
“missing data” flags throughout the Country Profiles and Data Explorer: goals with the weakest data
coverage globally — gender equality (SDG 5), sustainable cities (SDG 11), climate action (SDG 13), and
peace and justice (SDG 16) — are precisely the goals where independent verification of government
claims is hardest (UN Statistics Division, 2026). Strengthening national statistical offices and mandating
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disaggregated, third-party-verifiable reporting would therefore do more to close the perception—effort
gap than additional high-level commitments alone.

Challenges and Opportunities

Three structural obstacles recur across all three topics. First, a financing gap: SIDS and low-income
African states such as Malawi lack the fiscal space to invest in infrastructure, energy access, and climate
adaptation simultaneously, and debt servicing increasingly crowds out SDG-related spending. Second, a
data deficit: fewer than a third of SDG 13, SDG 11, and SDG 16 indicators have adequate trend coverage,
undermining both target-setting and accountability (UN Statistics Division, 2026). Third, a governance
and multilateralism deficit, symbolized by the United States’ exit from more than sixty international
bodies and its position at the bottom of the UN-Mi index, which weakens the coordinated financing and
rule-setting that global public goods such as climate stability require (SDG Transformation Center,
2026b). Against these obstacles, the SDR 2026 identifies genuine opportunities: India and China’s
continued rank improvements demonstrate that middle-income countries can compress decades of
progress into a single decade when infrastructure and social-sector investment are prioritized together;
broad public-expert consensus on financing and data priorities provides a rare point of political
convergence; and retroactively recalculated Index scores, introduced in the 2026 edition, now allow
more reliable year-on-year comparison, strengthening the evidence base for the post-2030 negotiations
beginning in 2027 (SDG Transformation Center, 2026a).

Policy Recommendations

Building on the SDR 2026’s eight priorities, three concrete recommendations follow. First, multilateral
lenders and bilateral donors should expand debt-for-climate and debt-for-development swap
instruments for highly indebted, climate-vulnerable states such as Malawi, converting debt-service
obligations into ring-fenced financing for rural infrastructure, energy access, and agricultural resilience —
directly targeting the SDG 1, 7, and 9 bottlenecks identified above. Second, the international community
should operationalize the SDR’s proposal for new global financing mechanisms for public goods,
including coordinated carbon pricing and a portion of the proceeds ring-fenced for SIDS and
least-developed countries’ adaptation needs, since domestic decarbonization alone has proven
insufficient even for top-ranked Nordic states. Third, SDSN, national statistical offices, and UN agencies
should jointly prioritize closing the data gaps on SDG 5, 11, 13, and 16 by funding third-party-verifiable,
disaggregated data collection, which would simultaneously improve target design and narrow the gap
between government self-reporting and independent public and expert assessment documented in the
2026 surveys. Civil-society organizations can support this agenda by using the SDR’s open Data Explorer
to hold both national governments and high-spillover economies publicly accountable ahead of the 2027
post-2030 agenda negotiations.

Conclusion



Sandman — SDR 2026 Analysis

The Sustainable Development Report 2026 confirms that the architecture of the 2030 Agenda remains
broadly legitimate — supported by the overwhelming majority of UN Member States and by convergent
public and expert opinion — even as only 16.5 percent of targets remain on track. The three topics
examined here point to a common diagnosis: performance gaps between Sweden and Malawi, the
climate-action plateau affecting even top performers, and the perception—effort gap between citizens
and governments are all, at root, implementation problems rather than design flaws. As the SDR’s own
framing puts it, the task for 2026 through 2030, and for whatever framework follows, is not to reinvent
the goals but to finance, govern, and measure their delivery with far greater rigor than the first decade
of the SDGs achieved.
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