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Abstract
The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (UN SDGs) aim to develop healthy societies aligned with collective 
well-being. Although commendable efforts have been made, there has been a paucity of coordination and integration 
across sectors. While progress towards these goals has made a marked difference in peoples’ lives, it has been slow, 
episodic, and geographically isolated. This article dissects the challenges and opportunities and addresses the interplay 
between conceptualization, implementation, and evaluation. We suggest that philosophic, strategic, and operational 
alignment between and strategic attention to transformative learning for education and organizational learning, leader-
ship (that involves moral courage, judicious use of power and narratives, creating a sense of belonging, and adopting an 
integrated and dialectic approach) and robust partnerships across public, private and plural (civil society) sectors would 
increase the likelihood of success and sustainability beyond 2030. A dialectic approach integrating outcomes with SDGs’ 
inspirational nature to guide the discourse would allow for emergence.

1 Introduction

The United Nations (UN) 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development developed in 2015 represents an ambitious global 
framework. It redirects humanity towards a sustainable path to end poverty, hunger, inequality, and climate degradation, 
enable improved access to education and healthcare, and build just, peaceful, and equitable societies [1, 2]. The Sustain-
able Development Goals (SDGs) are relevant to all of us and require concerted action from multiple sectors (governments, 
businesses, and civil society) and ownership by every human being to achieve the 2030 Agenda [3, 4].

Some progress has been made in moving the agenda. It is well known and documented that globally many organiza-
tions are increasing their efforts to help achieve these goals [5–8]. The SDGs related to economic growth, sustainable 
industrialization, innovation, and sustainable production have attracted attention and investment from several major 
industries [9, 10]. Higher education institutions (HEIs), including universities, are now beginning to define learning objec-
tives and content, introduce pedagogies to empower learners, and include sustainability policies and strategies into their 
management structures [11]. Increasingly, incentives and reward opportunities are now being introduced to academics 
to perform interdisciplinary research to solve sustainability problems using a moral compass [12–14]. Many countries 
have included SDGs in their national policies, e.g. Bhutan, Brazil, Cambodia, Colombia, Ethiopia, Finland, India, Indonesia, 
Mexico, Mozambique, Nepal, Philippines, Rwanda, and Switzerland [15]. The collaboration between IBM and civil society 
organizations to innovatively address plastic (re)usage is an example of leadership and cross-sectoral partnerships [16].
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However, the emerging literature on the global indicators stresses that progress has been made only in some areas 
and in some countries [17]. The most recent 2019 report from the UN Secretary-General and the UN Department of 
Economic and Social Affairs [18] highlights that progress has been slow, uneven, and, in some instances, reversed, 
suggesting that the global goals are unlikely to be achievable by 2030. This variation in progress can be partially 
attributed to different choices by countries in determining SDGs more relevant to their development. In 2019, dip-
lomats and government leaders from the various UN Member States gathered at the UN High-Level Political Forum 
(HLPF) to review SDGs’ progress and implementation [19]. During this summit, the UN Secretary-General’s key mes-
sage was that “the shift in development pathways to generate the transformation required to meet the SDGs by 2030 
is not yet advancing at the speed or scale required” [20]. Interestingly, the paucity of representation from the Heads 
of several Member States at this meeting could suggest insufficient ambition and a lack of action-oriented commit-
ment by the countries to accelerate the 2030 Agenda. Recently, the importance of barriers to and the implications of 
not achieving the SDGs was highlighted [21], imploring concerted action-oriented efforts. However, optimism that 
these goals can be achieved continues; besides, the UNSDGs do have an aspirational and inspirational value that 
helps shape the dialogue and global discourse.

This article aims to highlight the challenges associated with the implementation of the 2030 Agenda and suggest 
strategic attention to three areas to coherently move forward.

2  Challenges

It is helpful to understand what has contributed to the current state to inform the work ahead. Significant efforts to 
implement the SDGs into practice have faced many challenges (Fig. 1). These span the entire range from conceptu-
alization (inherent conflicts in the framework and commitment) through implementation (prioritization, operation-
alization, policy coherence, collaboration, and resource deployment) to evaluation (exact measures and paucity of 
timely data). These are discussed below.

Fig. 1  Challenges and areas requiring strategic attention to achieve UNSDGs. The figure was made using Omnigraffle software and 
exported to TIFF format
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2.1  Conceptualization

The SDGs have been the subject of many critiques ranging from frank criticism through cautious support to optimism. Criti-
cisms include a need for being more meaningful and accountable [22–24], do not account for restrictive forces and have 
only limited obligations to various stakeholders [25] with unrealistic timelines [26] and questionable diplomacy [23], the 
non-binding nature of the goals and targets, the realization of the goals considering the timeline, and the ambiguous nature 
of the financial investment for the goals. There is also the view that SDGs are neoteric and encyclopedic, “where everything 
is top priority, which means nothing is a priority” [24]. Interestingly, many studies have shown that economic growth can 
lead to the scarcity of natural resources, thus destroying our environment [27–29]. One could reasonably contend that the 
SDGs’ conceptual framework reflects the intrinsic conflict between humanity and the planet [30–32].

Cautious support calls for enhancing integration across the SDGs and being more deliberate about “corporations,” inter-
generational equity, and international law [33], a need for re-evaluation in the current context to make these more viable 
[34], at risk for “sliding back” [35] and a need for change in strategy to achieve the goals [36, 37] and a systems approach. Since 
the SDGs’ operationalization requires shared action and responsibility involving leaders from all sectors, the definition, and 
role of alliances between private, plural, and public sectors need further clarification. We use the term plural sector for civil 
society coined by Mintzberg as the term may be more representative of the groups and associations, and movements with 
varied representation and ownership [38]. The critique of SDGs also includes optimism as these are considered inspirational 
and achievable and make meaningful differences to underrepresented and marginalized citizens [2, 16, 39].

2.2  Implementation

Localizing the SDGs nationally poses many challenges. With a rise in nationalism and a growing political divide between 
left and right, governments may prioritize local specific issues facing their country and their geographic regions [40–42]. 
Furthermore, political crises, corruption, and distrust of interventionist governments may result in outspoken opposition 
to active planning and roll-out of transformative actions required to realize the 2030 Agenda [43]. This state of affairs 
poses potential challenges in realizing global political agreements jointly on the SDGs and thus adversely impacts policy 
governance and coherence [1]. In contrast, a recent report indicated that the SDG framework provided smaller countries 
with an opportunity for expression, thus de-politicizing negotiations and avoiding entrenched North–South divides [44]. 
Social and environmental challenges pose a risk to achieving SDG 7 (Affordable and Clean Energy) and energy justice for 
developing countries [45]. Achieving a systemic change across the globe in a cross-cutting manner among actors and 
sectors that do not usually work together and can choose to focus on different SDGs is an ongoing challenge. Resources, 
especially financing, have been a significant hurdle. An approximate $2.5 trillion annual financing gap identified early 
on [46] is continuing and has been a major impediment in progress [47]; furthermore, the Bertelsmann Stiftung report 
found that the global community does not invest enough in implementing the 2030 Agenda [18, 48].

2.3  Evaluation

The path to monitor and quantify the SDGs poses many challenges due to limited data availability. The absence of mean-
ingful data remains a significant challenge for monitoring and evaluating SDGs’ progress. For example, for ethnic minority, 
indigenous populations, and disabled persons, only fragmented data is presented [39]. Using the Driving Forces Pressures 
Impacts Responses methodology, economists [25] show that the inherent contradictions focus on state and impact, 
non-recognition of pressures and support for counterproductive drivers; this coupled with limited obligations to the 
public and private sector and weak agency acts as barriers to SDG implementation. A 2017 study [49] showed that there 
are inconsistencies in SDGs for simultaneous progression of environmental, economic, and social sustainability. These 
cause concern as the SDGs are non-binding and are prioritized differently in developed and developing countries [39].

3  Challenges reframed as opportunities: from disparity to dignity

The universal and global 2030 Agenda requires a human rights-centered perspective due to SDGs’ universal, transforma-
tive, comprehensive, and inclusive nature [50] to “leave no one behind.” SDG 10, in particular, commits to ensuring equality 
both within and between countries paying attention to marginalized and disadvantaged populations. Nevertheless, of the 
ten targets and 11 indicators, none commit countries to decrease the uneven distribution and widening of the wealth and 
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income gap between populations and countries [51–53]. Several reports indicate that although SDG 10 represents a unique 
opportunity to narrow down on inequality, the language in the goals and targets are poorly aligned, thus jeopardizing its 
implementation [52].

The disparity may be evident in income equality, gender, disadvantaged, disabled, and marginalized populations. Urgent, 
coordinated action is required at all levels to tackle factors fuelling financial inequality and global economic governance by 
incorporating a global human-rights lens [54]. The lack of robust accountability systems [55] and monitoring of SDG 10 is a 
significant issue. The HLPF on Sustainable Development can play an essential role in monitoring the transnational dimensions 
of the SDGs through the Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs) and analyze the shortfalls of the current indicators proposed to 
measure progress towards SDG 10. Businesses are vital drivers of economic growth and can level the workforce’s playing field 
by complying with policies to reduce biases and discrimination. SDG 10 closely links with SDG 5 on Gender Equality and sup-
ports SDG 8 on Decent Work and Economic Growth by increasing diversity of thought. This linkage would help create more 
stable and peaceful economies in line with SDG 16 by abating social tensions, which in turn may tackle problems associated 
with SDG 2 Zero Hunger, SDG 3 Health and Well-Being, and SDG 4 Education [56, 57]. According to the Director of Open and 
International Programmes at the Cambridge Institute for Sustainability and Leadership, it would be harder to secure public 
support for SDG 13 Climate Action targets on decarbonization if people are struggling with poverty and discrimination [57].

4  Looking ahead (integrating concepts, implementation, and evaluation)

Global actions take time, do not provide insights into a local context, and thus may be challenging to implement and be 
effective. Focusing on the SDGs’ local and regional implementation indirectly influences the SDGs globally as all spheres 
of life are interconnected. Understanding the SDG framework and identifying its inconsistencies can help stakeholders 
prioritize the goals based on their interconnectedness and develop tools leading to improvements. Setting ambitious 
future goals to compensate for insufficient efforts in the present is a concept well understood in policymaking [37]. What 
is required is monitoring progress one step at a time as it allows for continuous and dynamic learning.

The key issues that need to be addressed are collaborative governance, combined use of deliberate and emergent 
strategy, system-wide allocation of resources (including financial resources), evaluation, and agile responsiveness. Creat-
ing an enabling environment for multiple stakeholders to promote and develop new forms of cooperative governance 
is essential, particularly for financial governance structure(s) to mobilize and utilize resources [58] as both capital (from 
regional and foreign sources) and better disclosure of relevant information is required. Capacity building and empowering 
people to make practical contributions in the face of limited competencies can promote healthy democracy and good 
governance. Research in related areas such as accounting [59] has an enabling role. Although the successful implementa-
tion of the 2030 Agenda relies heavily on financing, bridging the gap between knowledge and implementation requires 
reliable high-quality data. These aspects are especially challenging in developing countries as reliable and robust data 
systems require significant financial, human, and technical resources. Efforts to collect disaggregate country-level data 
for the SDGs will require developing nations to form partnerships and data mapping tools with the private sector, NGOs, 
and think tanks to address these hurdles.

Complexity science perspectives help UNSDGs as the work involves multiple nested and overlapping complex adap-
tive systems (CAS). CASs are living, non-linear, entangled, self-organizing, robust, and emergent; they rely on activities 
and interconnections (relationships) with multiple feedback loops between diverse constituent elements [60–62]. Three 
additional attributes are that the magnitude and scope of the input are not directly proportional to the output [63], the 
history of the CAS, although not deterministic, is relevant to the future [64], and the future is somewhat unknowable 
and unpredictable (but not random and may be patterned and lie within boundaries) [65]. The planet, regions, societies, 
sectors, organizations are CASs. These attributes inform the work in CASs, in contrast to cause-effect linear aspects of 
classic Newtonian models. Prioritization is essential; however, large system transformation requires multiple interven-
tions moving ahead simultaneously [66, 67].

5  The way forward

The efforts to strive for SDGs would benefit from careful, coordinated strategic attention to three areas – transformative 
learning, meaningful and effective leadership, and robust partnerships within and across the three sectors (private, public 
and plural), which are aligned (philosophically, strategically, and operationally).



Vol.:(0123456789)

Discover Sustainability            (2021) 2:20  | https://doi.org/10.1007/s43621-021-00029-8 Perspective

1 3

5.1  Transformative Learning (TL)

Mindset refers to one’s attitudes and predispositions to behavior and can either enable or impede behavior and action. 
It is one reason for slower progress towards achieving UNSDGs; a change towards a more learning orientation [68] and 
a better alignment with current and future needs have been proposed to ensure progress [69]. However, we posit that 
to strive for SDGs, a change is also needed in the mental models (syn. “frame of reference”) that refer to one’s cognitive 
representations of reality to assign meaning and influence behavior [70]. This change in the “frame of reference” can be 
achieved through Transformative Learning (TL). TL is defined as permanently changing one’s frame of reference to be 
more expansive and inclusive by making meaning of experiences that are critical, ambiguous, and ill-structured [71]. 
By transcending boundaries between philosophy (e.g. the nature of being) and science, TL constructs a tangible bridge 
supported by three pillars of knowing—(i) instrumental (knowing that), (ii) communicative (knowing how), and (iii) 
emancipatory (knowing why) [72].

This learning will have the most impact if it is realized from micro to macro levels (individual, groups, community, 
nations, sectors, and global conglomerations). Ownership of the SDGs through individual choices and daily activities 
contributes to transforming oneself and the wider environment. The world is rife with examples of disorienting dilem-
mas such as the social, economic, and human rights crises of varying magnitudes. These can be utilized for a voluntary 
commencement of a TL journey through reflection on content, process and premise, and rational (related to thinking) 
and extra-rational discourse (based upon feelings and intuition) [72].

We discuss two aspects of TL directly relevant to achieving UN SDGs; first, the role of HEIs in education and research, 
and secondly, the importance of insights gained through TL for organizations to inform, develop, and modify policies, 
strategies, processes, and tailored approaches to desired changes.

5.1.1  TL and HEIs

The HEIs have the opportunity to leverage TL in both education and research. In contrast to informative and formative 
learning, the former being concerned with information and skills leading to expertise and the latter being concerned 
with values and socialization leading to professionals, TL’s objective is leadership attributes leading to the development 
of change agents [73]. Education for sustainability aimed at developing social change agents in a complex world requires 
the integration of diverse perspectives through strategies that promote reflection, dialogue, and individual growth in a 
supportive learning environment. The shift from market-oriented approaches to education for healthy integrated socie-
ties implores the HEIs to simultaneously uphold and manage the polarities inherent in providing learner support (but 
not overly protective and stunt their development) [74] and create opportunities for transformation by guiding their TL 
journey that involves disorientation and reflection [75]. To become centres or catalysts of TL and cubicles of innovation, 
the HEIs would need structures (supportive environments across diverse learning settings, faculty trained to co-create 
and evolve) and processes (meaningful curricular changes, and opportunities for reflection, dialogue, and discourse). This 
change is possible through an optimized integration of TL in education for sustainability through collaborative learning 
spaces [76] and by including additional dimensions of structures, conflict, and social processes [77].

TL can also inform knowledge generation through research. It has been argued that the conventional incremental 
knowledge generation practices will reinforce the status quo and unsustainable practices, and a shift to generating 
practical wisdom (phronesis) “to inform judgment on sustainable development issues” is required [78]. In addition to 
empirical-analytic approach, this would entail a participatory process involving the stakeholders and an interpretive 
approach that enables and not just informs action. Patient-oriented research, that involves patients at all stages of the 
study, is one example. Partnering with healthcare managers and policymakers to conduct research for “interpretive 
synthesis” [79] is another example. To address bias in the publication process, a relatively new approach to research pub-
lication is “registered report,” where articles are provisionally accepted after peer review of the hypotheses and analysis 
and before the study is entirely conducted [80].
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5.1.2  TL and organizational change

Appropriate utilization of TL may lead institutions in all three sectors to become learning organizations and undergo 
transformation themselves, thereby making them socially responsive through education, research, and activities for 
social justice. For example, integrating public discourse and debates, evidence, and innovative instruments such as 
precautionary principle to existing political and market arenas are likely to improve decision-making [81] in these 
complex intertwined goals. The HEIs would become relevant to society and resonate with the general public. Univer-
sities continue to be the most influential voice in the plural sector. Re(claiming) or enhancing the original purpose 
of education requires nurturing discourse and dialogue on different perspectives and ideologies, rather than suc-
cumbing to one thought and opinion, which is perceived to be more relevant at a specific time period. The success 
of TL in striving for SDGs is likely to manifest as widespread empowerment, constructive social action, addressing 
oppression, and critique of ideology [82].

5.2  Leadership implications

Leadership is a social construct and reflects contemporary thought. Both formal and informal leadership are critical for 
attaining SDGs. It is well understood that leadership is integral to a collective endeavor’s success [83]. There are multiple 
perspectives on leaders and leadership with coexistence (to a variable degree) of classical, modernist, and postmodern 
perspectives to leadership practice in the organizations; however, the importance of contexts and relationships to be 
adaptive remains central. Leadership work will need to contextually and culturally integrate these perspectives and 
evolve, as one perspective is unlikely to be productive across space and time. Compared to the extensive literature 
on individual, team, and organizational leadership, research on cross-sectoral [84, 85] and global leadership [85–87] is 
limited. Delivering on the SDGs requires transformational and inclusive leadership at a global, national, and local level 
[88]. Transformational leadership is focused on the others’ personal development by helping them reach higher levels of 
motivation and morality [89], and inclusive leadership refers to the promotion of diversity, improvement of peoples’ ability 
to innovate and cope with uncertainty [90]. Also, humanistic leadership, which refers to leadership based on individual 
dignity and well-being, fundamental values, and common good to enhance meaning and purpose of human experience 
[91], is considered essential for acting collectively, reflectively, and deliberately towards sustainability [92]. We propose 
that leadership for sustainability requires attention to five key areas. These include exercising moral courage, utilizing 
power appropriately for the common good, leveraging narratives, enhancing a sense of belonging, and thinking about 
controversies and different perspectives through integration and a dialectic approach.

5.2.1  Moral courage

Moral courage refers to a readiness to endure danger for the sake of principle and act on moral convictions [93] despite 
the fear of social and economic consequences [94]. It is based on the premise that moral courage is a critical human 
attribute and not a supernumerary virtue. Leaders as individuals need to make the right choices and decisions in all 
situations concerning others in a collective enterprise. Moral authority and a clear understanding of benefits and risks 
associated with sustainability have been shown to enable transformation [95]. Diversity needs to be embraced at all levels. 
Research has shown social and environmental sustainability and profitability increase when boards have representation 
by women [96]. Innovative leadership and sound governance models involving multiple stakeholders are conducive to 
integrating sustainability.

5.2.2  Power

The UN 2030 Agenda calls for influential leaders in multiple sectors to shape global development, which has contributed 
to emphasizing power in certain aspects and marginalizing others [97, 98]. Leaders are likely to use both power and 
influence in steering towards the attainment of SDGs as these are useful in achieving organizational outcomes [99, 100]. 
Power may be considered the ability to achieve something in the face of resistance, and influence may be considered as 
the ability to achieve something in the absence of reprisal [101, 102]. Appropriate and judicious use of power without 
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succumbing to its abuse would require the leaders to draw from at least three conceptualizations of power, including the 
structuralist (power-over; French and Raven’s framework) [103], feminist (power-with and power-to; Allen’s framework) 
[104] and the post-structuralist (power constituted through knowledge; Foucault’s’ framework) [105].

5.2.3  Narratives

Discourses and narratives are paramount as these are used to marginalize and normalize societies [105]. Narratives have 
both negative and positive impacts and help to explain the process of internalization in organizations. Whether these 
narratives come into play through what is encouraged or discouraged on campuses or through legislation by govern-
ments—which behind closed doors may succumb to lobbying by powerful corporations and special interest groups or 
what and how the media portrays the issues have considerable impact on public perceptions and consequent actions. 
What is required for the SDGs is a narrative about nuanced knowledge to create hope and motivation for a more informed 
and sustainable world. The transformational power of knowledge needs to be harnessed in a pluralist-participatory dis-
course in order for the SDGs to be successfully achieved [106]. The Visualize 2030 platform developed in collaboration 
with the UN Foundation and the World Bank encourages individuals to tell a data-driven story of how SDGs interact with 
each other and what actions might be required to achieve the SDGs by 2030 [107].

5.2.4  Belonging

A sense of belonging needs to be ignited through increased social connectedness and decreased isolation to promote 
peace and prosperity across cultures. Many studies have shown social connectedness contributes positively towards 
health and well-being, and financial and physical safety and security [108–110], while stigmatization is associated with 
uncertainty regarding belonging [111]. Connectedness can be viewed as a craving to be accepted in a community or a 
wider society. Achieving the SDGs requires organizations to cultivate a sense of belonging and inclusivity and empower 
their employees [112]. Social belonging has been linked to organizational commitment and engagement, and it can 
be proactively developed by utilizing gaining perspectives, encouraging mentorship, and finding empowerment [113].

5.2.5  Integration and dialectic thinking

The SDG framework requires critical thinking to contend with power structures [114]. Given the inherent conflict between 
some SDGs (economic development and climate change), especially when viewed with the lenses of short-term gains and 
geographic priorities, there is an apparent need to reconcile. Achieving meaningful assimilation of the people, planet, 
prosperity, peace, and partnership (5Ps) [115] requires stepping back to consider the broader potential of integration 
(collaborative group interactions where all stakeholders have a place in the solution) rather than compromising or win/
lose [116] and dialectic thinking (simultaneously upholding two or more perspectives/truths) [117–119]. An approach 
that addresses “trade-offs and overlaps” [120] and which is systems-based and integrated across diverse but interlinked 
facets of social, economic, and ecologic aspects has been put forward to sustain the efforts beyond 2030 [33, 121]. The 
inherent conflict and incompatibility between some SDGs, e.g. environmental sustainability and socio-economic growth, 
can be overcome by strategies such as investments in health programs and renewable energy [49]. Improved evaluation 
to determine the current status accurately, trajectories and gaps is required at multiple levels [44]; specific methodologies 
for countries have been proposed [122], as well as a need for better metrics that would account for “spillover effects” of 
the countries on the planet [123]. The coherence of democratic governance with economic, education, and geographic 
variables have been linked to progress [124] and integration of sustainable development in an organization’s framework 
of business, strategy, and decision-making [125] and are likely to help achieve the SDGs.

5.3  Mutually valued robust partnerships within and across all three sectors

The centrality of collaborations across multiple stakeholders to achieve the SDGs is recognized through SDG 17, which 
calls for partnerships between and across the three sectors. In today’s evolving landscape, development challenges 
are increasingly complex, persistent, and interlinked. These necessitate individuals from all sectors to work together to 
ensure effective use of resources by capitalizing on the comparative advantage of sharing resources, knowledge, and 
technology from each stakeholder and sector.
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5.3.1  The public sector

In the public sector, several countries (e.g. Finland, Sierra Leone, and Madagascar—not a comprehensive list) have 
addressed this issue by creating cross-ministerial committees to ensure the SDGs are included at the implementation 
level. Experts also indicate the importance of having a national monitoring framework to demonstrate stakeholder 
engagement in development cooperation [126, 127]. Policymakers and development partners need to build on the 
present momentum while addressing current and emerging risks. Simultaneously, the lack of financial investment and 
allocation, lack of development and social cohesion, a potential increase in interest rates, and debt vulnerabilities could 
have adverse spillover effects. Building on initiatives to monitor progress cannot be understated and will be vital to 
unlocking the SDGs’ full potential.

5.3.2  The private sector

There are four discourses (pro-, skeptical, middle-ground, and anti-private sector) on the private sector’s role in SDGs that 
emphasize socio-economic development over environmental goals [128]. The private sector efforts solely through the 
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) lens and consequent actions, by themselves, are likely to be insufficient on their own 
[129]. However, the private sector has a compelling role to play in the realization of SDG 17 Partnerships for the Goals, 
as they are essential partners to investment and job creation and can create stable and sustainable communities. They 
provide critical insight into issues facing companies in terms of investment and bankable projects. They more importantly 
can support reconciliation efforts in local communities by integrating small local businesses into their supply chains, thus 
contributing to SDG 11 Sustainable Cities and Communities. It is crucial to engage with business leaders to leverage their 
experiences [130] and knowledge brokering with implications for policy and research [131]. Another way for businesses 
to implement the SDGs would be by ensuring that a company’s philosophies and investment mandates align with sus-
tainable development projects in developing countries, which require innovation, infrastructure, and investment [132].

5.3.3  The plural sector

The plural sector’s role needs to become more integrated to create an upswell in social action. The plural sector plays a 
critical role in supporting marginalized societies to voice their grievances or concerns. However, its fragmented nature 
makes coherence difficult; this coupled with lack of access to data and increasing professionalization of NGOs, possibly 
because of state and corporation funding, is likely to curb their creativity [38]. A more effective public sector is integral 
to achieving UN SDGs whether the actions are at the individual level or collectively at the community level. How will 
multiple plural sector efforts come together to create a groundswell? Mintzberg [38] outlines three actions to be under-
taken by the plural sector – immediate reversals (of destructive practices, entitlements and dogmas, that underlie these 
practices), widespread regeneration (consolidating multiple initiatives aimed at improving lives, liberties, and environ-
ment), and consequential reforms (based on genuine collaborations across sectors and aimed at improved orderliness 
from institutions) to achieve a balance in the society [133]. Within the plural sector, universities serve a critical role in 
striving for UN SDGs.

5.3.4  Cross‑sectoral partnerships

Strong partnerships across all three sectors are required to achieve the sustainable development agenda. The weakest 
link is the partnerships between the plural and the other two sectors. Interestingly and contrary to many studies, recent 
data indicate that the plural sector plays only a moderate role in the participatory space of the 2030 Agenda [134]. This 
is concerning as the plural sector’s role in promoting democratic governance and people-centered development is well 
understood [135]. To ensure effective engagement of the plural sector in the implementation process, it is essential that 
their involvement is not merely informative and that they have formal roles and formal consultations with all sectors of 
society. This sector needs to include strong partnerships with the private and public sectors to be more effective and 
meaningful [38]. The plural sector needs to become robust, and it needs to be perceived as robust by the other two sec-
tors, such that it is at the table where decisions are made. There must be an enabling environment for their participation 
through access to resources and information, fundamental freedom, and outreach [135, 136].

Additionally, businesses may also offer support to the plural sector on projects related to achieving social justice 
and lead to women empowerment and transformative programs in education. How do we effectively move words into 
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action? One way to strengthen country-level partnerships with the private sector is to develop a framework where the 
UN plays the role of a “match-maker” role or “convener” for partnerships [137]. Indeed, a report from the Joint Inspection 
Unit has developed 12 recommendations spanning seven actions for partnerships with the private sector [138]. This 
action would ensure partnerships remain well aligned for achieving the SDGs.

5.4  Discerning TL, leadership, and partnerships in a successful response to a complex social issue

An example of addressing a complex social issue that reflects utilizing a biopsychosocial-ecologic approach to achieve 
the goals is Brazil’s successful handling of the HIV crisis. The ensuing summary based on peer-reviewed [139–146] and 
grey literature [63] discerns the contextually-informed approach into the use of TL, courageous and effective leadership, 
and robust partnerships across the three sectors. The findings are depicted in Fig. 2.

5.4.1  Transformative learning:

Many underlying assumptions were challenged, such as developing countries should focus on prevention (rather than 
treatment) as the costs were too high, uneducated patients cannot manage their complicated drug regimens, and inte-
grated national health systems are crucial for implementing solutions. The change in mindsets and worldviews across 
sectors (e.g. people willing to come for testing as they believed the treatment was available) and organizations (e.g. 
considering drug use as a public health rather than a criminal justice issue) led to policies and programs (e.g. needle 
exchange program) to embrace the Durban conference consensus of the entire spectrum of prevention, managing risk, 
treatment, and care. A solution-focused approach and innovation were utilized to identify what was required to achieve 
the target rather than blaming barriers and challenges for inaction. A fragmented healthcare system with highly variable 
access across population segments was consolidated and enhanced through NGOs’ and community level organizations’ 
involvement to reach all segments of society and provide the full range of care involving people with different expertise.

5.4.2  Courageous and effective leadership:

Utilizing multiple leadership perspectives adapted to local contexts was integral; both formal and informal effective 
leadership were evident in the call for democratization, concerted social action, and legal challenges by the NGOs. 
Moral courage was evident in the decision to provide universal access to free medicines, standing up to international 

Fig. 2  Themes in Brazil’s successful response to HIV crisis (extracted from references quoted in the text). The figure was made using Omni-
graffle software and exported to TIFF format



Vol:.(1234567890)

Perspective Discover Sustainability            (2021) 2:20  | https://doi.org/10.1007/s43621-021-00029-8

1 3

pressure, and successfully negotiating loans and a UN motion on treatment for AIDS as a human right [147]. The 
government’s use of a clause in the WTO that permits a violation of patent laws in national emergencies and pro-
duction of generic drugs with adequate funding [148] that reduced costs by 65–90% would be an example of the 
exercise of power for the greater good. Appropriate use of power was also observed in the social action (mounting 
legal challenges and creating coalitions) by the diverse plural sector. The public discourse (narratives) within the local 
context of wanting democratization (as opposed to military power) also changed due the affected people’s voices 
and actions. The public was engaged in a structured debate about national health planning, and a collective sense of 
belonging was generated by actions and coherence of various stakeholders towards a common purpose. Integration 
and dialectic thinking were evident in the choice not to focus on either prevention or treatment but simultaneously. 
By providing hope, people came for testing and treatment, and these opportunities were used for education and 
knowledge dissemination for prevention.

5.4.3  Partnerships:

Brazil’s success in handling the AIDS crisis rests upon effective collaboration across three sectors. The government’s will in local 
and international actions, partnerships with both the local pharmaceutical companies and the plural sector (not just a nominal 
or consultative presence) has been referred to above. The plural sector’s central role in mobilizing and galvanizing social action 
can be observed in such actions as developing AIDS NGO, sanitary reform movement, civil action lawsuits to human rights 
challenges, education, and being a catalyst of partnerships. These partnerships helped operationalize the constitutional right 
to health care as a fundamental human right and the government’s responsibility. The plural sector’s initiatives based on non-
discrimination and solidarity shaped the national program. Governments were responsible for surveillance and treatment, 
and the NGOs were responsible promoting human rights and preventing infection.

The national program(s) exhibited agile social responsiveness. The programs have been successfully sustained across mul-
tiple changes in the government over decades. However, a word of caution is necessary. As can be expected in any CAS, the 
gains require constant attention for sustainability, and the relatively recent rise in HIV positive cases in Brazil [149] requires 
renewed commitment and approaches. This brief non-comprehensive analysis highlights the importance of integrating the 
approaches, working across sectors, and an inclusive approach of treating people across divides and identities with respect 
and equity. However, historical and local contexts will remain critical in translating policy changes into active programs.

6  Conclusion

In conclusion, achieving the UN SDGs will require strong guiding leadership to develop strong partnerships across all three 
sectors and changing worldviews of citizens, corporations, governments, and institutions. Leadership styles and theories related 
to decision-making can be approached in two fundamental ways: Instrumental rationality (doing actions to achieve results) 
and Value rationality (commencing something as perceived to be of inherent value and taking the first steps are accomplish-
ments by themselves). Even if some SDGs cannot be fully achieved by 2030, working towards these is value-rational and a 
worthy exercise if we genuinely believe the goals are essential to sustainable development. A dialectic approach is required to 
balance concrete outcomes with the aspirational and inspirational nature to inform the narrative and allowing for emergence 
with some degree of uncertainty.
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