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Overview

• Sustainable Development Goals: aspirational and reflecting experiences

• Sustainability: adaptable balance over time between social, economic and 
environmental systems

• Major challenge to integrate of social and environmental concerns in core 
economic thinking

• Interlinkages and trade-offs between the SDGs

• Paradigm wars on impact and rigorous evaluation: are they over?

• Issues of time, space and scale

• Challenge is to include sustainability perspective in evaluations

• Contribution should be to society, including fighting fake news
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Source: The Guardian (accessed 31 March 2018). Leave no SDG behind https://goo.gl/L1WCoM

https://goo.gl/L1WCoM


Ecosystem Services
Everyone in 
the world 
depends on 
nature and 
ecosystem 
services to 
provide the 
conditions for 
a decent, 
healthy, and 
secure life



Focus:  Consequences of Ecosystem Change for Human Well-
being



Criminalisation

Source: Wikipedia

Behavior change

Taxation

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/a/ac/Externality.svg
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The Impact Paradigm wars…

• Global Development Centre: Evaluation Gap report (2006)
• Plea for RCTs as golden standard for development evaluation
• Recognition that much in development cannot be evaluated through RCTs

• Policy makers discovered RCTs and increasingly demand them
• Office of the budget of the White House: all programs must create evidence through 

RCTs
• UK: government directive that all governmental programmes must have RCTs

• In development a shift seemed to take place towards more holistic 
integrated approaches, as exemplified in the Sustainable Development 
Goals

• Yet the World Development Report 2015 of the World Bank focuses almost 
exclusively on behavioral economics and experimentalism
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Causal impact analysis for evaluations
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Source: Rob D. van den Berg (2017). Mainstreaming Impact Evidence in Climate Change and Sustainable Development. In: J.I. Uitto, J. Puri and 
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https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-43702-6_3


Challenges & Contributions (1)
• In a time of fake news, social media fights and populist political 

movements, interest in evaluative evidence seems lower than ever 
before
• Nick Cohen in the Guardian (17/3/2018): “It’s time to fight back” 

(https://goo.gl/ps1Hux) 

• Statisticians have a mandate to gather data on the SDGs – and 
Agenda 2030 contains a mandate for evaluation as well: use it!

• ”Leave no-one behind” is often seen as the prime focus of the SDGs –
often perceived as a socio-economic issue without attention to the 
environment

• Use the scientific frameworks for interlinkages and trade-offs 
between the SDGs to better understand the sustainability context

https://goo.gl/ps1Hux


Challenges & Contributions (2)

• Aim for a higher learning loop than requested
• One learning loop: evaluate what happened
• Two learning loops: evaluate what happened and whether it was the right thing to 

do
• Three learning loops: evaluate what happened and whether it was the right thing to 

do, or whether something else would have been better

• Keep the relationship between independence, credibility and usefulness in 
mind
• Independence is needed for credibility of findings
• Credible findings are needed for the utility of the evaluation

• Sustainability is not a permanent situation: it is an adaptive system of 
balancing the social, economic and environmental systems
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Thank you!
Grazie!


