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Abstract

This thesis report provides a comprehensive assessment and explanation of civil society organizations (CSOs) engagement with the sustainable development goals (SDGs) in Europe. Applying the
general method of a conceptual content analysis and based on an extensive document analysis for
67 different CSOs and an interviewee analysis for 19 interviewees, this thesis examines the different ways how European CSOs engage with the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs. It further quantifies the
different degrees of SDG engagement that emerged among these 67 CSOs and explains these differences by uncovering both the incentives that European CSOs perceive to engage with the SDGs
but also the barriers to SDG engagement that they encounter. Apart from that, this thesis maps
the nature of the SDG governance architecture, as it is experienced by civil society organizations
in throughout their engagement with the SDGs. Subsequently, this thesis explores the extent to
which the engagement of CSOs with the SDGs, but also with SDG-specific alliances, as exemplified
by SDG Watch Europe, could be explained in terms of orchestration theory. Afterwards, it explores
the extent to which the engagement of CSOs with the SDGs affected the overarching sustainable
development governance architecture´s degree of fragmentation. Finally, this thesis examines the
unique contributions of CSOs in the process of delivering on the SDGs.
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1 Introduction

1 Introduction
This thesis studies the 2030 Agenda and its related 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) from
a civil society perspective in Europe, with a focus on the European Union (EU). As a thesis report,
it will present the findings to four central research questions. First, it will depict the nature of the
overarching set of institutional arrangements directly related to the SDGs. This institutional setting
will be referred to as the SDG governance architecture. Second, it will explore the extent to which
European civil society organizations (CSOs) engage with the SDGs and their incentives for doing so.
Third, it will illustrate to what extent this engagement can be explained by orchestration theory.
Fourth, it will explore to what extent CSO engagement within the SDG architecture affects the
degree of fragmentation of the overarching institutional setting related to sustainable development in general. This broader overarching institutional setting, which is not restricted to the 2030
Agenda and the SDGs specifically, but relates to sustainable development in general, shall be referred to as the sustainable development governance architecture. In addition, this thesis will examine and reflect upon the distinct role of that CSOs take in the process towards achieving the
SDGs.
This introductory chapter presents first, the problem statement with a brief rundown of the
relevant theoretical concepts (section 1.1), the contribution of this thesis to the existing literature
(section 1.2), the research questions (section 1.3) and a roadmap on the structure of this thesis
report (section 1.4).

1.1 Problem Statement
The SDGs are not some standalone goals, but rather constitute the core and center of the broader
United Nations (UN) agenda “Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development”, which is the most comprehensive global political agenda that aims to unify global human
development efforts for the period between 2015-2030 (UN 2015). The 2030 Agenda recognizes
eradicating poverty in its myriad forms as the fundamental challenge and requirement of sustainable development (cf. Ibid.: 3). The SDGs are characterized, firstly, by their high level of detail,
stemming from the 169 associated targets that involve observable and measurable indicators and
mechanisms to track progress. Secondly, although applying to and being accepted by all countries,
they remain essentially legally unbinding and do not formulate specific responsibilities or obligations. Moreover, the SDGs build on the preceding Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and
seek to realize what their predecessors did not achieve.
The SDGs go beyond the scope of the preceding MDGs in three distinct ways that are important for this thesis. Firstly, the SDGs are applicable to and accepted by all countries, which signifies a shift from mere 'development' to 'sustainable development'. Importantly, this shifts the
role of developed countries from 'donor countries' in the development context to 'developing
countries' in the sustainable development context. This means that the SDGs require developed
countries to incite change domestically. This shift is reflected in the scope of issues addressed by
the SDGs, which include sustainable cities (SDG 11), sustainable consumption and production patterns (SDG 12) or climate and environmental issues (SDG 13-15) as well. The MDGs, in contrast,
1
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addressed development issues primarily for 'poor' or developing countries, while developed countries had the role of providing assistance via financing and technology transfer (cf. Sachs 2012:
2208). This role shift is important for this thesis, as it studies the activities of European CSOs. That
is to say, the SDGs require European governments to take action domestically. This requires a
stronger focus of European CSOs on domestic governance process, in comparison to their pre-SDG
role as development aid organizations focused on the global South.
Secondly, the SDGs go beyond the MDGs by including intermediate milestones for their 15year time period and by acknowledging the necessity to include non-state actors throughout the
entire goal achievement process. The 2030 Agenda recognizes that achieving the SDGs requires
broad and cohesive efforts not only on the national and regional state-level but by non-state actors
such as the CSOs, financial actors or business actors as well (cf. UN 2015: 12). This is relevant for
this thesis because it focuses on the engagement of CSOs with the SDGs and SDG-related governance processes. If broad and cohesive engagement by the civil society is necessary for delivering
on the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs, then exploring how and why CSOs engage with the SDGs can
yield important insights as to whether the SDGs stand a good chance to be delivered on.
Thirdly, the SDGs set out to be “integrated and indivisible” (Ibid.: 7), that is, balancing both
social, economic and environmental concerns as the traditional three pillars of sustainable development and furthermore seeking integration of crosscutting elements between goals and targets.
Acknowledging systemic issues of (the lack of) institutional coherence and policy coherence, enhancing “policy coherence for sustainable development” is formulated as a specific target 17.14
(Ibid.: 30). This is important for this thesis because this approach of integration and indivisibility is
one of the main drivers for CSO engagement. In sum, the SDGs are unprecedented in scope and
breadth of issues addressed.
Because of this unique combination of characteristics, the SDGs-led governance process constitutes a new central approach to global governance, titled governance through goals. As the title
of this thesis suggests, the central theme of this thesis is how European CSOs engage in this governance through goals process.
This engagement will be studied from a mere descriptive angle in the first part of the thesis.
This means to explore and describe CSO engagement with the SDGs as it is without evaluating it.
This is the immediate governance architecture that CSOs engage with. The first main goal is to
explore how this engagement is manifested, that is, what types of SDG engagement can be empirically identified and which differences in terms of different degrees of engagement arise among
different CSOs, drawing on grey literature provided on the websites of the individual CSOs. Drawing on the data collected to pursue this first goal of scientific exploration, the second main goal is
to map the institutional arrangements, rules and decision-making procedures directly linked to the
SDGs that the CSOs engage with. In other words, the goal will be to study the nature of the SDG
governance architecture from a civil society perspective, i.e., in the way how CSOs interact with it.
The second part of the thesis studies CSO engagement with the SDGs from an analytical angle.
This means asking “why”, studying cause and effect and testing propositions and one central hypothesis provided by theory, using empirical data. To that end, interviews with CSO staff members
2
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will be conducted to explore their incentives for engaging with the SDGs to either a greater or
lesser extent. Furthermore, this analytical part combines the theoretical concepts of governance
architectures, fragmentation and orchestration, in addition to governance through goals. Increasing institutional complexity and fragmentation, that is, a proliferation of institutional arrangements, rules and actors exercising governance functions, characterized sustainable development
governance in the past decades (cf. Biermann et al. 2017: 85; Bernstein 2017: 219; Underdal & Kim
2017: 244-245). Negative consequences of fragmentation include decreased governance performance, for example when the efforts of different actors aiming to achieve different goals effectively pull in opposite directions, thereby impeding one another. This has been a problem on all
scales and levels of global governance and can hence be regarded as a central problem of global
governance. There is an inherent tie between the SDGs and the goal of reducing fragmentation
within sustainable development governance, because the SDGs were particularly designed to address goal asymmetries of the preceding MDGs and opposing development efforts. A possibly valuable perspective on the SDGs´ potential for reducing the sustainable development governance
architecture´s degree of fragmentation is provided by orchestration theory. Orchestration, in the
global governance context, stands for a governance arrangement involving different actors that
can lead to a reduction in the respective architecture´s degree of fragmentation. Some authors in
the literature suggest that governance through goals can be explained in close relation to or as a
form of orchestration. This suggestion yields the hypothesis that this thesis will test in its second
part, taking the civil society perspective. In short, the main goals of this analytical part will be to
investigate the CSOs´ incentive structures either for engaging or not engaging with the SDGs and
to validify or falsify whether CSO engagement with the governance through goals process can be
explained using orchestration theory. A further major goal will be to determine whether CSO engagement with the SDGs has led to a reduction of the sustainable development governance architecture´s degree of fragmentation.
Regarding scope of research, the analysis will focus on the actor group of CSOs such as nongovernmental organizations (NGOs),1 because they, as opposed to state-actors in Europe, have
not been thoroughly investigated in the existing literature so far. This includes not only individual
CSOs but also CSO networks and SDG-specific CSO alliances that were formed as a reaction to the
adoption of the SDGs. In particular, the scope of data collection is limited to a total of 67 CSOs
from Europe, which, for the most part, are EU member states in addition to Great Britain, the
Republic of Serbia and Switzerland. In particular data collection is restricted to data that is available
in English and German. The 2030 Agenda and the SDGs were adopted in September 2015, but their
negotiation process started in 2013. Therefore, the time period of analysis will encompass the
years from 2013 until 2021. The time period of data collection spanned from January to May 2021.

1.2 Justification
The 2030 Agenda document states that achieving the SDGs requires broad and cohesive efforts by
all relevant actors, including non-state actors such as CSOs as well (cf. UN 2015: 12). This statement
1

A note on terminology by the UNDP China points out that while both terms are sometimes used interchangeably,
“NGOs should be properly understood as a subset of CSOs in development cooperation” (UNDP China 2013: 123).
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constitutes one fundamental assumption upon which this thesis is built and provides its main justification. Civil society efforts towards achieving the SDGs matter. CSO engagement with the SDGs
matters. It matters because broad and cohesive CSOs engagement is recognized as a requirement
for delivering on the SDGs. Therefore, it is not enough to ask whether or not CSOs engage with the
SDGs in a yes-or-no fashion. What matters is the extent to which CSOs engage with the SDGs. Do
CSOs engage with the SDGs in a broad and cohesive way? What is the extent of their SDG engagement and how is it manifested? How can we understand and explain differences in SDG engagement among different CSOs? These are the questions that this thesis sets out to answer. Furthermore, if CSO engagement with the SDG matters, this raises the question as to what type of CSO
engagement matters. The 2030 Agenda states that CSO efforts are needed to deliver on the goal
but doesn’t specify what types of efforts are needed. Therefore, a central aim of this thesis is to
uncover what role CSOs take in the process of delivering on the SDGs.
Secondly, increasing institutional complexity and fragmentation is linked to decreased governance performance. This is the second central assumption of this thesis. Fragmentation matters
because of its link to governance performance. Consequently, it is important to investigate the
effects of SDG engagement on reducing fragmentation in order to evaluate the performance of
the governance through goals process as a whole.
Thirdly, given the global magnitude of increasing sustainable development governance complexity and fragmentation, it is important to conduct research on the respective effects of the SDGs
on a supra-national level, in this case the European level.
This thesis is further justified by addressing a particular knowledge gap in the field of earth
system governance, which can be described as a perspective on global governance within the normative context of sustainable development (cf. Biermann 2014: 9-10). Studying agency in earth
system governance involves investigating who the agents are, the roles that they play, the aims
they pursue and through which means or methods they are constituted (cf. Earth System Governance Project 2018: 45). By exploring to what extent CSOs engage with the SDGs and why, this thesis
aims to shed light on the possible effects of governance through goals on CSO agency.
A literature review revealed that these issues have not been thoroughly examined in contemporary social science research so far. Currently, a five-year research project led by the Copernicus
Institute of Sustainable Development at Utrecht University titled GLOBALGOALS, seeks to investigate
the steering effects of the SDGs in global governance, which partly involves effects on institutional
fragmentation as well. This thesis seeks to contribute to that endeavor and is hence justified by
addressing a particular knowledge gap in an emerging research field in global governance.
In 2019, a first comprehensive study on SDG implementation in EU member states highlighted that a dynamic stakeholder and non-state actor involvement “through meaningful participation” is key to ensure both governance and goal coherence (Niestroy et al. 2019: 38). This raises
the question of what meaningful CSO participation and engagement means. For this thesis, meaningful, or rather effective CSO engagement is defined as engagement that contributes towards
actually delivering the goals. By focusing on the perspective of civil society actors, i.e., CSOs, and
scrutinizing what types of CSO engagement constitute effective CSO engagement, this thesis aims
4
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at complementing the findings of the above-mentioned research projects and hence at deepening
the insight in SDG-related governance processes at the EU level.
This thesis is relevant for policy making (or broader: governance) for at least three reasons.
Firstly, the research questions address two main factors for the overall success of the SDGs, that
is, the extent to which the SDGs are pursued by actors and institutions in their specific policy domains and the extent to which they increase policy coherence. Secondly, the findings are relevant
for the remaining eight years of the SDG period until 2030. Hence, there is enough time for evidence-based policy adjustments. Thirdly, if the governing through goals approach persists and
there will be a new set of goals in the post-SDG era after 2030, the findings might remain relevant
for that time as well.

1.3 Assumptions, Hypotheses and Research Questions
The leading questions of the thesis can be summarized as such:
-

To what extent do CSOs engage with the SDGs (descriptive) and why? (analytical)
What is the nature of the SDG governance architecture that CSOs engage with? (descriptive)
Can the engagement of CSOs and SDG-specific CSO alliances be explained in terms of orchestration theory and if yes, who is orchestrating who? (analytical)
Does the SDG engagement by CSOs reduce the fragmentation of the overarching sustainable development governance architecture? (analytical)
What is the role of CSOs in the governance through goals process, and more specifically, what is
their unique contribution to governance through goals?

The distinct angle of this thesis is based on two main assumptions and two hypotheses. The assumptions are simply assumed to be true and will not be validated by data.
A1 SDG engagement by CSOs matters.
A2 A governance architecture´s degree of fragmentation matters because different
degrees of fragmentation are linked to different degrees of governance performance.

The first hypothesis constitutes a tentative answer to the third research question. It is a deductive
hypothesis derived from the literature. Within the recent literature, some relevant authors indicate that the governance through goals process can be explained in terms of orchestration theory
or at least, is closely related to orchestration. Biermann and Kim (2020b: 9) refer to governance
through goals as “[a] special case, much related to orchestration”. Abbott and colleagues (2020:
237) go a step further and suggest that the SDGs “themselves help to orchestrate sustainable development governance”. Vijge et al. (2020: 254) go so far as to make a clear statement that global
goals are used “to orchestrate the activities of governments, international organizations, civil society, the private sector and eventually all citizens of the world”. None of these authors conducted
empirical research on these propositions. However, Vijge and colleagues provide a preliminary
assessment of the orchestrating capabilities of the SDGs. This assessment will be discussed later
on.
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The second hypothesis also constitutes a tentative answer, in this case to the fifth research question. The second hypothesis is not derived from the literature but based on the researcher´s subjective understanding of how international agreements such as the 2030 Agenda are being implemented, particularly if they are non-binding and lack enforcement mechanisms, as it is the both
the case with the 2030 Agenda. According to the researcher´s understanding, international nonbinding2 agreements have to be implemented by those national governments that agreed to them
by translating the aims and goals of those agreements into their national policy-making and governance processes, for example by means of including those aims when adopting new national
legislation and by mandating the respective federal ministries to strategically align their political
conduct with those aims. In short, the implementation of legally non-binding international agreements ultimately depends on the willingness of the respective national governments and governmental bodies to incorporate the content of these agreements into their national governance processes. Therefore, the unique role of national governments and governmental bodies in the governance through goals process, as led by the SDGs, is to reflect their goals and targets in their
domestic policy activities such as adopting legislations.
However, in light of the lack of legal bindingness and enforcement mechanisms, as it is the
case with the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs, the willingness to do so can range from full dedication
and commitment to zero commitment, without having any serious consequences for the respective governments. This creates a governance vacuum that can be filled by the organized civil society. At least in the case of democratic governments, the fundamental goal of their governmental
decisions should be to serve the civil society’s interests, next to the interests of the business sector
and other stakeholder interests. Arguably, at least most of the democratic governments who negotiated and adopted the 2030 Agenda, had the interests of their civil societies in mind.
Now, the organized civil society, for example in the form of CSOs, represent and advocate for
the uptake of those interests into policy making, both on the national level, EU-level and the UNlevel. CSOs are not governmental bodies with legislative powers. Hence, their efforts alone are not
sufficient to achieving the implementation of the SDGs. However, depending on the specific thematic orientation of the respective CSO, they represent particular interests of the civil society that
the national governments, but also the legislative bodies on the EU-level are supposed to serve.
Therefore, what CSOs can do to contribute towards a higher willingness of governments to implement the SDGs, is to hold governments accountable to their commitments to serve the interests
of the citizens that elected them and put them into office in the first place.
Following these considerations, the researcher hypothesizes that the unique role or contribution of CSOs in the governance through goals process is to fill the governance vacuum that was
identified as the lack of consequences for governments that exhibit few efforts to implement the
SDGs. In short, the hypothesis states that the unique role and contribution of CSOs in the governance through goals process is to hold governments accountable to their commitment to delivering
on the SDGs when they collectively adopted the 2030 Agenda in the UN General Assembly (UNGA)
2

For legally binding multi-lateral agreements and conventions, this would also require a ratification process of the
respective national governments before those legally binding agreements and conventions can be translated into
national legislation. However, for the 2030 Agenda, as a legally non-binding agreement, this is not the case.
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in September 2015. Following this hypothesis, for the context of this thesis report, effective SDG
engagement by CSOs shall be conceptualized as engagement with the SDGs that contributes towards delivering on the goals, in particularly, by putting pressure on policy makers to act upon
their commitments.
The first hypothesis derived from the literature and the second hypothesis postulated by the researcher are:
H1 CSO engagement with the SDGs can be explained in terms of orchestration theory.
H2 The unique contribution of CSOs in the governance through goals process is to hold
government actors accountable to their commitments to implement the SDGs.

The research questions (RQs) and sub-research questions (S-RQs) are the following:
RQ1 To what extent do European CSOs engage with the SDGs and why?
- S-RQ1.1 What are the manifestations of SDG engagement by CSOs?
- S-RQ1.2 To what extent do the CSOs that were examined engage with the SDGs?
- S-RQ1.3 How can different degrees of engagement be explained?
RQ2 What is the nature of the SDG governance architecture, as experienced by CSOs?
RQ3 To what extent can the SDGs and their steering effects on CSOs be explained in terms of orchestration theory?
-

S-RQ3.1 To what extent can CSO engagement with the SDGs in general be explained in
terms of orchestration theory?
S-RQ3.2 To what extent can CSO engagement with SDG-specific CSO alliances, as exemplified by SDG Watch Europe, and their steering effects on their member organizations be
explained in terms of orchestration theory?

RQ4 To what extent does governance through goals, as represented by the SDGs, orchestrate CSO
activities in a way that reduces the sustainable development governance architecture´s degree of
fragmentation?
RQ5 What is the unique contribution of CSOs to the governance through goals process for delivering
on the SDGs?

The third research question not only aims to explore the extent to which orchestration theory
can be used to study and explain CSO engagement with the SDGs in general, as specified by the
first sub-research question. In addition, it aims to explore whether orchestration theory can used
to study and explain the phenomenon of CSOs and CSO networks joining forces by creating SDGspecific CSO alliances. This thesis focuses on one particular SDG-specific SDG alliance called SDG
Watch Europe, which is “Europe’s largest cross-sectoral civil society alliance for sustainable development, bringing together more than 5,000 organisations, local authorities, cooperative enterprises and universities across the EU […] SDG Watch Europe´s mission is to ensure that the EU and
7
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its member states fully implement the SDGs by 2030” (SDG Watch Europe 2021: 2f.). As further
explained in later chapters, SDG Watch Europe was both the entry point for the case selection
process, as well as a central reference point for CSO engagement in general. The researcher supposes that SDG Watch Europe acts as an orchestrating entity that enlists its members as sub-intermediaries itself and therefore orchestrates its member organizations´ SDG-related activities. For
this reason, S-RQ3.2 aims to explore to what extent the engagement with SDG-specific CSO alliances, as exemplified by SDG Watch Europe in its thesis and its associated steering effects on its
members can be understood and explained using orchestration theory as well. As such, this subhypothesis constitutes a tentative answer to S-RQ3.2.

1.4 Roadmap
The remainder of the thesis will be structured as follows. The second chapter lays out the conceptual framework, which includes the theoretical concepts that are necessary for answering the research questions. First, it will introduce the concept of governance architectures, followed by fragmentation as a central characteristic of sustainable development governance architectures and
orchestration as a responding governance arrangement. Finally, it will introduce governance
through goals as a novel approach to global governance, as exemplified by the SDGs. The third
chapter on methodology explains the processes of data collection and data analysis, next to the
scope and limitations.
Chapters four to eleven constitute the empirical chapters of this thesis and present the findings for answering the research questions. The fourth chapter first provides a literature review on
the origin of the SDGs, including the MDGs as their predecessors, the negotiation process and their
defining characteristics and contents. Chapter five discusses the various manifestations that CSO
engagement with the SDGs can take. (S-RQ1.1) Chapter six explores the degree to which the group
of 67 European CSOs engages with the SDGs, that is, the extent to which they frame their activities
in the context of the SDGs (S-RQ1.2). Chapter seven provides explanatory factors for how these
differences can be explained (S-RQ1.3). Using the findings presented in chapter five, chapter eight
will depict the nature of the SDG governance architecture, as CSO experienced during their interaction with it (RQ2).
Chapter nine discusses to what extent SDGs and their steering effects on CSOs can be explained in terms of orchestration theory (RQ3). Not only will it discuss whether CSO engagement
with the SDGs can be explained by orchestration theory in general (S-RQ3.1), but also whether
SDG-specific CSO alliances, i.e., alliances that were specifically created to bundle CSO efforts for
delivering on the SDGs, as exemplified by SDG Watch Europe, can be explained as orchestrators of
their member organizations´ activities (S-RQ3.2). Chapter ten discusses the extent to which CSO
engagement with the SDGs reduced the degree of fragmentation within the sustainable development governance architecture (RQ4). Chapter eleven presents the findings on the unique contribution of CSO to the governance through goals process (RQ5). Chapter twelve presents a discussion and reflections on the key findings while chapter thirteen presents the conclusion and outlines
avenues for further research.
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2 Literature Review: Fragmented Architectures and Goal Setting
This chapter provides a literature review of the of the theoretical concepts that are relevant for
conducting the empirical research and answering the research questions. First, it will discuss earth
system governance as the overarching field of research (section 2.1), followed by governance architectures (section 2.2). Afterwards, it will address fragmentation as a central characteristic of
sustainable development governance architectures (section 2.3) and orchestration as a responding governance arrangement (section 2.4). Finally, it will introduce governance through goals as a
novel approach to global governance, as exemplified by the SDGs (section 2.5). Despite the reference to governance through goals in the title of this thesis, which suggests it to be the central
theoretical approach, it is deliberately presented in the last section of this chapter. This is the case,
because the section on governance through goals draws on the theoretical concepts of architectures, fragmentation and orchestration. Therefore, discussing governance through goals subsequent those other concepts, allows for a more coherent flow of information.

2.1 Earth System Governance
This section serves to locate this thesis within its scientific field, that is, global governance research
and in particular, earth system governance research. First, it provides a brief overview of the field
of earth system governance and shows how it is linked to the SDGs. Subsequently, by referring to
the current earth system governance research agenda, this section highlights how this thesis aims
to make a contribution to this field.

2.1.1 Link to the SDGs
In his flagship monography Earth System Governance: World Politics in the Anthropocene, Frank
Biermann (2014: 9) provides its definition as “the sum of the formal and informal rule systems and
actor networks at all levels of human society that are set up to steer societies toward preventing,
mitigating, and adapting to environmental change and earth system transformation”. In other
words, the term earth system governance comprises all governance efforts aimed at addressing
global environmental change, or even broader, earth system transformations.
Importantly, this conceptualization is closely linked to the SDGs because it conceives sustainable development as the normative context of earth system governance (cf. Ibid.: 9). Biermann
argues that earth system governance is not the governance of the entire earth system but rather
the governance of human activities that maintains “the long-term stability of geobiophysical systems” (Ibid.: 30). The normative goal of earth system governance could be conceptualized, according to Biermann, as “the preservation of human development and well-being within the confines
of certain boundary conditions in the earth system” (Ibid.: 31-32).
This view accounts for the paradigm shift from viewing environmental problems as local phenomena towards an earth system perspective, i.e., a holistic view of Earth “as an interdependent
integrated social-ecological system” (Ibid.: 16). According to Biermann, it is exactly this earth system perspective that earth system governance adds to global governance research (cf. Ibid.: 21).
This holistic view of environmental issues drastically widens the scope of how environmental
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issues, their interrelations and embeddedness in more complex systems are perceived. In turn, it
also broadens the spectrum of governance mechanisms necessary for these issues to be addressed. This holistic earth system perspective permeates the narrative of the 2030 Agenda and
the SDGs. The integrated and indivisible nature of the SDGs, the need for realizing goal synergies
and balancing the three dimensions of sustainable development, the emphasis on its universal
applicability and that “no one will be left behind” (UN 2015: 5), all illustrate that the SDGs conceive,
and aim to address, sustainable development as an interdependent and integrative social-ecological development process.

2.1.2 Contribution to Earth System Governance Research
In November 2018, the Earth System Governance Project (2018) as the world´s leading research
alliance in this field, released its new science and implementation plan that sets out its research
agenda for the upcoming ten years. The research framework identifies five main contextual conditions and five main sets of scientific lenses that map the field of earth system governance research. The contextual conditions represent the empirical patterns that set the context for conducting research. The research lenses entail two emerging or established fields of social science
research that were coupled “to enrich analysis of earth system governance, by highlighting not
only similarities, but also productive tensions between the two paired concepts” (Ibid.: 20). Any
intersection between a contextual condition and research lens provides an entry point for novel
research questions.
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Figure 1: The Earth System Governance Research Framework.
Illustration taken from Earth System Governance Project (2018) p.19. Highlighting added.
Research gap addressed: Applying the research lens of architecture and agency
to analyze SDG-driven transformation pathways within global sustainable
development governance.

Using this framework, this thesis applies the research lens of architecture and agency to analyze
the SDGs as a transformation pathway of earth system governance. According to the science and
implementation plan, studying agency involves exploring who the agents are, what roles that they
play, which aims they pursue and through which means or methods they are constituted (cf. Ibid.
45). By exploring to what extent CSOs engage with the SDGs and why, this thesis aims to yield
insights into CSO agency in the context of the SDG transformation pathway. In addition, by studying the effects of CSOs´ SDG engagement on sustainable development governance architectures
in terms of reducing fragmentation, this thesis aims to make a contribution to delivering on the
earth system governance research agenda.
In sum, earth system governance research is a field of research that operates within the normative context of sustainable development. Because of this link, research on the SDGs, as conducted in this thesis, is structurally linked to, if not located within, the field of earth system governance research.
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2.2 Governance Architectures
This section introduces the concept of governance architectures as the overarching institutional
arrangement within an issue area. It provides an overview of its definition, building blocks, structural features and policy responses. The purpose of this section is to lay the foundation for mapping the SDG governance architecture later on. Once the building blocks and structural features of
governance architectures are known, it becomes easier to map the architecture of an issue area
because it is clearer what to look out for. Apart from that, introducing the concept of governance
architectures is a prerequisite for discussing fragmentation, which is a structural feature of architectures. Neither individual institutions and actors, nor distinct institutional linkages exhibit degrees of fragmentation. Instead, it is rather the architecture of an issue area as a whole that is
characterized by fragmentation. Finally, the discussion of policy responses to fragmented architectures at the end of this section lays the foundation for understanding why the governance through
goals approach is distinctively tied to fragmentation.

2.2.1 Conceptualization
The starting point for conceptualizing architectures of global governance are the various institutions and the respective institutional interplay that form every architecture´s conceptual core. Institutions in global governance are understood as clusters of rules, rights and decision-making procedures that steer actors´ behavior for example by establishing social practices (cf. Biermann 2014:
24). Prominent institutions in the field of climate governance, for example, include the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the Montreal Protocol, financial market rules, trade regimes such as the World Trade Organization (WTO), bilateral initiatives or multilateral agreements such as the Paris Agreement (cf. Keohane & Victor 2011: 10). They rarely exist
in isolation, but interact with other institutions within an issue area and form distinguishable institutional clusters, that is, “complex webs of rules and claims to authority” (Biermann 2014: 81).
Different governance issues within one issue area relate to each other in varying degrees. Likewise,
the degree of linkage between individual institutions within an issue area differs as well (cf. Biermann & Kim 2020b: 6). The emergent overall arrangement or “macro-scale modular structure”
(Ibid.) within that issue area denotes an architecture in global governance.
In short, an architecture is a macro-scale structure made up of interacting institutions within
a distinct issue area. Various single institutions, regimes or regime complexes are all parts of one
single architecture (cf. Biermann 2014: 81). A regime can be understood as “a distinct type of institution dealing with issue-specific environmental concerns at the international level” (De Vos et
al. 2013: 102), while a regime complex denotes a “loosely coupled set of specific regimes” (Keohane & Victor 2011: 7). However, an architecture is narrower than the entire global order of international relations because it is limited to a distinct issue area (cf. Biermann 2014: 81).
An architecture´s focus on a specific governance area also allows for comparisons among different types of architectures (cf. Ibid.). For example, the sustainable development governance architecture appears much broader and all-encompassing than the biodiversity governance architecture or poverty-eradication governance architecture, just as the 2030 Agenda and the 17 SDGs
cover a broader range of issues than a single SDG. As a result, the larger number of interacting
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institutions renders it highly likely that the sustainable development governance architecture is
characterized by higher degrees of fragmentation than the less comprehensive architecture of biodiversity governance.
The precise definition of governance architectures within earth system governance research
has varied by nuances in the different publications over the last ten years (cf. Biermann et al. 2010:
281; Biermann 2014: 81; Earth System Governance Project 2018: 43) but the most recent one is
provided in the book Architectures of Earth System Governance: Institutional Complexity and Structural Transformation, edited by Biermann and Kim (2020a). Here, the authors define architecture
as “the overarching system of public and private institutions, principles, norms, regulations, decision-making procedures and organizations that are valid or active in a given area of global governance” (Biermann & Kim 2020b: 4). The key to understanding and mapping the SDG governance
architecture from a civil society perspective will be to identify the public and private institutions,
organizations, decision-making and governance process related to SDG implementation that CSOs
engage with. Likewise, the key to understanding the role of CSOs within the SDG governance architecture will be to identify how CSOs interact with these different building blocks.

2.2.2 Building Blocks of Governance Architectures
Biermann and Kim identify several elementary components or “building blocks” of governance architectures in earth system governance (cf. Biermann & Kim 2020b: 7). These include intergovernmental institutions, international bureaucracies and transnational institutions and networks. As
mentioned at the beginning of this section, at the core of every governance architecture lie some
forms of institutions interacting with each other.
First, intergovernmental institutions are institutions specifically set up by national governments as a collective effort to address joint problems (cf. Ibid.: 7; Mitchell et al. 2020: 37). Within
earth system governance research, they are defined as “cooperative arrangements among national governments to address transboundary environmental problems” (Mitchell et al. 2020: 37).
Such arrangements exist fully formalized as treaties and legal instruments, or more informal as
“often-unwritten norms, rules and decision-making procedures that underpin formalized instruments and institutions” (Ibid.: 38). The authors point out terminological overlap in global governance research, where the terms institution, regime or treaty are sometimes used to denote the
same concept (cf. Biermann & Kim 2020b: 7; Mitchell et al. 2020: 37). In the schematic illustration
of governance architectures (see figure 2), intergovernmental institutions are present in the forms
of treaty regimes and intergovernmental organizations (IGOs).
Second, international bureaucracies are administrative entities created by governments to
support intergovernmental institutions and organizations. They are defined as serving to “pursue
organizational objectives or to assist in policy implementation, and […] are beyond direct formal
control of any single national government” (De Wit et al. 2020: 59). For treaties and agreements,
these administrative entities take the form of treaty secretariats (cf. Ibid.). In figure 2, international
bureaucracies are signified by the small squares within intergovernmental organizations and treaty
regimes.
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Third, transnational institutions and networks are institutions created and driven by nonstate actors with marginal to no involvement of state actors (cf. Biermann & Kim 2020b: 7). Transnational institutions and networks exemplify transnational governance, which is defined as “the
transboundary institutional arrangements emerging from the interaction among private actors or
between private and public actors that steer actors´ behavior in an issue-specific area” (Kalfagianni
et al. 2020: 75). In particular, it is characterized by the focality of non-state actors and marginal
role of states on the one hand and its voluntariness and reliance on non-binding enforcement
mechanisms such as market mechanisms and public scrutiny on the other hand (cf. Ibid.). The authors further point out that such government arrangements are particularly present in sustainability-related issue areas, as in city networks, public-private partnerships (PPP) or codes of conduct
(cf. Ibid.: 76). A prominent example is the C40 Cities Climate Leadership Group, which is an ambitious city network, devoted to reducing greenhouse gas emissions.

Figure 2: Architectures of global governance. Illustration taken from Biermann & Kim 2020b: 8.

2.2.3 Structural Features
These building blocks stand not in isolation. Instead, they form connections and interlinkages. The
nature of these connections and interlinkages constitutes the structural feature of a governance
architecture. Therefore, within the literature, governance architectures are discussed not only in
terms of their building blocks, but also in terms of their structural features and the policy responses
thereof.
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The structural features entail first, interlinkages between a small number of institutions and
second, regime complexes, made up by a larger number3 of interrelated institutions (cf. Biermann
& Kim 2020b: 9). Third, architectures as a whole are characterized by varying degrees of fragmentation (cf. Ibid.). This structural feature is particularly relevant for this thesis, as RQ4 concerns the
impact of SDG engagement by CSOs on the sustainable development governance architecture´s
degree of fragmentation.

2.2.4 Policy Responses
These structural features, along with the types of issues to be addressed and level of intervention,
incite distinct policy responses by governments, non-state actors and other institutional decision
makers. The four types of policy responses to fragmented governance architectures discussed in
Biermann and Kim´s (2020) respective book, are policy integration, interplay management, orchestration and hierarchization. The reason for discussing these policy responses in this section is that
it allows to demonstrate later on that the governance through goals approach includes elements
of all four types of policy responses to fragmentation. This will explain the distinct combination of
theoretical lenses employed in this thesis, i.e., architectures, fragmentation, orchestration and
governance through goals.
First, policy integration addresses fragmentation and policy incoherence. In the environmental context, it entails “the incorporation of environmental concerns and objectives into non-environmental policy areas, such as energy, transport and agriculture, as opposed to pursuing such
objectives through purely environmental policy practices” (Runhaar et al. 2020: 183). This policy
response was initially performed by the Brundtland Commission´s integration of environmental
concerns as one main pillar into the notion of sustainable development and is nowadays embodied
in the SDGs, which constitute “an integration challenge par excellence” (Ibid.: 185-187). The SDGs
were specifically designed in an integrative way to account for policy incoherencies of the MDGs.
Policy integration as a design feature of the SDGs is not limited to merely integrating environmental concerns into non-environmental governance domains but rather integrating the various sustainable development governance objectives into each other while considering domestic development priorities (cf. Ibid.: 187).
Second, interplay management serves to reduce negative or “disruptive” effects of conflictive
institutional interplay, e.g., in cases of norm conflicts or institutional overlap (cf. Biermann & Kim
2020b: 7; Stokke 2020: 207). It is defined rather broadly to cover “any deliberate efforts to improve
the interaction of two or more institutions that are distinct in terms of membership and decisionmaking but that deal with the same issue, usually in a non-hierarchical manner” (Stokke 2020:
208).
Third, orchestration is a “non-hierarchical, non-compulsory” (Biermann & Kim 2020b: 9) policy intervention that serves to address institutional fragmentation and will further be discussed in

3

Stokke (2020: 208) defines this number as larger than two, as he states that “whenever the number of interacting
institutions exceeds two and their interplay is (or may be) problematic, they are collectively described by terms such
as regime or institutional complexes”.
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section 3.4. Stokke points out that both policy integration and orchestration are certain variants
of interplay management, given that all three types of policy response aim at improving institutional interactions from the viewpoint of a specific actor (cf. Stokke 2020: 211). Policy integration
would usually take the form of interplay management at the domestic level, in which e.g., environmental concerns would be integrated into non-environmental national policies. Likewise, orchestration is a form of interplay management that is usually conducted by international organizations (cf. Ibid.).
Finally, hierarchization as the most far-reaching policy response goes beyond mere interplay
management. By establishing hierarchical orders between actors, norms and institutions, hierarchization aims to reduce complexity and improve “stability, predictability and durability of governance processes” (Kim et al. 2020: 276).
It is important to highlight that not only orchestration, but rather all four types of policy intervention are responses to fragmented governance architectures. They all aim to reduce fragmentation by addressing policy incoherence, institutional overlap or norm conflicts. They differ,
however, regarding the actor relationships that are involved and operate on different levels of
governance. Orchestration, for example, is initiated mostly by states or intergovernmental institutions and operates oftentimes on the transnational level, while policy integration oftentimes occurs on the national level.

2.2.5 Architecture of What? – Sustainable Development vs. SGDs
Section 2.2 introduced the concept of an architecture as the overarching set of institutions, rules
and decision-making processes that are active in a given issue area of global governance. This
raises the question as to whether the SDG governance architecture is the same as the sustainable
development governance architecture and if not, how they differ.
This thesis argues that there is a difference. Following the conceptualization of architectures
mentioned above, the SDG governance architecture shall be defined as the set of those institutions, rules and decision-making procedures that are linked directly to the SDGs and the 2030
Agenda as the core document, complemented by the state and non-state actors that engage with
them. This includes those actors, institutions, rules and decision-making procedures that have the
overarching governance goal of delivering on the 17 goals and reaching the 169 targets. Examples
would be the High-Level Political Forum on Sustainable Development (HLPF) on the UN-level and
the voluntary national reviews (VNRs) and national implementation strategies on the domestic
level. This definition of the SDG architecture excludes multilateral agreements, conventions and
other international frameworks that relate to sustainable development in a general sense but not
to the 2030 Agenda as their core framework. That is to say that important environmental agreements such as the Paris Agreement, the International Tropical Timber Agreement or the Montreal
Protocol, but also more universal conventions such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
or the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women are not part
of the SDG governance architecture (cf. EC a; UN a).
However, those conventions and agreements are all part of the sustainable development
governance architecture. All of those agreements contribute towards sustainable development.
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They all contribute towards human development that “meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED 1987). This thesis
argues that all institutions, rules, decision-making procedures and corresponding actors that fall
within that definition and address social, economic and environmental development in a multidimensional way can be subsumed within the sustainable development governance architecture.
This has two important consequences. Firstly, conceptualizing sustainable development governance in such a way renders the issue area of sustainable development almost as extensive as
the entire global order of governance arrangements. This, in turn, explains why the sustainable
development governance architecture has been characterized as becoming increasingly fragmented (cf. Biermann et al. 2017: 85; Bernstein 2017: 219; Underdal & Kim 2017: 244-245). Secondly, this means that the architecture of sustainable development governance comprises several
less comprehensive sub-architectures that relate to more specific issue areas such as the climate
governance architecture, the biodiversity governance architecture or the SDG governance architecture.

SDG
governance
architecture

Climate
governance
architecture

Biodiversity
governance
architecture

….

Sustainable Development
Governance Architecture

Figure 3: Sustainable Development Governance Architecture with a selection of sub-architectures. Own Illustration.

This thesis argues that the SDG governance architecture is a sub-architecture of the sustainable development governance architecture (see figure 3). Importantly, this means that all actors,
institutions and mechanisms that are active in the SDG governance architecture are simultaneously also active in the sustainable development governance architecture but not vice versa. In
other words, any actors´ engagement with the SDG governance architecture has an effect on the
sustainable development governance architecture as well, but not vice versa. Conceptualizing
those two architectures as described above illuminates the research angle of this thesis and the
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proposition by Abbott et al. (2020: 237) that the SDGs “themselves help to orchestrate sustainable
development governance”. The idea is that the engagement with the SDG governance architecture, which is designed in a synergistic and integrated way, reduces the fragmentation of the sustainable development governance architecture, because the former is an inherent component of
the latter. The concept of fragmentation will be discussed in the next section.
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2.3 Fragmentation
This section introduces the concept of fragmentation as a structural feature of governance architectures. It is of central relevance for this thesis, as one of its leading questions concerns the steering effects of the SDGs on CSOs activities in the EU and their consequences for the degree of fragmentation of the sustainable development governance architecture.
In particular, this section establishes three important points. First, it describes fragmentation
as a structural feature of architectures that allows to compare either different architectures or one
distinct architecture over time. Second, it shows that high degrees of fragmentation are linked to
lower governance performances of architectures. This, in turn, explains why fragmentation matters and why it is relevant to study an architecture´s degree of fragmentation in the first place.
Third, it introduces a typology framework on different degrees of fragmentation that allows to
measure fragmentation along three distinct dimensions. This framework will be applied empirically to assess CSO activities´ effects on the sustainable development governance architecture´s
degree of fragmentation.
For the past decades, environmental governance and sustainable development governance
have been characterized by increasing degrees of fragmentation, i.e., a proliferation of institutional arrangements, rules, regulations, partnerships, governance networks and non-state actors,
increasing the institutional complexity and adding new centers of governance authority (cf. Keohane & Victor 2011; Abbott 2012; Hale & Roger 2014; Biermann et al. 2017; Bernstein 2017; Underdal & Kim 2017). This diversification across issue areas, mandates, memberships or geographic
range can be explained by viewing newly set-up institutions “as a collective response to a specific
governance challenge perceived as important by its members at a particular point in time” (Underdal & Kim 2017: 244).
Although there exists no universally agreed upon definition of the term fragmentation in the
global governance context (cf. Biermann et al. 2020a: 159), it can generally be understood as the
opposite pole to integration and coherence. Coherence “is often used to describe a particularly
desirable state of institutional interaction in which elemental institutions are well aligned by bringing complementary or synergistic capacities to bear on compatible policy objectives” (Stokke 2020:
210). Within the sustainable development context, Bernstein (2017: 218) defines governance coherence as “the systematic promotion of mutually reinforcing policies […] across the three dimensions of sustainable development”, which requires that institutional arrangements address goals
synergistically in a fragmented governance environment. Governance architectures exhibit either
higher degrees of fragmentation and hence lower degrees of integration and institutional coherence or vice versa. The more diverse the interacting institutions are in terms of their organizational
structure, spatial scope, subject matter, tasks, responsibilities, memberships and overlap thereof,
the more likely is the respective governance architecture to exhibit higher degrees of fragmentation (cf. Biermann et al. 2009: 16; Abbott 2012: 571).
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2.3.1 Conceptualization
Biermann et al. (2020a) identify three main characteristics of fragmentation as a structural feature
of governance architectures. Firstly, contrary to interlinkages and regime complexes, the concept
of fragmentation describes the quality of an entity and not an entity itself (cf. Ibid.: 159). Secondly,
the degree of fragmentation is comparable, allowing for comparisons both over time and between
different architectures (cf. Ibid.: 160). Thirdly, acknowledging that architectures are neither fully
fragmented nor fully integrated, the authors argue that it is the degree of fragmentation that determines governance performance and is hence of analytical interest (cf. Ibid.; Biermann et al.
2009: 17-19, 24). That is to say that different degrees of fragmentation are likely to yield varying
degrees of governance performance, whereas “[m]ore integrated governance architectures may
promise higher effectiveness in terms of solving the core problems in an issue area” (Biermann et
al. 2009: 24).
These characteristics have three important implications for this thesis. First, fragmentation
cannot be studied as an entity itself but only in relation to an issue areas or architectures as entities
that exhibit fragmentation. Second, if we want to study the effect of CSO´s engagement with the
SDGs on reducing fragmentation, we can compare the sustainable development governance architecture´s degree of fragmentation at two points in time, that is, before the adoption of the SDGs
and in 2021, six years after their adoption. Third, if architectures are always fragmented to some
extent, the aim of studying the SDGs´ effect on governance architectures should be to explore their
potential for reducing fragmentation and not for eliminating fragmentation. How to measure fragmentation and hence the reduction of fragmentation, will be discussed in section 2.3.3.

2.3.2 Effects of Fragmentation
Fragmentation poses a central problem for global governance because high degrees thereof can
reduce governance performance and effectiveness. Biermann et al. (2020a) point out that the literature is divided regarding the overall effects of fragmentation on governance performance,
which also depends on the particular degree of fragmentation (cf. Ibid.: 168).
Some scholars, in particular Robert O. Keohane and David G. Victor, highlight the benefits of
more loosely-coupled sets of institutional arrangements that are located “somewhere in the middle” between fully integrated and highly fragmented intuitional arrangements (cf. Keohane and
Victor 2011: 8). However, even they acknowledge that too much fragmentation can lead to gridlock between conflicting governance arrangements and decrease the level of ambition when actors chose to rely on the least ambitious regulations, a phenomenon referred to as race to the
bottom (cf. Ibid.: 15).
Studies that address the positive effects of fragmentation highlight the comparatively faster,
more innovative, flexible, and tailor-made decision making in the case of smaller sets of highly
cooperative actors (cf. Biermann et al. 2020a: 168-169). On the other hand, high degrees of fragmentation are found to be accompanied by “overlapping or even conflicting – and thus potentially
counterproductive – policies” (Ibid.: 170). Governance performance can be reduced for example
by duplicated efforts in the case of multiple co-existing actor groups or agreements with overlapping policies. This, in turn, can lead to both inefficient resource use and forum shopping, that is,
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actors cherry-picking regulatory agreements according to their needs and interests (cf. Ibid.: 171;
Biermann et al. 2009: 30). Conflicting norms within a patchwork of similar institutions might prohibit decision-making and implementation processes, thereby decreasing the governance performance of the respective architecture (cf. Biermann et al. 2020a: 171). Apart from that, conflicting
norms or decisions “can obstruct the formation of a common vision, ambition and action and create confusion among actors about the direction that global governance should take” (Ibid.). It is
exactly this lack of vision and direction that the 2030 Agenda and accompanying SDGs are intended
to counterpose.

2.3.3 How to Measure Fragmentation
One prominent framework for analyzing fragmentation of global governance architectures was
proposed by Biermann and colleagues (2009) and has been applied in “numerous” case studies
ever since (cf. Biermann et al. 2020a: 160). It is of central relevance for this thesis, as it will be used
in chapter ten to assess whether CSO engagement with the SDGs led to a reduction of the sustainable development governance architecture’s degree of fragmentation.
In their framework, the authors delineate three types of fragmentation that reflect, in comparison to each other, lower, moderate and higher degrees of fragmentation. These types are synergistic fragmentation, cooperative fragmentation and conflictive fragmentation. They are distinguished along three structural dimensions, which are institutional overlap, norm conflicts and actor constellations (see Table 1; cf. Biermann et al. 2009: 19-20). In other words, using this framework, the degree of fragmentation can be measured along the three dimensions of institutional
overlap, norm conflicts and actor constellations.
Table 1: Typology of Fragmentation. Illustration taken from Biermann et al. 2009, p.19.

First, synergistic fragmentation is characterized by one core institution that is supported by
(almost) all relevant actors with other institutions and core norms being (closely) integrated (cf.
Ibid.). Second, cooperative fragmentation comprises core institutions that are not supported by all
relevant actors, with other institutions and norms being loosely but sufficiently integrated to
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prevent open institutional conflict (cf. Ibid.). Finally, conflictive fragmentation, characterizing the
highest degree of fragmentation, involves largely unrelated institutions with scattered support of
major actors and conflicting principles and norms (cf. Ibid.). Biermann and colleagues stress that
this typology describes ideal types that might not occur in a clear-cut fashion empirically. Instead,
empirical research might show rather smooth transitions between those three types (cf. Ibid.: 21).
Likewise, one distinct architecture might entail elements of two or even all three types of fragmentation (cf. Ibid.)
The current4 architecture of climate governance displays, according to the authors´ assessment, features of all three types but is best described by cooperative fragmentation. On the one
hand, it has the UNFCCC as its core institution with core principles, almost universal support and
loosely integrated arrangements, but also some non-universally applying institutional mechanisms
and the United States of America as a fragmentation-invoking renegade on the other hand (cf.
Ibid.: 22-23).
The architecture of sustainable development governance, in contrast, given its much wider
spectrum of policy fields, relevant institutions, actors, and norms, which in turn give rise to larger
numbers of conflicting norms and aims, could be rather characterized by conflictive fragmentation,
at least in the pre-SDG era. Considering that social, economic and environmental development, as
the three pillars underlying sustainable development governance, all have different aims, norms
and actor constellations, the potential for conflict is much greater compared to climate governance
in isolation. This conflictive type of fragmentation manifests itself in diverging efforts striving to
achieve different aims in different policy fields, effectively pulling in opposite directions, such as
efforts aimed at agricultural and industrial development on the one hand and environmental protection on the other hand.
This three-tier and three-dimensional framework for analyzing fragmentation guides this thesis in two important ways. First, it provides a basis for defining what “reducing” fragmentation
means. For the context of this thesis, a reduction of an architecture´s degree of fragmentation
shall be defined as a demonstratable shift towards more cooperative or synergistic fragmentation
on at least one of the three dimensions, that is, more institutional integration, more coherent actor
constellations or a reduction in norm conflicts. Second, this framework provides the basis for answering RQ4 on whether CSO engagement with the SDGs resulted in a reduction of the sustainable
development governance architecture´s degree of fragmentation. However, it should be pointed
out that this framework of analysis does allow to “measure” fragmentation in a quantitative sense
by way of assigning numeric values. Given the qualitative nature of the three structural dimensions
of institutional integration, actor constellations and norm conflicts, a more adequate term would
be “to gauge” fragmentation.

4

Current, in this case, means 2009, when the paper was published. However, this assessment is referenced as an
example of cooperative fragmentation in a book chapter on fragmentation written by Biermann with different colleagues in 2020. This indicates that the assessment still holds, despite changes in climate governance since 2009, for
example the adoption of the Paris Agreement.
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2.4 Orchestration
This section provides a literature review on orchestration theory. First, it will introduce the O-I-T
model, which is a commonly used model to conceptualize orchestration arrangements within
global governance theory. This includes the types of actors involved in orchestration arrangements, their reasons for engaging in orchestration and how they relate to each other. In particular,
this section will provide a preliminary validation of this thesis´ central hypothesis that the SDGs
and their steering effect on CSOs can be studied and explained through the lens of orchestration
theory. In addition, it will explain who is orchestrating whom in cases when CSOs decide to form
or join SDG-related alliances. Subsequently, this section will explain how orchestration as a governance strategy can either result in a reduction of or in an increase in fragmentation. Finally, it
will introduce propositions on successful orchestration that will be applied empirically in later
chapters.

2.4.1 Conceptualization
Thomas Hale and Charles Roger (2014) conceptualize orchestration as a strategy of promoting
common standards, providing resources, support and legitimacy to governance initiatives and furthermore “shaping competition and collaboration” between those initiatives in order to address
forum shopping and excessive fragmentation (cf. Hale & Roger 2014: 60-64, 69). Accordingly, orchestration is a means for guiding, broadening and strengthening governance schemes, thereby
increasing governance effectiveness (cf. Ibid.). However, it should be noted that the governance
actors involved in orchestration have distinct reasons to engage in this governance arrangement
that are unrelated to the issue of fragmentation. These reasons, along with the distinct actor relationships in orchestration arrangements, will be discussed further below.
In terms of actor relationships, Abbott and colleagues (2015, as cited in Abbott et al. 2020:
233) define orchestration as “a mode of governance in which one actor (the orchestrator) enlists
one or more intermediary actors (intermediaries) to govern a third set of actors (targets) in line
with the orchestrator´s goals”. This three-tier conceptualization is referred to as the O-I-T model
(abbreviation for “Orchestrator-Intermediary-Target”) and is regularly used in the orchestration
literature (cf. Abbott et al. 2012; 2015; Abbott 2018). Orchestration is both a soft mode of governance and an indirect mode of governance. Firstly, it is indirect because the orchestrator enlists a
third party, i.e., the intermediary instead of governing the target actors directly (cf. Abbott et al.
2012: 2-3). Secondly, it is a soft mode of governance because the orchestrator lacks firm control
over the intermediaries and cannot impose mandatory regulations. Instead, the orchestrator relies
on leadership, persuasion and soft incentives such as material or ideational support to enlist intermediaries´ voluntary cooperation (cf. Ibid.; Abbott 2018: 194; Abbott et al. 2020: 233).
Figure 4 visualizes the orchestration process according to the O-I-T model. The curved orange
arrow denotes the indirect nature of the relationship between the orchestrator and the targets.
There are no other direct connections between those two. Instead, the orchestrator enlists one or
more intermediaries (blue arrow), who in turn govern the target actors, signified by the green
arrow. The curved red arrow denotes the nature of orchestration as a soft mode of governance.
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The orchestrator has no firm control over intermediaries but relies on soft incentives such as leadership or incentives.
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Figure 4: Visualisation of the orchestration process according to the O-I-T model. Own Illustration.

Following the hypothesis that SDGs and their steering effects on CSOs can be studied and explained
through the lens of orchestration theory, this O-I-T model of orchestration will be empirically applied to the case of CSOs engaging with the SDGs. A question that this thesis aims to answer is
what types of persuasion, leadership and other incentives the SDG provide to CSOs that encourages CSO engagement.

2.4.2 Who is Orchestrating Whom?
While orchestrators are often intergovernmental institutions, intermediaries can be intergovernmental or subnational governmental bodies as well, but are oftentimes non-state actors, ranging
from NGOs and other civil society actors to business associations, private (transnational) initiatives, PPPs or transgovernmental networks (cf. Abbott et al. 2012: 3, 8-9; Abbott 2018: 195; Abbott
et al. 2020: 236). The analytical focus of this thesis lies on individual CSOs, CSO networks and SDGWatch Europe as one specific CSO alliance. Target actors can be both state actors or non-state
actors of any kind. Abbott and colleagues (2012) provide an example for orchestration in the context of the climate governance architecture. Environmental conventions (orchestrator), in this example, enlist appropriate CSOs (intermediaries) to monitor the compliance of member states (targets) (cf. Abbott et al. 2012: 3). The working hypothesis of this thesis is that the 2030 Agenda and
the SDGs act as orchestrators that enlist CSOs as intermediaries in order to govern state actors.
The governance aim in this case is to deliver on the SDGs, for example through ambitious national
implementation policies. The 2030 Agenda cannot govern state actors directly because is not legally binding.
Orchestration theory posits that in some cases, intermediaries may even enlist sub-intermediaries, hence becoming orchestrators themselves (cf. Ibid.: 6). This results in orchestration arrangements stemming from one primal orchestrator, in which intermediaries enlist and orchestrate sub-intermediaries, in order to govern the same target actors, while all of them share the
primal orchestrator´s governance goals. In other words, there can be multiple orchestrators within
the same orchestrating arrangement, which raises the question of who is orchestrating whom.
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This is a crucial question because it applies to the actor relationships that are studied in this
thesis. The subjects of study are not only individual CSOs and CSO networks but importantly, also
SDG Watch Europe, as an SDG-specific CSO alliance that has both individual CSOs and CSO networks as member organizations. A sub-hypothesis of this thesis is that SDG Watch Europe was
created as a new intermediary that enlists its member organizations as sub-intermediaries and
hence acts as an orchestrator itself. A visualization of how the corresponding orchestration arrangement could be understood, if both the hypothesis on orchestration theory´s adequacy for
explaining SDG engagement in general, but also with regard to SDG Watch Europe as a newly created intermediary acting as an orchestrator itself, are valid, is provided in figure 5. The figure aims
to illustrate the following relationships and processes:
First, the 2030 Agenda states that broad and cohesive efforts by all relevant actors, including
CSOs, are necessary to deliver on the SDGs. Given its non-bindingness, the 2030 Agenda enlists
CSOs and already existing CSO networks as intermediaries (blue arrow) to govern state actors as
targets (long green arrow). State actors are the targets because the implementation of the SDGs
ultimately depends upon their commitment. Intermediaries include not only individual CSOs but
also CSO networks that existed already before the adoption of the SDGs. These include climate
action networks, social justice networks or any other type of network formed by multiple CSOs
that are active in related issue areas. Target actors include national governments, members of
national parliaments (MPs) and on the EU-level, the European Parliament, the European Commission and members of the European Parliament (MEPs).
Second, some of the intermediary CSOs and CSO networks decided to form SDG Watch Europe as an SDG-specific CSO alliance that allows them to join forces (straight orange arrow). In
terms of orchestration theory, they created a new intermediary, acting as an orchestrator itself,
that can govern the target actors more effectively (medium green arrow). SDG Watch Europe is
Europe´s largest SDG-related CSO alliance with more than 80 CSO networks and individual CSOs as
member organizations.
Third, over time, new CSOs and CSO networks joined the SDG alliance. Put in orchestration
terminology, the alliance enlists them as sub-intermediaries. SDG Watch Europe orchestrates its
member organizations´ efforts to govern the target actors in a more coherent way (short green
arrow). This means that, although SDG Watch Europe is an intermediary itself, it acts as an orchestrator toward its member organizations. Throughout all of this, the initial intermediaries, the new
intermediary and the sub-intermediaries, all share the orchestrator´s main governance goal, which
is delivering on the SDGs.
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Figure 5: Visualization of the SDG orchestration arrangement that includes both intermediaries and sub-intermediaries. This figure visualizes the hypothesis that orchestration theory adequately explains the governance
through goals process. Own illustration.

This interlacement of orchestrating arrangements in the case of the SDGs is also touched
upon by Abbott and colleagues (2020) in their contribution to Biermann and Kim´s volume on governance architectures. In their review of orchestration research of the past decade, they suggest
not only that orchestration is “arguably the central governance strategy” for implementing the
2030 Agenda and the SDGs, but also that the SDGs “themselves help to orchestrate sustainable
development governance” (Abbott et al. 2020: 237). In other words, the authors indicate a double
link between orchestration and the SDGs to the extent that first, the SDGs themselves act as orchestrators (within the fragmented sustainable development governance architecture) and second, orchestration is a key strategy for implementing the SDGs (which in this case would apply to
creating new intermediaries that orchestrate sub-intermediaries themselves, i.e., use the strategy
of orchestration as a strategy for facilitating the implementation of the SDGs.)

2.4.3 Incentives for Orchestration
This sub-section provides an overview of the distinct incentives that both orchestrators and intermediaries have for engaging in orchestration arrangements, according to the O-I-T model. These
propositions provided by orchestration theory will be examined for the case of CSOs in the empirical part of this thesis. The goal will be to identify CSO´s incentives for engaging with the SDGs.
Orchestrators benefit from orchestration because intermediaries possess certain governance
capabilities that the orchestrator lacks. These capabilities can include technical expertise, contacts,
local knowledge or access to and authority vis-à-vis target actors (cf. Ibid.: 3; Abbott 2018: 194;
Abbott et al. 2020: 236). Enlisting such well-equipped intermediaries allows the orchestrator to
pursue otherwise hard-to-achieve governance goals. If suitable intermediaries are not available,
orchestrators also often encourage their creation by using their toolkit of incentivizing and yielding
support to convene relevant actors in order to form “organisations with desired goals and
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structures” (Abbott 2018: 195). The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), for example,
has catalysed many new initiatives, transnational environmental schemes and organizations in the
climate governance domain (cf. Ibid.: 195, 199). Similarly, the WHO catalyzed the creation of various PPPs to “improve health services on the ground and reduce morbidity and mortality from particular diseases” (Abbott et al. 2012: 3).
Intermediaries, on the other hand, engage in orchestration because they largely share the
orchestrator´s goals and receive material and ideational support, which in turn strengthens their
governance capabilities (cf. Ibid.: 3, 9). Material support includes financial and administrative assistance, while ideational support can take the form normative guidance, public endorsement or
using the orchestrator´s convening powers to connect intermediaries with other powerful actors
(cf. Ibid.: 10; Abbott et al. 2020: 235). In this regard, Abbott and colleagues (2012) also discuss the
linkage between agenda setting and orchestration. Global agendas such as the MDGs provide normative guidance by pointing out relevant issues and policy responses, thereby shaping the priorities and strategies of intermediaries (cf. Abbott et al. 2012: 10). This prioritizing and guiding effect
of the SDGs, as the more recent case of global agenda setting, will be discussed in sub-section
2.4.4. In sum, while orchestration enables orchestrators to pursue governance goals for which they
otherwise would lack the capabilities, it simultaneously provides the intermediaries material or
ideational support in pursuit of their own governance goals. Abbott et al. (2012: 12) point out that
this mutual dependency, in which neither the orchestrator nor the intermediary would be able to
achieve their governance goals independently, lies as the core and center of the O-I-T orchestration model.

2.4.4 Orchestration and Reducing Fragmentation
Concerning its potential for reducing fragmentation, the O-I-T model provides some propositions
as to how orchestration can have a coordinating steering effect on intermediaries´ governance
activities. By means of persuading, setting incentives or providing material and ideational support
in conducive ways, the orchestrator can promote the reduction of governance overlaps and the
filling of governance gaps on the part of intermediaries (cf. Abbott et al. 2012: 11; Abbott 2018:
195). In the same way, the orchestrator can incite conflict management or even cooperation
among intermediaries (cf. Ibid.). This, in turn, improves both the effectiveness and coherence of
the intermediaries´ governance activities, thereby reducing the degree of fragmentation of the
issue area (or broader: governance architecture) that the intermediaries participate in. So even
though the orchestrator seeks to use the intermediaries´ complementary capabilities to achieve
governance goals that are more diverse than solely addressing fragmentation as an end in itself,
the reduction of the respective issue area´s or governance architecture´s degree of fragmentation
can be one of the main outcomes of the orchestration process.
At this point, the visualisation of the O-I-T model that was presented in figure 5 can be supplemented first, with the intermediaries´ incentives for engaging in orchestration and second, its
potential for reducing fragmentation. Figure 6 shows an updated version of this visualisation that
includes these aspects both for CSOs that engage with the SDGs as initial intermediaries (blue
boxes) and for CSOs that joined SDG Watch Europe as sub-intermediaries (orange boxes).
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Accordingly, this yields two sets of propositions that will be empirically tested, using interviews of
CSO staff members. First, staff members of CSOs that did not join any SDG-related CSO alliance
will be interviewed as to what types of support and other incentives the SDGs provided them that
made them decide to engage with the SDGs (left blue box). In addition, they will be asked as to
how engaging with the SDGs helped to reduce overlaps or managed governance conflicts (right
blue box). The findings will be relevant for answering S-RQ3.1 (“To what extent can CSO engagement with the SDGs in general be explained in terms of orchestration theory?”). Likewise, CSOs and
CSO networks that joined SDG Watch Europe will be interviewed as to what types of incentives
they had for joining this SDG-related CSO alliance (left orange box) and how this benefited their
governance activities in terms of reducing governance overlaps effects that possibly had an impact
on fragmentation (right orange box). The findings will be relevant for answering S-RQ3.2 (“To what
extent can SDG-specific CSO alliances, as exemplified by SDG Watch Europe, and their steering effects on their member organizations be explained in terms of orchestrating theory?”).
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Figure 6: Visualisation of the SDG orchestration arrangement that includes both intermediaries, sub-intermediaries, the incentive structures and possible effects on fragmentation. Own illustration.
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2.4.5 Orchestration and Increasing Fragmentation
It is important to note that orchestration has the potential for increasing institutional complexity
and fragmentation as well. Abbott and colleagues (2020) point out that the purposeful creation of
new institutions, initiatives and organizations as future intermediaries in fact oftentimes increases
institutional multiplicity and complexity (cf. Abbott et al. 2020: 245).
Regarding the effectiveness of orchestration for actually reducing degrees of fragmentation
in a given governance domain, this caveat hints at two points worth considering. First, orchestration by way of enlisting already-existing governance actors as intermediaries, instead of creating
new ones, is less likely to increase institutional multiplicity or complexity and consequently has a
higher potential for actually reducing fragmentation. Second, following the three-dimensional conceptualization of fragmentation as depending not only on institutional overlap but also norm conflicts and actor constellations, it can be argued that increasing institutional complexity or multiplicity, in this case by creating a new intermediary, does not necessarily lead to an overall higher
degree of the respective governance architecture´s degree of fragmentation. Instead, it is also
conceivable that the newly formed orchestrating governance arrangement nonetheless reduces
the respective architecture´s degree of fragmentation by addressing norm conflicts or strengthening actors´ support for core institutions. Whether or not this is the case for SDG engagement by
CSOs will be explored in chapter ten. After all, assessing its effect on the sustainable development
governance architecture’s degree fragmentation is a central aim of this thesis.
In sum, the caveat raised by Abbott and colleagues illustrates the point that orchestration is
not a one-fits-all solution that is successful at reducing fragmentation under all circumstances and
by any means. Instead, it is a governance arrangement that firstly, both orchestrators and intermediaries can engage in for reasons unrelated to fragmentation, but secondly, has the potential
for actually increasing fragmentation and reducing governance coherence if its effect on increasing
institutional complexity outweighs its effects on filling governance gaps, reducing overlaps, or promoting cooperation among intermediaries.

2.4.6 Conditions for Successful Orchestration
This sub-section reviews two sets of conditions that orchestration theory provides. These include
four conditions under which orchestration is likely to occur and secondly, another four conditions
for successful orchestration. The purpose of this section is first, to preliminarily validate the hypothesis that the SDGs can be studied through the lens of orchestration theory by demonstrating
that the SDGs meet the first set of conditions to some degree. The conditions for successful orchestration will be more thoroughly tested in chapter nine by using empirical data retrieved from
interviews.
In their 2012 paper on orchestration, Abbott et al. (2012) formulate four general hypotheses
that depict conditions under which governance actors are more likely to orchestrate. Firstly, orchestration is more likely to occur when the potential orchestrator lacks some crucial governance
capabilities such as rule-making authority, operational capacity or legitimacy vis-à-vis targets (cf.
Ibid.: 14). Referring back to the mutual dependency as the core of orchestration as mentioned
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above, the crucial aspect is that the orchestrator lacks only some governance capabilities but not
all of them. If potential orchestrators possessed all of the listed governance capabilities, they
wouldn’t need intermediaries and be more likely to engage in harder modes of governance. However, if they had no governance capabilities whatsoever, they would have nothing to offer to potential intermediaries as an incentive to engage in the orchestration arrangement (cf. Ibid.). Applied to the SDGs, it can be argued that although being universally applicable to all countries, they
remain legally non-binding and hence lack any rule-making authority. However, the SDGs enjoy a
high level of legitimacy, stemming from a transparent and inclusive negotiation process based on
comprehensive consultations with thousands of representatives from the civil society, NGOs, the
private sector and other various stakeholder groups. Even more, the paradigm shift from a traditional development agenda concerning merely less-developed countries towards a universal
agenda applicable to all, arguably yields a high level of legitimacy to the 2030 Agenda as the most
comprehensive development agenda ever conceived.
The second hypothesis posits that orchestration is more likely occur in the case of multiple
available intermediaries with correlated goals and governance capabilities that complement the
orchestrator´s lack thereof (cf. Ibid.: 15). In sustainable development governance, there is a myriad
of potential orchestrators in the form of NGOs, PPPs, civil society initiatives and action networks
that have access to technical expertise, local knowledge, practices or actors that the UNGA as the
initiator of the SDGs, is lacking. It is highly likely that these actors also share similar goals as formulated by the SDGs in the respective issue areas, given that it was the input of these type of
actors that went into the negotiation of the SDGs. It should be noted, however, that the availability
of suitable intermediaries is not an absolute necessary condition for orchestration, given that orchestrators also tend to catalyze their creation if suitable intermediaries are lacking.
Thirdly, orchestration is more likely to occur when orchestrators have a focal position within
the relevant issue area, stemming from operational competence or resources, expertise or widely
accepted legitimacy, all rendering it easier to enlist intermediaries (cf. Ibid.: 16). Given that the
2030 Agenda constitutes the most comprehensive and universally applicable development
agenda, it could be regarded as the focal entity within sustainable development governance on a
global scale. However, as the findings presented in the seventh and nineth chapter suggest, this is
not necessarily the case.
Finally, as orchestration “often involves innovative relationships”, governance actors are
more likely to orchestrate when they possess organizational characteristics such as risk affinity,
creativity, experimentation and willingness to learn from other organizations´ experiences (cf.
Ibid.: 17-18). In their paper, Abbott et al. postulate this condition for the orchestrator, which at
least in the context of S-RQ3.1 would be the SDGs. As the next section will discuss in more detail,
the SDG-driven governance through goals process is a novel and innovative governance approach
that allows for high degrees of flexibility, given that there are no specific regulations on how to
reach the SDGs and accompanying targets. Instead, it is left to governance actors in the respective
issue areas to come up with new strategies for goal attainment.
However, the follow-up and review mechanism based on the HLPF and the VNRs (explained
in section 4.5), which allows for mutual learning processes with feedback loops and best practice
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sharing while tracking progress of the implementation of the 2030 Agenda refers, not to the SDGs
as the orchestrator but to the CSOs as intermediaries and the state actors as target actors. Therefore, assessing this condition as being met would be a misinterpretation of Abbott et al.´s condition
for the orchestrator to show willingness to learn from other organization’s experiences, concerning that the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs are not continuously revised based on the experiences of
other organizations. Therefore, this aspect of organizational characteristics can only be empirically
tested with regard to answering S-RQ3.2 for the CSO Alliance SDG Watch Europe. In sum, not all
of the organizational characteristics that Abbott et al. postulate for an orchestrator are met by the
SDGs.
Table 2: Conditions for orchestration to occur. Own Illustration.

Condition

Preliminary Assessment
for SDGs

Potential orchestrator lacks some
crucial governance capabilities

Legally non-binding
Lack rule-making authority
Nevertheless, applicable to all
High level of legitimacy

Condition met

Multiple available intermediaries
with correlated goals and
governance capabilities

Multiple potential orchestrators
available: NGOs, PPPs, civil society
initiatives, action networks etc.

Condition met

Focal position of potential
orchestrator

Focal position as most comprehensive and
universally applicable development agenda

Condition met

Organizational characteristics: risk
affinity, creativity, experimentation
and willingness to learn

Flexibility concerning how to achieve SDGs

Unclear

In sum, all of these four conditions are met to some degree by the SDGs (see Table 2), corroborating Abbott and colleagues´ assessment that orchestration is the most likely strategy for
implementing the SDGs.
Apart from these conditions on the likelihood of initiating the O-I-T process, orchestration
research has also yielded some conditions for successful orchestration. These conditions include
an orchestrator´s focality, legitimacy and organizational characteristics as well (cf. Abbott et al.
2020: 242). Conditions for successful orchestration that go beyond the content of the four hypotheses discussed above are first, the orchestrator´s material, moral and relational authority, second,
resource endowment, third, network embeddedness and fourth, the use of instruments backed
by regulation or threat of regulation (cf. Ibid.).
As for the moral authority, the same considerations apply as for the SDGs´ high level of legitimacy, stemming from the transparent and inclusive negotiation process mentioned above. Hale
and Roger (2014: 67) explain relational authority and network embeddedness to the effect that
being a central node in a network, i.e., being connected to many other actors, can allow a potential
orchestrator to exert power and influence. The same considerations apply as for the focal position
of the SDGs as discussed above. Being considered its prime agenda and central point of reference,
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the SDGs are without doubt a central node within sustainable development governance. However,
to which extent the SDGs have gained influence and power over the myriad of other actors that
are active within the sustainable development governance architecture cannot be assessed at this
point. After all, the effect that the SDGs had on the governance activities of CSOs constitutes a
leading question of this thesis and is therefore yet to be explored. The conditions of resource endowment and material authority appear hardly to be met, given that although one third of the 169
targets related to capacity building and numerous SDG-related financing schemes and initiatives
were launched, the financing gap for the SDGs nevertheless amount to 2.5 trillion US Dollars or
roughly 2 billion Euros per year (cf. UN 2020, UN b). Lastly the ability to use of directive instruments
backed by regulation or threat of regulation seems to be lacking, given that the SDGs remain legally
non-binding.
Table 3: Conditions for successful orchestration. Own Illustration.

Condition
(for Orchestrator)

Preliminary Assessment
for SDGs

Focal position

Focal position as most comprehensive and universally
applicable development agenda

Condition met

Legitimacy

Transparent and inclusive negotiation
process
Paradigm shift from development agenda to sustainable development agenda, applicable to all countries

Condition met

Organizational characteristics: risk affinity, creativity,
experimentation and willingness to learn

Flexibility concerning how to achieve SDGs

Unclear

Moral authority

Transparent and inclusive negotiation process
Paradigm shift from development agenda to sustainable development agenda, applicable to all countries

Condition met

Relational authority

Focal position as most comprehensive and universally
applicable development agenda

Condition met

Network embeddedness

Focal position as most comprehensive and universally
applicable development agenda

Condition met

Resource endowment

Financing gap of 2 billion € per year

Condition not met

Material authority

Financing gap of 2 billion € per year

Condition not met

Use of instruments backed
by regulation or threat of
regulation

SDGs are legally non-binding

Condition not met

In conclusion, it can be assessed that some but not all conditions for successful orchestration
are met by the SDGs (see table 3). Having established that orchestration is the most likely strategy
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for implementing the SDGs and that some of the conditions for successful orchestration are met,
chapter nine will complement this preliminary assessment and validation of the central hypothesis
by presenting an empirical assessment as the findings to the third research question as to whether
CSO engagement can be explained through orchestration theory.
After discussing the concepts of earth system governance, architectures, fragmentation and
orchestration, the next section will discuss the SDG-driven governance through goals process as a
novel governance approach to conclude the theoretical framework of this thesis.
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2.5 Governance Through Goals
Theoretically, the SDGs mark the advent of an innovative new governance approach titled
governing through goals, eponymous to the flagship publication edited by Norichika Kanie and
Frank Biermann (2017). The authors argue that although goal setting as such is not an entirely
novel concept to global governance, the SDGs go beyond previous goal setting in multilateral
agreements or development programs to the extent that firstly, they define specific targets and
milestones for goals, secondly, conceptualize the rather vague concept of sustainable development in a detailed manner and thirdly, set the operational frame for the 2030 Agenda (cf. Kanie et
al. 2017: 1). Fourth, SDG goal setting establishes priorities to counter “the tendency for shorttermism that would draw attention away from longer-term objectives” (Ibid.: 5). Fifth, while a
central shortcoming of the MDGs has been a lack of policy coherence, resulting from not articulating the linkages between goals and priorities, both globally, nationally or locally, the SDGs were
specifically designed to address these shortcomings. They encourage “integrative and systemic
approaches” (Ibid.) to global governance. This manner of policy integration is embodied in the
SDGs not only to the extent that environmental concerns are integrated into non-environmental
governance domains, but also that the various sustainable development objectives are integrated
into each other. It is for these five reasons that the SDGs are considered to represent a fundamental different approach to global governance, therefore the term governance through goals.
This section discusses four distinct aspects of governance through goal that are essential for
this thesis. Firstly, Oran R. Young´s conceptualization of goal setting as a governance strategy,
which will be used to illustrate the links to the preceding sections on architectures, fragmentation
and orchestration. Secondly, Young´s criteria for successful governance trough goals, which will be
applied in the empirical part of the thesis. Thirdly, Marjanneke J. Vijge et al.´s preliminary reflections on the potential of goal setting to affect governance architectures´ degrees of fragmentation,
which will be applied to the case of CSO engagement with the SDGs. Finally, concerns and challenges raised within the literature regarding goal setting as a governance strategy. In particular,
three conditions for goal setting to be an effective orchestrator proposed by Arlid Underdal and
Rakhyun E. Kim will be discussed, which will be empirically applied in section 9.4.

2.5.1 Conceptualization
Young (2017) delivers a first effort to conceptualize goal setting as a strategy for global governance.
He depicts goal setting as aiming to steer behavior by way of at least four different ways. Firstly,
by establishing priorities among different objectives for allocating attention and resources such as
staff, time or political capital. Secondly, by raising efforts of those working towards goal attainment. Thirdly, by providing targets and benchmarks that can be used to measure the goal achievement process. Finally, goal setting steers behavior by countering impulses or short-term desires
that would otherwise distract the attention of actors involved (cf. Young 2017: 32).
These characteristics demonstrate that the SDG-led governance through goals approach embodies not only policy integration but aspects of all policy responses to fragmented governance
architectures that were addressed in section 2.2, that is, interplay management, orchestration and
hierarchization. First, as interplay management refers to any deliberate measures aimed at
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improving institutional interaction, this is the case for many of the characteristics of governing
through goals and the SDGs. Feedback loops and mutual learning possibilities provided by the follow up and review mechanism, prioritizing attention and resource allocation or pooling efforts
towards common goals all serve to improve not only individual institutional effectiveness but also
institutional interplay. Second, setting incentives to prioritize the allocation of attention and resources and raising actors´ efforts towards a certain governance goal were crucial aspects in the
conceptualization of orchestration discussed in the last section. Third, goal setting does not establish hierarchical orders between actors or institutions. It can, however, establish hierarchical order
between norms and objectives by way of providing normative guidance and prioritizing among
goals. Goal setting can hence be regarded as containing elements of soft hierarchization. In sum,
the governing through goals approach embraces elements of all four policy responses to fragmented governance architectures, i.e., elements of policy integration, interplay management, orchestration and hierarchization. As Vijge et al. point out, what characterizes governing through
goals as a unique governance approach are not its individual elements but the combination of
those elements (cf. Vijge et al. 2020: 254).
It is important to highlight this link between governance through goals and policy responses
to fragmented architectures in order to explain the conceptual approach to this thesis. In helps to
understand the specific combination of the conceptual lenses used, including the order in which
they were present in this chapter, i.e., first governance architectures, followed by fragmentation,
then orchestration and finally governance through goals. Governance architectures, as the overarching set of institutional arrangements in a given issue area, possess the structural feature of
being fragmented to some extent. Orchestration, in turn, is a policy response to fragmented architectures. Consequently, one has to grapple with the notion of architectures first, before one can
discuss their fragmented nature, that is, what it means for an architecture to be fragmented. Likewise, it is conducive to be acquainted with the notion of fragmented governance architectures
first, in order to conceive orchestration as a responding governance arrangement that can reduce
an architecture´s degree of fragmentation. Finally, governance through goals as a governance approach is distinctively tied to fragmentation because it includes elements of all four types of policy
responses that all aim to reduce fragmentation in some way, which is reflected in the SDG´s integrative and systemic approach to global governance.
To put it in simple terms, the concept of governance through goals is where it all comes together. All the reviewed conceptualizations of governance architectures, fragmentation and orchestration, they all interlock in the theme of governance through goals. That is the reason why
the title of this thesis refers to governance through goals, despite this section being the last part
of the second chapter.

2.5.2 Successful Goal Setting
In his conceptualization, Young (2020) defines factors for successful governing through goals. They
will later be used in section 9.4 to assess whether the governance through goals approach was
successful in governing CSOs. He points out that by articulating aspirations, goal setting differs
from rule making, which aims to steer and adjust behavior by way of formulating behavioral
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prescriptions such as rules, regulations and compliance mechanisms (cf. Young 2020: 34). Accordingly, the factors determining successful rule-making, that is, compliance from individual actors,
differ from those regarding goal setting. Successful goal setting requires building coalitions of
those willing to achieve progress towards the goals and highlighting benefits of goal achievement
in order to energize and mobilize possible supporters to allocate time and efforts towards achieving the goals. Furthermore, whereas behavioral prescriptions apply indefinitely, goals are usually
to be attained within a specific time frame, e.g., between 2015-2030 in the case of the SDGs (cf.
Ibid.). Young´s conceptualization highlights that in order to explore the impact of goal setting on
CSOs, it is crucial to investigate whether CSOs realigned their time planning with the SDGs, whether
they allocated their attention and resources differently and whether they formed coalitions as a
result of the introduction of the SDGs.

2.5.3 Effects on Architectures
With regard to the possible effects of governing through goals on entire governance architectures
and their respective degree of fragmentation (in short, RQ4), Vijge and colleagues (2020: 256)
point out that “little, if any, empirically grounded research” has been conducted yet. In their contribution to Biermann and Kim´s volume on governance architectures, Vijge et al. provide a first
entry point for tapping into this new research domain. Drawing on the three-tier framework for
analyzing fragmentation in terms of institutional overlap, norm conflicts and actor constellations,
the authors discuss the potential of governing through goals to reduce fragmentation, that is, to
influence these three dimensions in order to move towards less conflictive and more cooperative
or synergistic degrees of fragmentation.
Firstly, Vijge and colleagues assess that despite the SDGs´ non-bindingness and reliance on
weak institutional arrangements, they still might be able to improve institutional integration. The
authors argue that due to their nature as overarching goals or principles, the SDGs might be able
to stimulate a clustering of agreements within a given governance domain or to influence the
adoption of other norms relevant in an issue area (cf. Ibid.: 266). In other words, they see a potential for orchestrating international agreements and institutions. As such, global goals might serve
as a “soft law instrument […] for orchestration through normative guidance” (Ibid.).
Likewise, the authors see a substantial potential for reducing norm conflicts by creating overarching norms, provided that goals are perceived as legitimate, for example as a result of an inclusive negotiation process (cf. Ibid.: 266-67). In the case of the SDGs, this is arguably the case with
regard to the extensive negotiation process that included a broad range of stakeholders.
Lastly, regarding actor constellations, the authors acknowledge that the mobilization of thousands of stakeholders and governance actors throughout the goal achievement process has the
tendency to increase polycentricity and institutional complexity (cf. Ibid.: 267). Again, overarching
goals with certain normative guidance can secure the effectiveness of architectures characterized
by complex actor constellations. As an example, the authors cite the UN Global Compact which is
a non-state actor network founded in 2000 to encourage business actors to commit themselves to
the MDGs (cf. Ibid.). It remained its purpose with the adoption of the SDGs and is now the world´s
largest corporate sustainability initiative, with over 10.000 companies and 3.000 non-business
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participants that proactively align their activities with the SDGs (cf. UN Global Compact 2020: 4).
In this example, global goals provide strong enough guidance that enables non-state actors to converge their activities around a common aim, thereby highly likely reducing fragmentation (cf. Vijge
et al. 2020: 268). However, the authors caution that opposing cases in which cherry-picking of
particular goals and self-serving behavior of powerful private actors maintain or worsen degrees
of fragmentation are also conceivable (cf. Ibid.).
Overall, the authors present not a clear-cut but rather differentiated assessment of governing
through goals´ potential effect on reducing fragmentation. In their view, that potential ultimately
depends on the extent to which global goals such as the SDGs are able to provide strong normative
guidance. Vijge et al.´s preliminary considerations regarding the potential of governance through
goals for reducing fragmentation can guide the empirical research in this thesis by pointing out the
need to investigate whether the normative guidance of the SDGs is actually strong enough to foster institutional integration, norm alignment and actor coordination.
This thesis cannot verify the soundness of Vijge et al.´s assessment in its entirety, given its
specific focus on the actor group of CSOs. However, it aims to provide a contribution to this novel
research area concerning the effects of goal setting on governance architectures by shedding light
on the distinct role of CSOs. Therefore, one means of empirical research for this thesis was to
interview CSO representatives on whether they perceived the SDGs in their field of work to provide
normative guidance that was strong enough not only to foster institutional integration and norm
alignment but also to incite CSO coordination in a fragmentation-reducing sense.

2.5.4 Concerns and Challenges
This final sub-section discusses concerns and challenges regarding the effectiveness of governing
through goals that were articulated within the literature so far. In particular, concerning the link
between fragmentation, orchestration and goal setting, this section introduces three conditions
for goal setting to be an effective orchestrator. These conditions will be applied to CSO engagement with the SDGs in the empirical part of this thesis.
Essentially, merely being new and innovative does not imply that governing through goals is
necessarily a better and more effective approach to global governance. Various contributors to
Kanie and Biermann´s publication articulate several concerns and perceived practical challenges
to effective governance through goals. Bernstein (2017) for example, raises the point that little is
known about actual conditions for effective governance through goals. Even though some conditions are formulated throughout the book (see below), he stresses that none of them have been
empirically tested (cf. Ibid.: 215). Likewise, in light of the myriad drivers of sustainable development, little is known regarding the causal relationship, as opposed to mere correlation, between
goals and governance outcomes (cf. Ibid.). Even more, despite the SDGs´ integrative design, goals
still have the potential to interact in undesirable and unintended ways, e.g., if agricultural activities
aimed at combatting poverty and hunger (SDG 1 and SDG 2) adversely affect climate action and
environmental protection efforts (SDGs 13-15) (cf. Ibid.). For these reasons, Bernstein argues that
a continuous process of monitoring, review, scientific assessment and providing learning
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opportunities for causality relations is necessary to ensure policy coherence (cf. Ibid.: 215-16). This
thesis sets out to contribute to this endeavor, at least with regard to the civil society perspective.
A grave concern that is particularly relevant for this thesis, is raised by Underdal and Kim,
who cast significant doubt on whether SDG-driven governing through goals is actually suitable for
addressing fragmentation via orchestration. Underdal and Kim (2017) depict three main conditions
they deem necessary for goal setting to be an effective orchestrator within sustainable development governance. The first condition is a small and manageable set of goals. In light of the increase
from eight MDGs to 17 SDGs they suggest that this condition is not met (cf. Ibid.: 250). Secondly,
goals ought to provide clear guidance via a “clearly specified, internally coherent, and hierarchically ordered goal structure” (Ibid.: 250), which they assess not to be the case given that the SDGs
appear to be equally important and hence lacking internal hierarchy. Only for the third condition,
the willingness and ability of the agents involved to work together towards the set goals, the authors appear more optimistic (cf. Ibid: 252). Overall, Underdal and Kim remain profoundly skeptical
regarding the orchestrating potential of the SDGs because they do not see how the 2030 Agenda
can provide an overarching and integrating norm or goal for sustainable development governance.
These conditions provided further guidance for data collection, in particular the interview design.
The concerns raised by Underdal and Kim corroborate the justification of this thesis by highlighting that the overall success of achieving the SDGs will depend, among others, on two key factors. First, on the extent to which they will be pursued by the thousands of actors and institutions
already active in their respective domains (cf. Ibid.: 241-42) and second, on the extent to which
they achieve to increase policy coherence among those actors and institutions. Investigating
whether these two conditions are met corresponds to answering RQ1 (“To what extent do European CSOs engage with the SDGs and why?”) and RQ4 (“To what extent does governance through
goals, as represented by the SDGs, orchestrate CSO activities in a way that reduces the sustainable
development governance architecture´s degree of fragmentation?”), respectively.
Notwithstanding, while scrutinizing the three conditions mentioned above, one might ask
why the goals need to be hierarchically structured in order to create coherence. It might well be
enough to achieve coherence simply within one governance domain, e.g., within the scope of one
SDG. Furthermore, one could argue that by recognizing the task of eradicating poverty as the fundamental task of sustainable development in its preamble (cf. UN 2015: 3), the 2030 Agenda indeed provides a supreme goal. These issues need to be dealt with in future research and as Bernstein pointed out, the above-mentioned conditions are at this point merely stipulated and not
empirically tested yet, so they have to be viewed with caution. Importantly, Underdal and Kim´s
assessment highlights that the researchers currently engaged with the theoretical concept of governing through goals are far from unanimously convinced that this new approach to governance is
necessarily better or more effective than prescriptive rule-making governance approaches.
In sum, the authors mentioned above do not claim that the SDGs and their concomitant new
goal setting governance approach constitute a salvific one-fits-all solution to sustainable development governance, and neither does the author of this thesis. Instead, governing through goals
simply poses a new domain for global governance research and practice, thereby constituting a
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fruitful domain for further research. How this thesis sets out to contribute to that endeavor will
be explained in the next chapter.

2.6 Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework in figure 7 provides an overview of the theoretical concepts that were
introduced in this chapter. The arrows denote the relationships between the main concepts. The
green boxes signify how the various concepts are relevant for the thesis as a whole. Either, a concept will directly be applied to answer one of the research questions, or it serves to establish the
link between concepts that are relevant for answering one of the research questions. The only
exceptions are the concept of earth system governance, which was only introduced to locate this
thesis within its field of research and Young´s conditions for successful goal setting, which is not
relevant for answering one of the research questions but is used for the conclusion of the thesis.
The concept of governance architectures is relevant because it will be used to answer the
second research question on mapping the nature of the SDG governance architecture. Additionally, it is relevant for understanding the difference between the distinct SDG architecture and the
sustainable development governance architecture as a whole. Even more, it establishes the link to
fragmentation as a structural feature of architectures and to orchestration as a possible governance response to fragmented governance architectures.
The concept of fragmentation is relevant for answering the fourth research question as to
whether CSO engagement with the SDGs led to a reduction of the sustainable development governance architecture´s degree of fragmentation. The link between fragmentation and governance
performance is important because it provides a fundamental assumption upon which this thesis
rests, i.e., that fragmentation matters. If higher degrees of fragmentation would not be linked to
lower governance performance, there would be no reason to explore the fourth research question.
The concept of orchestration is relevant because the central hypothesis of this thesis is that
orchestration theory can be used to explain the SDG-led governance through goals process. The
double arrow between orchestration and governance through goals denotes the supposed double
link between the two concepts with the SDGs acting as orchestrators themselves one the one
hand, but orchestration also being as a governance strategy to implement the SDGs on the other
hand. This double link is reflected in sub-research questions 3.1 and 3.2.
Finally, the concept of governance through goals is where it all comes together. Governance
through goals as a governance approach is distinctively tied to fragmentation because it includes
elements of all four types of policy responses that all aim to reduce a governance architecture´s
degree of fragmentation. Although the conditions for successful goal setting proposed by Young
(2020) and Underdal and Kim (2020) are not relevant for answering any of the research questions,
for reasons of scientific curiosity for the sake of possible theoretical advancement, they will be
empirically tested nonetheless.
As RQ5 is not based on any theoretical concepts that were introduced in this chapter on the
literature review, it is not included in the theoretical framework.
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3.1 Case Selection and Scope

3 Methodology
In light of the problem statement, research questions and underlying theory, this thesis employs
a qualitative data analysis approach to analyze primary data collected through text and document
analysis and semi-structured interviews.

3.1 Case Selection and Scope
The scope of data collection and subsequent data analysis for this thesis comprises 67 CSOs and
CSO networks that engage with the SDGs. This section explains the case selection process, i.e., why
and how those 67 organizations were selected. Essentially, it was a two-step or two-round process.
The first round entailed selecting CSOs among member organizations of SDG Watch Europe. The
second round entailed selecting CSOs among subsidiary members of CSO networks and alliances
that were selected in the first round.
The starting point for identifying CSOs that engage with the SDGs at least to some extent
provided SDG Watch Europe, the largest CSO alliance in the EU dedicated to implementing the
2030 Agenda. On its website, SDG Watch Europe (a) lists 83 CSO networks, alliances, partnerships
or individual CSOs as member organizations. Those member networks and alliances comprise
more than thousand individual CSOs that are active in the sustainable development governance
architecture. Given the limited language capabilities of the researcher, the first round of case selection included those CSOs and CSO networks among SDG Watch Europe´s 83 member organizations that provided their website content either in English or in German. From those 83 member
organizations, 41 CSOs and CSO networks were selected that fulfilled this language condition. For
each CSO, a brief preliminary search via their website´s search function using the keywords “SDG”,
“SDGs” and “sustainable development goals” was conducted to determine whether the search
algorithm yielded at least some hits. For a handful of SDG Watch Europe member organizations,
the search algorithm yielded no or only one, two or three hits. Those CSOs were not selected because there was no or only very little data to be collected. The lowest number for a CSO to be
selected ended up being four search result hits. For this reason, although the number of member
organizations with English or German websites was slightly higher than 41, the final number of
CSOs being selected in the first round ended up being 41. The selected CSOs and CSO networks
were assigned numbers, that is, from A1 – A40 and A64.
Some of the selected 41 SDG Watch Europe member organizations were umbrella organizations, i.e., CSO networks or CSO alliances that have dozens of member organizations themselves.
The second round of case selection included selecting among their respective subsidiary member
organizations. Again, the criterion being website content available in English or German. Specifically, this included the subsidiary members of seven CSO networks and alliances that were selected
in the first round: A1 Forum Umwelt und Entwicklung (FUE), A5 Climate Action Network Europe
(CAN Europe), A14 EU-CORD, A17 the European Anti-Poverty Network (EAPN), A19 the European
Environmental Bureau (EEB), A21 the European Public Health Alliance (EPHA) and finally, A36 the
Social Platform (see figure 8). From these seven networks and alliances, in total 26 subsidiary members were selected in the second round, yielding the CSOs A41 – A66. As shown in figure 8, there
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was some degree of overlap among the subsidiary members. This resulted from the fact that some
CSOs were members to more than one CSO alliance or network. The different memberships are
even more interwoven than indicated in figure 8. Annex II includes a full list of the 67 CSOs that
indicates for each CSOs the organizations that it is a member of.
The selection of 26 CSOs that were not members of SDG Watch Europe themselves was not
exhaustive. The initial list for data collection was longer and there could have been more CSOs
selected in the second round. However, a lot of time had passed until the first round of data collection, i.e., collecting text and document files form CSOs´ websites was finished for 67 CSOs.
Therefore, in order to move on in the thesis process, the researcher settled on 67 as the total
number of CSOs to be considered for data collection. Initially, collecting data for 100 CSOs would
have been preferable for a convenient representation of findings in percentages. However, as this
would have taken considerably more time and the thesis process was already behind schedule,
going with two thirds of a hundred seemed like a reasonable idea to the researcher. That is to say
that case selection and the first part of data collection were to some degree parallel processes. It
was not the case that the case selection process yielded precisely those 67 CSOs that it ended up
with before the first part of data collection even started.
In addition, the CSO network VENRO (Verband Entwicklungspolitk und Humanitäre Hilfe) was
added to the case selection as the 67th and final CSO despite neither being an SDG Watch Europe
member nor being among the subsidiary members of the second round. Instead, it was added to
the case selection because VENRO was referenced on several occasions by various CSOs during the
first step of data collection and hence seemed to have a relevant and important role in Europe´s
SDG governance architecture.
In terms of geographic scope, the 67 selected CSOs originate in 14 different countries, referring to the location of the CSO´s headquarters of main office. These are Austria (2x), Belgium (30x),
Denmark (1x), Finland (1x), France (2x), Germany (17x), Hungary (1x), the Republic of Ireland (2x),
the Republic of Lithuania (1x), the Netherlands (1x), the Republic of Serbia (1x), Spain (1x), Switzerland (2x) and the United Kingdom (3x). In two cases, offices in several countries are listed without indicating which one is the main office. First, Fern lists offices in Belgium, the United Kingdom
and France. Second, the European Organization for Rare Diseases (EURORDIS) lists offices in
France, Belgium and Spain. Each and every one of the 30 CSO headquarters in Belgium sit in Brussels. The high number of CSOs that have their headquarters or main offices in Belgium stem from
Brussels being the heart of political decision-making on the European level. Both the European
Commission, the European Parliament and the European Council are primarily based in Brussels.
Finally, the thematic scope includes all SDGs instead of focusing only on a particular set of
SDGs. This promises to yield more meaningful and broadly-applicable results for governing through
goals in general. This is the case because, as some SDGs are more ambitious and have more specific
targets than others, some SDGs will have a stronger steering effect as well. SDG 13 on climate
action, for example, is likely to have a smaller impact on both state and non-state governance
actors than SDG 3 on good health and well-being. Consequently, the findings regarding the steering effects of one particular SDG will likely depend on the respective goal´s level of detail and ambition and thus might not be representative for the governance through goals approach in general.
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Figure 8: Case Selection. Own Illustration.
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3.2 Data Collection
The data collection process was split into three main parts. First, collecting the first main data set comprising text and document files from CSOs´ websites in order to explore the different manifestations of
their SDG engagement and also the nature of Europe´s SDG governance architecture (sub-section 3.2.1).
This data will be used to answer S-RQ1.1, S-RQ1.2 and RQ2. Second, designing the interview questions in
a way such that they reflect propositions form the literature review (sub-section 3.2.2). Third, conducting
the interviews in order to gather the second main set of data (sub-section 3.2.3). This data will be used to
answer the remaining (sub-)research questions, that is, S-RQ1.3, S-RQ 3.1, S-RQ3.2, RQ 4 and RQ5. The
time frame for collecting document data from CSO websites was from February 2021 to April 2021. The
time frame for collecting interview data was from April 2021 to May 2021.

3.2.1 CSO Documents
The process of collecting data on CSOs´ SDG engagement as indicated on their websites included
two steps. The first step included clicking manually through all the different directories and subdirectories of the website to search for any SDG-related content. This means going through all the
“About Us”, “Who We Are”, “How We Work”, “Our Topics”, “Focus Areas” and “Publications” directories and searching for SDG-related content. For both steps, the procedure was to download
any SDG-related file whenever there was one available and otherwise, when the relevant information was only available on the webpage without anything to download, to take a screenshot
and save it as an image file. This allowed to always have a file to feed into Atlas.ti in the end, also
when there was nothing to download initially. In the data directory of the thesis folder on the
researcher´s hard-drive and online drive, for each of the 67 CSOs a separate folder was created so
that the downloaded files and screenshots could be saved separately for each CSO.
The second step included employing the search function of the website and using the search
terms “SDG”, “SDGs”, “sustainable development goal” and “sustainable development goals”. For
the search terms “SDG” and “SDGs”, all resulting hits were opened and the respective documents
were downloaded or otherwise screenshots taken. Regarding the search terms “sustainable development goal” and “sustainable development goals” a problem emerged, at least for the websites of some CSOs. It turned out that not every website was using the same embedded search
engine. On some websites, the search algorithm would yield only those hits where “sustainable
development goal” or “sustainable development goals” were mentioned as the sequence of those
three words. However, on the websites of some CSOs, the search algorithm would yield all the hits
where either “sustainable”, or “development” or “goals” was mentioned, usually resulting in several hundred if not thousands of search results. This posed a problem for the researcher as it would
neither be feasible nor reasonable from a time-management perspective to click through hundreds or thousands of webpages for the data collection for only one CSO. In order to limit the time
spent on collecting data for a single CSO at least to some degree, the researcher dealt with these
problematic cases by clicking through the first 100 hits and then stopping the data collection step
for the respective CSO. This solution comes at the price of a slight reduction of accuracy, that is,
for some CSOs that employ the more “generous” search algorithm, the data collection process
cannot be claimed to have been exhaustive.
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3.2.2 Interview Design
The process of designing the set of interview questions followed two steps. Firstly, the interview
questions were formulated to reflect the content of the research questions and the various propositions extracted from the literature review such that the answers to those questions can be used
to test the respective propositions and to answer the respective research questions. Secondly,
once the set of interview questions was complete, the sequence in which the questions were asked
during the interviews was rearranged to form logically coherent blocks of topics. This means that
the sequence of question was rearranged in such a way to allow for a more natural flow of the
conversation. The structure of this sub-section follows the order of the research questions and the
related propositions. As most interview questions reflect more than one proposition extracted
from the literature review, there will be multiple occurrences of the same research questions for
different propositions.
S-RQ1.3
As neither S-RQ1.1 nor S-RQ1.2 will be answered using data gathered from interviews, the first
relevant sub-research question is S-RQ1.3, which asks how different degrees of SDG engagement
among various CSOs can be explained. S-RQ1.3 will be answered by asking interviewees about
their reasons either engaging or not engaging with the SDGs in addition to specific answers on
individual and structural incentives for SDG engagement on the one hand and individua and structural barriers to SDG engagement on the other hand. The respective interview questions are the
following:
A. [Q10]5 Why did you decide to engage with the SDGs?
B. [Q11] You wrote a lot about the SDGs on your homepage and published a lot of papers, articles
and organized events. Why are the SDGs so important for your work in your perception?
///
///
///
You reported on the SDGs a couple of times over the years. Do you feel that the SDGs are relevant
for your work, and if yes why, if not, why not?
(Use first or second question, depending on the extent of respective CSO´s SDG engagement)
C. [Q12] Were there any specific or structural incentives to engage with the SDGs?
a. E.g., government funding or EU-funding earmarked for SDG-related activities

D. [Q13] Were there any specific or structural factors that prevented you from engaging with the
SDGs?
a. E.g., lack of available funding

5

The numbers in backets indicate the final numeration of the respective question after the sequence of interview
questions was rearranged in the second step of the interview design process.
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RQ3 - Overview
In the literature review on orchestration theory and goal setting, five distinct sets of proposals and
conditions were extracted. Those were first, the incentives for orchestration as discussed by Abbott (2018) and Abbott et al. (2012; 2020), second, conditions for successful orchestration as discussed Abbot et al. (2012) and Hale and Roger (2014), third, conditions for the effects of orchestration on fragmentation (Abbott 2018; Abbott et al. 2012; 2020), fourth conditions for successful
goal setting as discussed by Young (2020) and fifth , conditions for goal setting to successfully reduce fragmentation via orchestration as discussed by Underdal and Kim (2020). The first three sets
of conditions are necessary for answering the third research question concerning the extent to
which the SDG and their steering effects on CSOs, that is, CSO engagement with the SDGs, can be
explained in terms of orchestration theory. These will put to test using empirical data in sections
9.2 and 9.3. The latter two sets of propositions that postulate conditions first, for goal setting to
be successful in general (Young) and second, to successfully reduce fragmentation via orchestration (Underdal & Kim) are not necessarily related to answering the third research question but
rather too answering whether or not the governance approach of goal setting was successful, in
the context of this thesis, at least with respect to CSOs. Therefore, they will be discussed in a separate section 9.4.
All five sets of conditions will be tested using interview data. Therefore, interview questions
were formulated to reflect those five sets of conditions. For the sake of clarity and comprehensibility, each set of conditions and correlating interview questions will be discussed separately.
RQ3 - Incentives for Orchestration
According to orchestration theory, orchestrators enlist intermediaries through leadership and soft
incentives. Such incentives for intermediaries to engage in an orchestrating engagement take the
form of material and ideational support. Material support includes financial and administrative
assistance, while ideational support can take the form normative guidance, public endorsement
or using the orchestrator´s convening powers to connect intermediaries with other powerful actors.
The possible incentives of an orchestrator´s importance, legitimacy and focality are captured in
the following interview questions:
E. [Q1] How do you perceive the importance/ legitimacy of the SDGs (compared to the MDGs)?
a. Did that perception change over time since their adoption in 2015?
F. [Q2] Do you perceive the 2030 Agenda as the focal entity within the field of sustainable development (sustainable development governance architecture)
a. If not initially, did that change over time?

Whether interviewees shared the goals of the SDGs is reflected in the interview question:
G. [Q3] Do you (unequivocally) share the goals of the SDGs?
a. Are there any goals or targets that you disagree with?
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In order to find out whether interviewees experienced the SDGs as providing ideational support in
the form of normative guidance, they were asked:
H. [Q5] Did you experience a change in the discourse around sustainable development / a change in
the language used for sustainability topics, as a result of the SDGs?
Did you experience the introduction of a certain norm / term that kept on reoccurring as a result of
the SDGs?
a. E.g., “leaving no one behind”
I. [Q16] Do you experience that the SDGs provide (normative) guidance within your specific issue
area, mandate or geographic range, and if so, how?
In other words, do the SDGs serve as a guiding framework in some sense?
(Instead of being “just another topic”)
a. Do the SDGs improve/facilitate decision-making?
b. Do the SDGs reduce confusion about which directions to take with your work?

Answers to interview questions A, B and C can be used to identify incentives of CSOs for engaging
in the orchestrating arrangement via the SDGs that were not provided ex ante by orchestration
theory:
A. [Q10] Why did you decide to engage with the SDGs?
B. [Q11] You wrote a lot about the SDGs on your homepage and published a lot of papers, articles and
organized events. Why are the SDGs so important for your work in your perception?
///
///
///
You reported on the SDGs a couple of times over the years. Do you feel that the SDGs are relevant for
your work, and if yes why, if not, why not?
(Use first or second question, depending on the extent of respective CSO´s SDG engagement)
C. [Q12] Were there any specific or structural incentives to engage with the SDGs?

The aspect of convening powers is reflected in the following interview question:
J. [Q18] What did you take away from the HLPF / MSP / MESA / CSO Group to the 9-state High-level
Group process?
a. Could you connect with other (powerful) actors?
b. Did it further your interests beyond being able to provide your input? (And if yes, HOW?)

Finally, in order to scrutinize whether SDG Watch Europe as a newly-created intermediary that
acts as an orchestrator that enlists its member organizations as sub-intermediaries itself, interviewees from SDG Watch Europe member organizations were asked:
K. [Q6] Why did you decide to join SDG watch Europe?
L. [Q7] Did you achieve what you hoped to achieve by doing so?
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M. [Q8] Did your interaction with other civil society organizations/NGOs change due to the introduction of the SDGs (and/or joining SDG Watch Europe) and if yes, how?
N. [Q9] Did you form or join any other SDG-related coalitions of the willing apart from SDG Watch Europe?

RQ3 - Orchestration and Fragmentation
Orchestration theory posits that the orchestrator, through incentive setting and providing material
and ideational support, can promote the reduction of governance overlaps, the filling of governance gaps, in addition to conflict management or even inciting cooperation among intermediaries.
This, in turn, can improve both the effectiveness and coherence of the intermediaries´ governance
activities, thereby reducing the degree of fragmentation of the issue area (or broader: the governance architecture) that the intermediaries participate in.
Whether interviewees experienced any of these fragmentation-reducing mechanisms throughout
their engagement with the SDGs or SDG Watch Europe is captured in the following interview questions:
M. [Q8] Did your interaction with other civil society organizations/NGOs change due to the introduction of the SDGs (and/or joining SDG Watch Europe) and if yes, how?
I. [Q16] Do you experience that the SDGs provide (normative) guidance within your specific issue area,
mandate or geographic range, and if so, how?
In other words, do the SDGs serve as a guiding framework in some sense?
(Instead of being “just another topic”)
a. Do the SDGs improve/facilitate decision-making?
b. Do the SDGs reduce confusion about which directions to take with your work?
K. [Q6] Why did you decide to join SDG watch Europe?
L. [Q7] Did you achieve what you hoped to achieve by doing so?
J. [Q18] What did you take away from the HLPF / MSP / MESA / CSO Group to the 9-state High-level
Group process?
c. Could you connect with other (powerful) actors?
d. Did it further your interests beyond being able to provide your input? (And if yes, HOW?)
H. [Q5] Did you experience a change in the discourse around sustainable development / a change in
the language used for sustainability topics, as a result of the SDGs?
Did you experience the introduction of a certain norm / term that kept on reoccurring as a result of the
SDGs?
e. E.g., “leaving no one behind”
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RQ3 - Conditions for Successful Orchestration
The literature review on orchestration theory yielded several conditions for an orchestration arrangement to be successful. These included the orchestrator´s focality, legitimacy and organizational characteristics, in addition to the orchestrator´s moral, material and relational authority,
resource endowment, network embeddedness and use of instruments backed by regulation.
The conditions of legitimacy and moral authority are reflected in interview questions E and G:
E. [Q1] How do you perceive the importance/ legitimacy of the SDGs (compared to the MDGs)?
a. Did that perception change over time since their adoption in 2015?
G. [Q3] Do you (unequivocally) share the goals of the SDGs?
a. Are there any goals or targets that you disagree with?

The conditions of the orchestrator´s focal position, but also relational authority and network embeddedness are reflected in the following interview question:
F. [Q2] Do you perceive the 2030 Agenda as the focal entity within the field of sustainable development (sustainable development governance architecture)
a. If not initially, did that change over time?

The conditions of material authority and resource endowment are reflected in interview questions
O and P:
P. [Q14] Did you allocate your time/attention differently as a response to the introduction of the
SDGs?
O. [Q15] Did you allocate your (financial, material etc.) resources differently as a response to the introduction of the SDGs?

The condition of organizational characteristics was hard to frame as an interview question. Nevertheless, it is best reflected in in question J.
J. [Q18] What did you take away from the HLPF / MSP / MESA / CSO Group to the 9-state High-level
Group process?
a. Could you connect with other (powerful) actors?
b. Did it further your interests beyond being able to provide your input? (And if yes, HOW?)

Again, answers to interview questions A, B and C could possibly include references to conditions
for successful orchestration that were not provided by answers to previous questions.
A. [Q10] Why did you decide to engage with the SDGs?
B. [Q11] You wrote a lot about the SDGs on your homepage and published a lot of papers, articles and
organized events. Why are the SDGs so important for your work in your perception?
///
///
///
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You reported on the SDGs a couple of times over the years. Do you feel that the SDGs are relevant for
your work, and if yes why, if not, why not?
(Use first or second question, depending on the extent of respective CSO´s SDG engagement)
C. [Q12] Were there any specific or structural incentives to engage with the SDGs?

Given their legal non-bindingness, the SDGs do cannot use instruments backed by regulation.
Hence there is no corresponding interview question for this condition. The same reasoning applies
for SDG Watch Europe, as it is a CSO alliance based on voluntary membership. Finally, apart from
these interview questions that are specifically tailored to fit the conditions for successful orchestration mentioned above, the answers to interview questions A, B and C can potentially yield relevant information as well.
Conditions for Successful Goal Setting
Following his conceptualization of goal setting as goal setting as a novel governance approach,
Young defined three factors for successful goal setting. Successful goal setting, according to Young,
requires building coalitions of the willing and mobilizing goal supporters to allocate their time and
efforts towards goal achievement. It should be pointed out that conditions for successful goal setting are not fully relevant for answering RQ3 (“To what extent can the SDGs and their steering
effects on CSOs be explained in terms of orchestration theory?”). However, given the hypothesis
that goal setting is a form of orchestration and further given Young´s contribution to the conceptualization of goal setting as a governance strategy, his propositions shall be empirically tested,
even though there is no distinct research question on whether the SDGs proved to be a successful
attempt at goal setting or not. The findings might nevertheless be useful for the final conclusion
of this thesis.
Whether the CSOs that the interviewees represent allocated their attention, i.e., time and resources differently and whether they formed coalitions of the willing as a result of the SDGs is
reflected in the following four interview questions:
P. [Q14] Did you allocate your time/attention differently as a response to the introduction of the
SDGs?
O. [Q15] Did you allocate your (financial, material etc.) resources differently as a response to the introduction of the SDGs?
K. [Q6] Why did you decide to join SDG watch Europe?
N. [Q9] Did you form or join any other SDG-related coalitions of the willing apart from SDG Watch
Europe?
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Conditions for Goal Setting to Successfully Reduce Fragmentation via Orchestration
The section on concerns and challenges regarding goal setting referenced Underdal and Kim, who
depicted three conditions they viewed as necessary for goal setting to be an effective orchestrator
that reduces fragmentation. Those were first, a small and manageable set of goals, second, clear
guidance provided by means of a clearly specified, internally coherent and hierarchically ordered
goal structure and third, the willingness and ability of the agents involved to participate in the goal
achievement process.
The condition of a small and manageable set of goals is captured in interview question Q:
Q. [Q4] Do you perceive the number of SDGs as too small/large?

The conditions of clear guidance via a clearly specified, internally coherent and ordered goal structure and the willingness and ability to participate is reflected in the following interview questions:
I. [Q16] Do you experience that the SDGs provide (normative) guidance within your specific issue area,
mandate or geographic range, and if so, how?
In other words, do the SDGs serve as a guiding framework in some sense?
(Instead of being “just another topic”)
a. Do the SDGs improve/facilitate decision-making?
b. Do the SDGs reduce confusion about which directions to take with your work?
F. [Q2] Do you perceive the 2030 Agenda as the focal entity within the field of sustainable development
(sustainable development governance architecture)
a. If not initially, did that change over time?
G. [Q3] Do you (unequivocally) share the goals of the SDGs?
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RQ4 - Overview
Two sets of propositions will be used to answer the fourth research question (“To what extent
does governance through goals, as represented by the SDGs, orchestrate CSO activities in a way
that reduces fragmentation of the sustainable development governance architecture?”). The first
set relates to orchestration´s potential to reduce fragmentation, as stipulated by orchestration
theory. The second set of propositions stems from Biermann an colleagues (2009) framework for
analyzing different degrees of fragmentation.
RQ4 - Analyzing Fragmentation
According to Biermann and colleagues´ framework for analyzing fragmentation that was introduced in section 2.3, different degrees of fragmentation can be gauged along three structural dimensions, which are first, institutional overlap (or institutional integration), second, norm conflicts
and third, actor constellations.
First, the aspect of institutional overlap is captured in interview question F:
F. [Q2] Do you perceive the 2030 Agenda as the focal entity within the field of sustainable development
(sustainable development governance architecture)
a. If not initially, did that change over time?

Second, the dimension of norm conflicts is captured in interview questions H and I:
H. [Q5] Did you experience a change in the discourse around sustainable development / a change in
the language used for sustainability topics, as a result of the SDGs?
Did you experience the introduction of a certain norm / term that kept on reoccurring as a result of
the SDGs?
a. E.g., “leaving no one behind”
I. [Q16] Do you experience that the SDGs provide (normative) guidance within your specific issue area,
mandate or geographic range, and if so, how?
In other words, do the SDGs serve as a guiding framework in some sense?
(Instead of being “just another topic”)
b. Do the SDGs improve/facilitate decision-making?
c. Do the SDGs reduce confusion about which directions to take with your work?
Third, investigating whether the SDGs resulted in a change of actor constellations is reflected in asking
interview questions K, L, M and N:
K. [Q6] Why did you decide to join SDG watch Europe?
L. [Q7] Did you achieve what you hoped to achieve by doing so?
M. [Q8] Did your interaction with other civil society organizations/NGOs change due to the introduction of the SDGs (and/or joining SDG Watch Europe) and if yes, how?
N. [Q9] Did you form or join any other SDG-related coalitions of the willing apart from SDG Watch Europe?
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RQ 5 – Analyzing CSO´s Unique Contribution to Achieving the SDGs.
In order to examine how interviewees perceive their unique role or contribution as CSOs is within
the governance through goals process as such, the following question was asked:
R. [Q17] In your perception, what is your contribution within the field of actors involved in the process
of achieving the SDGs?

To frame it in terms of orchestration theory, interview question R serves to investigate what it is
that CSOs do as intermediaries to possibly fill governance gaps, reduce governance overlaps and
manage conflicts.
Ending Question
For the ending question of the interview, interviewees were asked if they would change anything
about the SDGs and if yes, what would that be. This serves to get an impression of the general
criticism of CSOs concerning the SDGs and possibly to unravel additional barriers to SDG engagement that were not mentioned up until that point.
S. [Q19] If there´s something that you could change about the SDGs or would like to be different for
any post-2030 goals, what would it be? E.g., related to…
a.
Contents
b.
Negotiation (process) input
c.
Participation by CSOs
d.
Platforms for reporting/ mutual sharing (HLPF)

A summary of the various propositions extracted from the literature, including how they relate to
the research questions and how they are reflected in the interview questions can be found in the
analytical framework in section 3.3 (table 4).
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Rearranged Sequence of Interview Questions
Finally, the sequence of the interview questions was rearranged to form logically coherent blocks
of topics in order to allow for a more natural flow of the conversation. Instead of letters, the interview questions will be assigned numbers from now on to indicate the sequence in which they will
be asked during the interview.
About the SDGs in general
1. How do you perceive the importance/ legitimacy of the SDGs (compared to the MDGs)?
a. Did that perception change over time since their adoption in 2015?
2. Do you perceive the 2030 Agenda as the focal entity within the field of sustainable development
(sustainable development governance architecture)
a. If not initially, did that change over time?
3. Do you (unequivocally) share the goals of the SDGs?
a. Are there any goals or targets that you disagree with?
4. Do you perceive the number of SDGs as too small/large?
5. Did you experience a change in the discourse around sustainable development / a change in the
language used for sustainability topics, as a result of the SDGs?
Did you experience the introduction of a certain norm / term that kept on reoccurring as a result of
the SDGs?
a. E.g., “leaving no one behind”

About SDG Watch Europe
6. Why did you decide to join SDG watch Europe?
7. Did you achieve what you hoped to achieve by doing so?
8. Did your interaction with other civil society organizations/NGOs change due to the introduction of
the SDGs (and/or joining SDG Watch Europe) and if yes, how?
9. Did you form or join any other SDG-related coalitions of the willing apart from SDG Watch Europe?

About CSO´s SDG engagement specifically
10. Why did you decide to engage with the SDGs?
11. You wrote a lot about the SDGs on your homepage and published a lot of papers, articles and organized events. Why are the SDGs so important for your work in your perception?
12. Were there any specific or structural incentives to engage with the SDGs?
a. E.g., government funding or EU-funding earmarked for SDG-related activities
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13. Were there any specific or structural factors that prevented you from engaging with the SDGs?
a. E.g., lack of available funding
14. Did you allocate your time/attention differently as a response to the introduction of the SDGs?
15. Did you allocate your (financial, material etc.) resources differently as a response to the introduction of the SDGs?
16. Do you experience that the SDGs provide (normative) guidance within your specific issue area,
mandate or geographic range, and if so, how?
In other words, do the SDGs serve as a guiding framework in some sense?
(Instead of being “just another topic”)
a. Do the SDGs improve/facilitate decision-making?
b. Do the SDGs reduce confusion about which directions to take with your work?
17. In your perception, what is your contribution within the field of actors involved in the process of
achieving the SDGs?
Indicator-specific question
18. What did you take away from the HLPF / MSP / MESA / CSO Group to the 9-state High-level Group
process?
a. Could you connect with other (powerful) actors?
b. Did it further your interests beyond being able to provide your input? (And if yes, HOW?)
Ending Question
19. If there´s something that you could change about the SDGs or would like to be different for any
post-2030 goals, what would it be? E.g., related to…
a. Contents
b. Negotiation (process) input
c. Participation by CSOs
d. Platforms for reporting/ mutual sharing (HLPF)
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3.2.3 Interviews
Interview requests with an abstract of the research project were sent to all 67 CSOs. While 45 CSOs
did not respond, twelve CSOs declined the request, 19 CSOs agreed to do an interview and one
CSO asked to be recontacted at a later point of time, which did not lead to an interview in the end.
Among the twelve interview declinations, four of them were explained by little engagement with
the SDGs on the part of the respective CSO. The other eight declinations were justified by a current
lack of time or capacities to contribute to a research project.
In total, 18 interviews were conducted. All interviews were conducted remotely, either via
cellphone, Microsoft Teams or Zoom. Although notes were taken either way throughout the conversations, 17 interviewees gave permission to record the interviews. Based on the recordings,
transcripts were created by the researcher. For the remaining one interview without recording,
notes were taken as well. Moreover, instead of giving an interview, one CSO asked to have the
interview questions sent to them in order to respond in a written form. Hence, in total 18 interviews and one questionary, consisting of the same questions, were conducted for 19 different
CSOs. An anonymized list of the interviewees can be found in the Annex III.
The interviews were conducted in the form of semi-structured interviews. This means that
the list of interview questions served as a guideline. Depending on the flow of the conversation,
not all questions were posed separately but several related questions were discussed as thematic
blocks. Some interviewees had strict time constraints to 30, 45 or 50 minutes. Hence, not all interviewees were asked the full list of all 19 interview questions. At the beginning of the interview,
interviewees were given a short rundown of the research project, including its research goals and
the interviewees´ unique contribution to the project. Importantly, it was emphasized that the researcher takes a scientifically objective position towards the SDGs, meaning that there is no “good,
that is high level” or “bad, that is low level” of engagement. From a scientific standpoint, hearing
the perspectives of CSOs that engaged only a little with the SDGs, their reasons for doing so including their criticism of the goals would be as valuable as hearing the perspectives of CSOs that
engaged to a great extend with the SDGs. This was emphasized in order to encourage interviewees
to share their perspectives and experiences freely, e.g., without causing them the need to justify
low levels of engagement.
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The analytical framework provides an overview and distillation of the various the various propositions extracted from the literature, including how they relate to the research questions and how
they are reflected in the interview questions.
Table 4: Analytical Framework. Own Illustration.

Theoretical Concept

Propositions

Building Blocks of
Architectures
(Biermann & Kim 2020)

Intergovernmental Institutions
International Bureaucracies
Transnational Institutions

No Underlying Theory

Incentives to SDG Engagement
Barriers to SDG Engagement

Relevance for
Research

Reflected in
Interview
Questions

RQ2

S-RQ1.3

Q1, Q2, Q10, Q11, Q12
Q11, Q13

Incentives For Orchestration
(Abbott et al. 2012)
(Abbott 2018)
(Abbott et al. 2020)

Importance, Legitimacy, Focality
Material Support: Financial
and Administrative Assistance
Ideational Support: Normative Guidance
Convening Powers

RQ3

Q1, Q2, Q3, Q5, Q9,
Q10, Q11, Q12, Q14,
Q15 Q16, Q18,
For those who joined
SDG Watch Europe:
Q6, Q7, Q8

Orchestration and
Fragmentation
(Abbott et al. 2012)
(Abbott 2018)
(Abbott et al. 2020)

Reduction of Governance Overlaps
Filling of Governance Gaps
Conflict Management
Possibly Reduction in Fragmentation

RQ3

Q5, Q6, Q7, Q8, Q16,
Q18

RQ3

Q1, Q2, Q3,
Q10, Q11, Q12,
Q14, Q15
Q18

Conditions for Successful
Orchestration
(Abbott et al. 2012)
(Hale & Roger 2014)

Conditions for Successful
Goal Setting
(Young 2020)

Focality, Relational Authority and
Network Embeddedness
Legitimacy and Moral Authority
Material Authority and Resource Endowment
Organizational Characteristics
(only for S-RQ3.2)
Forming Coalitions of the Willing
Establishing Priorities for Allocating Attention, Time, Staff and other Resources

Q6, Q9, Q14, Q15

Conditions for Goal Setting
to Successfully Reduce Fragmentation via
Orchestration
(Underdal & Kim 2020)

Small and Manageable Set of Goals
Clear Guidance (through Clearly Specified,
Internally Coherent and Hierarchically
Ordered Goal Structure)
Willingness and Ability of Involved Agents

Analyzing Fragmentation
(Biermann et al. 2009)

Institutional Overlap
Norm Conflicts
Actor Constellations

RQ4

Q2
Q5, Q16
Q6, Q7, Q8, Q9

No Underlying Theory

CSOs´ Unique Contribution to Delivering
on the SDG

RQ5

Q17

Q2, Q3, Q4, Q16
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3.4 Data Analysis
Both document analysis and interview analysis followed the general approach of a conceptual
(thematic) content analysis, that is, applying structure to qualitative data by identifying concepts,
themes and patterns emerging from the data and ultimately, exploring and extracting meaning
from the data for example by identifying the occurrence and frequency of themes and patterns.
All data analysis was conducted using Atlas.ti, which is a program used for qualitative data
analysis and research. For the sake of clarity and comprehensibility (for the researcher, not necessarily for the reader of this thesis report), two separate Atlas.ti projects were created. There was
one Atlas.ti project created for conducting the document analysis related to answering S-RQ1.1
and S-RQ1.2 and there was a second Atlas.ti project created for conducting the interview analysis,
related to answering S-RQ1.3, RQ3 and RQ4. RQ2 will be answered drawing mostly on the document analysis conducted in the first Atlas.ti project and will be only occasionally complemented
by referrals to interview responses. At the time of planning the interview analysis using Atlas.ti,
once the document analysis was finished, the number of codes that would be probably be needed
for the different interview questions and possible themes of answers appeared to be so large, that
it seemed conducive with respect to lucidity and clarity, to have a “fresh start” with a new Atlas.ti
project. Otherwise, there would have been so many different codes and code groups that the
whole Atlas.ti explorer interface might have gotten so convoluted to the extent of impairing the
data analysis process.

3.4.1 Document Analysis
S-RQ1.1
All 1341 screenshots and documents that were downloaded from the
67 CSOs´ websites and stored in separate folders for each CSO were
fed into the first Atlas.ti project related to document analysis. Within
Atlas.ti, all files collected for a given CSO were grouped into a document group named after the CSO in question. Afterwards followed the
process of coding, that is, assigning codes to specific sentences or paragraphs of document files and assigning codes to specific marked areas
of the screenshots (usually marking specific sentences or paragraphs of
the text displayed in the image-file) that were saved as image files as
described in sub-section 3.2.1. Whenever a document or image file
were coded, they were coded with both the code for the indicator representing the respective type of SDG engagement and the code for the
respective CSO. This would allow to use the code co-occurrence table
function of Atlas.ti later on, as described further below. However, as it
later turned out, it was already sufficient enough to put group all documents stemming from each actor into a separate document group.
Codes for indicators were designed the color red, while codes for CSOs
were assigned the color yellow (as seen in
Figure 9: Screenshot of the first Atlas.ti
figures 10, 11 and 12).
Project´s Explorer that shows different

The coding scheme for the document analysis followed an inductive coding process. This means that the names of the codes
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and the code groups were based on the concepts and themes that emerged from the data. In the
process of coding indicators, each representing a different type of SDG engagement, the list of
different indicators continuously grew. It was a dynamically progressing process of genuine discovery. At the end, a total number of 40 codes, representing 40 different specific manifestations
(or types) of CSO engagement with the SDG were discovered that can be traced back to 25 general
types of SDG engagement that all fit into one of six main categories of SDG engagement. Using the
code group function of Atlas.ti, there was one code general “indicator” group created that included
all 40 indicators total and six more specific code groups, one indicator group for each one of the
six main categories of SDG engagement (see figure 9).
Throughout the coding process, it became more and more clear that a distinction could be
made between three types of indicators. First, there are 25 type A indicators that represent general types of SDG engagement. They make no distinction whether documents are written on the
SDGs specifically or whether their thematic focus lies on a different topic and the SDGs are merely
mentioned at some point. Neither do they render a distinction between documents that were
written by the CSO in question single-handedly, or whether they were a co-written as joint document with other organizations.
Second, for seven different type A indicators, all of them for different kind of documents,
type B indicators expand upon the respective type A indicators by rendering the distinction between “SDG-specific” and “SDG-mentioning” documents, but still disregarding the factor of actor
constellations involved in the writing process. Thereby, the total number of indicators increased
by seven from 25 to 32 because seven type A indicators were replaced by 14 type B indicators. In
other words, for seven general types of SDG engagement, the “parent” type A indicators split into
two type B indicators, yielding a more refined mapping of SDG engagement by CSOs, increasing
the number of manifestations of SDG engagement from 25 to 32.
Finally, type C indicators even further expand upon eight type B indicators relating to four
types of publications. These are the respective type B indicator pairs for SDG-specific and SDGmentioning policy briefs, position papers, reports and statement papers. The type C indicators go
beyond these type B indicators by rendering the distinction whether the document was written by
the CSO in question single-handedly or whether it was co-written as a joint document. This means
that by replacing the eight type B related to the four above-mentioned document types with 16
type C indicators the total number of indicators is increased by eight from 32 to 40.
As a result, by using, whenever possibly applicable, type A, type B and type C indicators, it is
possible to distinguish 40 different types of SDG engagement, which yields a more refined and
differentiated mapping of SDG engagement than by relying only on type A and type B or only on
type A indicators alone. In Atlas.ti, codes were created for all 40 types of specific SDG engagement.
The relevant research questions, which are S-RQ1.1 and S-RQ 1.2, will be answered using all 40
indicators that were identified. In other words, the two relevant sub-research questions related to
the number of engagement types will be answered using the most nuanced and differentiated
classification of types of CSO engagement. The whole distinction between those three types of
indicators will be explained in further detail in chapter five with a complementary visualization of
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all indicator types that will clarify how the different types of indicators relate to each other. However, it was necessary to briefly introduce the distinction between these three types of indicators
in order to understand the data analysis process described in the next sub-section below.
S-RQ1.2

Chapter six will contain three tables that visualize the various degrees of SDG engagement among
the group of 67 CSOs for which data was collected. The first table will be based on the full amount
of 40 specific types of SDG engagement, as represented by all the different indicators that were
coded via Atlas.ti. This table will be used to answer S-RQ1.2. The second table, which is based on
the 32 different types of SDG engagement using type A and type B indicators and the third table,
which is based on the 25 general types of SDG engagement using only type A indicators are nevertheless created to allow for a comparison of how the distribution of varying degrees of SDG engagement changes once the scale of measurement is reduced from 40 possible different types of
SDG engagement to 32 and 25, respectively.
The data for the tables is retrieved using the code co-occurrence table function of Atlas.ti.
The code co-occurrence table function visualizes whether codes selected by the researcher cooccur with other selected codes in a single coding and also how often they co-occur. For the y-axis
of the co-occurrence table all 40 codes for the indicators representing types of SDG engagement
were selected, while for the x-axis the respective codes for the respective CSOs were selected.

Figure 10: Code Co-Occurrence Table - First Half.
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Figure 11: Code Co-Occurrence Table Second - Half.

Figure 10 and Figure 11 show how the co-occurrence table for the first five CSOs, i.e., A1 – A5 looks
like. It had to be split into two screenshots because 40 indicator entries render the y-axis too long
to be displayed in a single screen frame.
For the first table in chapter six that visualizes the various degrees of SDG engagement among
the 67 CSOs for the maximum of 40 types of SDG engagement, i.e., also using type C indicators,
the researcher simply had to count how many different codes, each representing a different type
of SDG engagement, co-occurred with the code for a given CSO. To put it more simply, for each
column representing the co-occurrence for one CSO, it had to be counted how many of the 40
rows were colored in.
For the second table in chapter six, which visualizes the various degrees of SDG engagement
for a maximum of only 32 types of SDG engagement by using type A and type B indicators and for
the third table, which visualizes the different CSOs´ various degrees of SDG engagement for a maximum of only 25 general types of SDG engagement, by using only type A indicators, the counting
had to be done slightly different.
For the second table, all indicators were counted the same way as before, except for the 16
type C indicators related to policy briefs, position papers, reports and statement papers. As type B
indicators make distinctions regarding content but no distinction between solo and joint publications, each indicator pair for the solo and joint document of the same type of SDG-specific or SDG61
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mentioning document were considered as one indicator. Therefore, the two rows of said indicator
pair were counted as one row. In other words, each type C indicator pair had to be imagined to be
replaced again by their single type B “parent” indicator. As a practical example, in figure 10, in the
first two actor-code columns of the code co-occurrence table, the rows for “Position Paper – SDG
specific” and “Position Paper – SDG specific (joint paper)” were colored in, meaning that A1 and
A2 exhibited both of these type C indicators. Now, for the table based on only type A and type B
indicators, these two rows were counted as only one row, representing the imaginary6 type B indicator “Position Paper – SDG specific”. Hence, for the 16 type C indicators related to the four
document types mentioned above, whenever either one of both type C indicators of an indicator
pair, consisting of both the solo and joint publication of the same SDG-specific or SDG-mentioning
publication type, were co-occurring with the code for a certain CSO, it was counted as one.
Similarly, for the third table of chapter six, which is based only on the 25 general types of SDG
engagement (type A indicators) that make no distinction whatsoever between content of and actors involved in the writing of documents, the same reasoning as above applies not only to the
indicator pairs for SDG-specific and SDG-mentioning blog and news articles, newsletters and press
releases but also for the indicator quadruplets related to policy briefs, position papers, reports and
statement papers. This means for each of the latter four document types, whenever one or more
of the four related rows in the co-occurrence table (for example Policy Brief – SDG mentioned,
Policy Brief – SDG mentioned (joint brief), Policy Brief – SDG specific and Policy Brief – SDG-specific
(joint brief) as type C variants of the general type of SDG engagement Policy Brief) was colored in,
it was counted as one imaginary type A indicator for the respective CSO. Also, whenever one or
two of the indicator pairs for SDG-specific and SDG-mentioning blog and news articles, newsletters
and press releases co-occurred with an actor´s code, it was counted as one co-occurrence with the
imaginary type A indicator blog / news article, newsletter or press release. In sum, it was the same
code co-occurrence table that was used to retrieve the data to construct all three tables of chapter
six. The only difference was the method of counting the co-occurrences between the codes for
indicators representing SDG engagement and the codes for the CSOs. For each one of the CSOs,
the numbers of total documents collected, the number of different indicators coded (or calculated
for that manner) for (ni(C)=40), for (ni(B)=32) and for (ni(A)=25) can be found in Annex II.
The exact same analysis could have been done with the code-document cross-tabulation
function of Atlas.ti as well, as all documents that were collected for each CSO were grouped into a
document group named after the actor, resulting in 67 document groups from “A1 FUE” to “A67
VENRO”. The code-document cross-tabulation function does similar calculations to the co-occurrence table function. Put simply, instead of visualizing where selected codes co-occur with other

6

Again, in Atlas.ti, codes were created for all 40 indicators, that is, using including type C indicators, thereby representing the most nuanced and differentiated mapping of SDG engagement by CSOs. The resulting classification of 40
different manifestation of SDG engagement is also used to answer the relevant (sub-)research questions. Whenever
results were analyzed for the scenario of the 32 different manifestations of SDG engagement using only type A and
type B indicators or for only 25 manifestations of SDG engagement using only type A indicators, the results were deduced for “imagined” type B or type A indicators by mentally compiling the relevant type C indicators together into
respective “parent”-indicators.
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selected codes, it visualizes which selected codes occur in a selected document or document
group.

Figure 12: Code-Document Cross-Tabulation Table - Second Half.

Figure 12 shows the code-document cross-tabulation table for the same combination of codes and
actors as shown in figure 11. The figures look almost exactly the same and the information conveyed in the table is the same.

3.4.2 Interview Analysis
In order to ensure the confidentiality of each interviewee, each one of the 19 participants was
assigned an alias, ranging from “I-1” to “I-19”. Annex III provides a full list of the interviews that
were conducted, including the alias of the interviewee, the date when the interview was conducted, the interviewee´s job position within their organization, a broad summary of their organization´s focus area and whether or not their organization is a member of SDG Watch Europe or
not. The summaries of the organizations´ areas of focus are not as detailed as the ones in Annex II
that provides an overview of all 67 CSOs examined in this thesis, in order make it harder to use
that information to trace back the interviewees to the respective organization. The aliases (I-1,
I-2, […], I-19) are also used throughout the empirical chapters whenever there is a reference to an
answer given by a particular interviewee. For example, “(cf. I-17)” refers to an indirect quote of an
answer given by interviewee I-17, while “(I-17)” refers to a direct citation of interviewee I-17. For
additional protection of their anonymity, interviewees will be referred to as “the interviewee” or
“they” instead of “he” or “she”.
63

3 Methodology

Organizing Data
Interviews were transcribed verbatim with the only caveat of transcribing them in a third-personformulation. This means that instead of “I think [..] and I experienced […]”, the response was transcribed as [S/he] thinks that […] and she experienced […]”. Following the transcription of each
interview, for each interviewee, a second interview-related file was created, in which the interviewee´s answers were sorted to fit the interview template, that is, the sequence of the interview
questions. This means that for each interview transcript, a second file tilted “I-XY Answers Sorted”
was created that was structured in accordance with the sequence of the 19 interview questions,
in which the relevant answers of the interviewee were copied under the corresponding question.
These second types of interview-related documents were created for all 18 interviews that were
conducted. It was not necessary for the 19th interview, as the respondent sent their answers in
written form i.e., as a filled-out questionary consisting of the same questions, which means that
all answers were already matching the interview template. Sometimes, the same answers of one
interviewee fitted as answers to different interview questions. As a result, in most “Answers
Sorted” documents, there is some overlap regarding the answers to different questions.
The third and final step of organizing the interview data prior to the analysis consisted in
creating a “Masterfile” for each question. The masterfiles were created by creating one file for
each interview question and copy-pasting each given answers by all interviewees under the heading of the respective interviewee´s alias into one file. “Masterfile Question 1 – Importance Legitimacy”, for example, includes all the answers that were given to the first interview question (“How
do you perceive the importance/ legitimacy of the SDGs (compared to the MDGs)?”, whereas for
each answer it is indicated from which interviewee this answer was given. To be precise, there are
16 instead of 19 of such masterfiles because the three interview questions related to SDG Watch
Europe (Q6, Q7 and Q8) were compiled in a single masterfile, as were the two interview questions
related to the reallocation of time and resources (Q14 & 15). The researcher´s rationale behind
creating files that include all answers to the same question was to organize the interview data in
a fashion that would make it easier to identify patterns and themes among the data, that is, the
answers of different interviewees, which should allow for an easier and more efficient process of
data analysis.
Correcting Potential Analytical Errors
Throughout the interview analysis in Atlas.ti, whenever a code relevant for answering a particular
RQ or S-RQ was coded, it was additionally coded with the code for the respective interviewee that
gave the particular answer that was coded. This was done for the following reason. Considering
that the same interviewees´ statements sometimes were applicable as answers to different interview questions and hence inserted into different masterfiles, throughout the entire interview data
analysis process, one additional step of “cleaning” the codings, that is, removing double codings
was necessary. For example, given that the same answer of a particular interviewee was applicable
to both Q1, Q2 and Q10 and hence inserted into all three respective masterfiles, in cases in which
answers to both Q1, Q2 and Q10 were relevant for answering a particular RQ or S-RQ, there was a
risk that the researcher would code the same code for the same answer twice, namely once for
the interviewee´s answer to Q1 and another time for the interviewee´s answer to Q2 or Q10. In
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order to correct these possible occurrences of double coding, once a particular code was coded
exhaustively, the researcher opened the quotations manager window for the particular code and
examined whether the code representing each interviewee was coded only once or appeared to
have been coded twice, which then would have been to be corrected by deleting one of the quotes
that were coded for this interviewee. Figure 13 shows an example of how this quotation manager
window looks like. It is clearly observable that the particular code “S-RQ1.3 Eng-Barrier-UN – Institutional Competition” was coded four times for four different interviewees (I-6; I-8; I-13; I-14),
although the quotations that were coded, came from three different masterfiles (for Q1, Q2 and
Q10, respectively). This process of removing double codings was necessary because all codes related to the analysis of interview data were designed in such a fashion that they could be coded
only once per interviewee.

Figure 13: Example of the Quotation Manager Window for One Particular Code. Anonymized.

Coding and Analysis
The procedure of analyzing interview data followed the same process for answering all research
questions and sub-research questions whose findings are based on interview data, that is, S-RQ1.3,
S-RQ3.1, S-RQ.3.2, RQ4 and RQ5.
First, the Masterfiles were fed into Atlas.ti and then, in accordance with respective theoretical propositions for the respective research question, as illustrated in the analytical framework, a
coding scheme was developed. While the coding scheme for the document analysis followed an
inductive coding process, the coding scheme for the interview analysis followed an hybrid coding
process, whereas the first segment of a code´s name resulted from a deductive coding process,
i.e., based on existing frameworks or concepts taken from the literature, while only the last segment of a code´s name followed an inductive coding process, i.e., based on the findings that
emerged from the data. The names of the code groups for the interview analysis followed a deductive coding process. This means that the code groups were named in accordance with the research questions for which the code group contained the relevant data.
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While the codes in the document analysis that represented findings for types of SDG engagement had single-tier names such as “SDG negotiation input”, the codes representing answers to
interview questions were named using a three-tier system, referring first to the relevant research
question, second to the theoretical proposition the code was derived from and third, the specific
finding related to that proposition. For example, the code “S-RQ1.3 Eng-Barrier-UN Shortness of
Staff and Resources” was coded for shortness of staff and resources as a finding for barriers to
SDG Engagement on the UN-level (“Eng-Barrier-UN”), which is relevant for answering S-RQ1.3.
Likewise, the code “S-RQ3.1 Orch-Frag Fill-Gov-Gaps” was coded for interviewee responses that
described how they experienced the filling of governance gaps, which was derived from the theoretical proposition on the possible effects on orchestration on fragmentation (“Orch-Frag”),
which is relevant for answering S-RQ3.1.
Lastly, following the process of a thematic content analysis, all the interviewee quotes that
were coded with the same code were used to identify themes and patterns regarding the CSOs´
experiences of engaging with the SDGs, in order to extract meaning and derive conclusive findings
that will be presented in the results chapters that are based on the interview analysis, that is,
chapters seven, nine, ten and eleven. All these chapters will contain screenshots from Atlas.ti for
the code groups and codes that were used to derive the respective findings presented in those
chapters.

3.5 Handling Numbers
All steps withing the data analysis process that involved handling numbers, that is, counting, adding and calculating numerical results, underwent a two-step verification-process. This means that
all numerical results were first counted and calculated and then re-counted and re-calculated again
twice, in order to check for and, if applicable, correct for errors (slips of the pen). This includes
adding up all the indicators for figure 19 and calculating the percentages for figure 26 in chapter
five, but also includes counting and calculating the sub-findings presented for different types of
SDG engagement discussed in chapter five, for example counting the number of authors of each
joint publication in order to present the finding on the number of specific joint publications written
by a given range of different contributing authors. This also applies for counting and calculation
the numerical values and percentage values that were necessary for visualizing the results for different degrees of SDG engagement in chapter six. In short, all steps of the data analysis that involved numerical values of any kind, underwent this verification process of being counted and
calculated two more times in order to ensure the reliability of the results.
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3.6 Limitations, Bias and Problems for Repeatability
In terms of research limitations, the central limitation is the bias that resulted from using SDG
Watch Europe, as an CSO Alliance specifically dedicated to advocating for the implementation of
the SDGs, as the starting point for the case selection process, i.e., the selection of CSOs for which
their degree of SDG engagement would be assessed later on. This necessarily creates a bias regarding the general results on the degree of SDG engagement that was assessed, because the case
selection was based on a selection of CSOs that would exhibit at least some degree of SDG to begin
with, otherwise they wouldn’t have joined SDG Watch Europe. If the case selection would have
taken the form of a randomized selection of CSOs that are active in a predetermined issue area for
example, or that have their headquarters located in Brussels as another example, the results on
the degrees of SDG engagement of the CSOs analyzed following a such a randomized case selection
procedure would have been considerably different than the results obtained via the case selection
as conducted for this thesis.
The central source for problems for repeatability lies in the significant time lag between the
period of data collection and the finishing of the thesis report. Data was collected between January
and May 2021, while the final thesis report was finished in June 2020. This time lag creates two
problems for the repeatability of this research. First, ever since finishing the data collection phase,
a small number of CSOs completely overhauled their website design, which means that links that
were still valid and could be used as references at the beginning of the document data analysis
phase are now not valid anymore. When re-verifying the more than 320 references made in chapter five to documents that are available on CSOs´ websites in April 2022, the researcher encountered a small number of links that were not valid anymore and hence could not be used as references anymore. However, the researcher was either able to find the respective documents elsewhere or deleted the respective quotations. Second, ever since the end of data collection in May,
both the political circumstances on all policy-levels but also the individual circumstances of CSOs
have changed. Some CSOs might have decided to increase to even to fully cease their engagement
with the SDGs. The interviewees might not be working at the respective CSOs anymore that they
represented in the interviewees. Conducting interviews with different CSO representatives might
yield significantly different interview data. Even conducting the interviews with the same interviewees again one year later might yield significantly different interview data because of experiences made by the interviewee personally or by their organization as a whole might have changed
their general stance towards the SDGs to a significant extent.
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4 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals
This chapter provides an overview on the SDGs in their final form and their formative process. The
latter includes the MDGs as their predecessors in the 2000-2015 time period (section 4.1) and the
negotiation process that led to the SDGs and how it differed from the negotiations of the MDGs
(section 4.2). Subsequently, it will discuss the defining characteristics of the SDGs (section 4.3),
their thematic contents (section 4.4) and their embeddedness within the 2030 Agenda (section
4.5). The sections on the defining characteristics, the negotiation process and the differences to
the MDGs constitute important reference points for the findings on CSOs´ incentives to engage
with the SDGs, which will be presented in the seventh chapter. Even more, section 4.4 will show
the distinct tie between the SDGs and reducing fragmentation due to a specific target on policy
coherence.

4.1 Millennium Development Goals
This section introduces the MDG as the predecessors of the SDGs. The purpose of including this
information is to show that the SDGs go beyond the MDGs both in terms of content and structure.
This is relevant for explaining CSOs´ incentives to engage with the SDGs in chapter seven because
it was particularly this widening of scope and applicability that rendered the SDGs attractive to
engage with.
Although the idea of the SDGs as post-2015 development goals was born during the United
Nations Conference on Sustainable Development in 2012 (also known as the Rio+20 conference),
one could argue that their structural foundation was laid much earlier with the adoption of the
MDGs back in 2000. Two explanatory factors support this argument. First, the MDGs achieved
many improvements in the lives of the world´s poorest and demonstrated that the strategy of
setting global goals to pursue developmental efforts can be successful. Second, the MDGs contained important shortcomings that ought to be addressed by a succeeding set of goals, representing an even more universal agenda for sustainable development.
The MDGs were eight goals that addressed the issues of extreme poverty (MDG 1), primary
education (MDG 2), gender equality (MDG 3), child mortality (MDG 4), maternal health (MDG 5),
HIV/Aids, malaria and other diseases (MDG 6), environmental sustainability (MDG 7) and aimed at
a global partnership for development (MDG 8) (cf. UN Department of Economic and Social affairs
(UN DESA) 2016).

Figure 14: The eight Millennium Development Goals. Source: mdgmonitor.org
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Successes of the MDGs
Together, these goals constituted the overarching global development framework and over time,
became “the world´s central reference point for development cooperation” (Kamau et al. 2018:
23). As such, they served countries as a yardstick to measure and compare their achievements (cf.
Ibid.: 24). Structurally, the MDGs constituted a first tool to align development efforts, helped to
open up new sources of funding and helped to increase global official development assistance
from $81bn to $135bn between 2000-2014 (cf. Ibid; UN DESA 2016: 7).
In terms of global achievements, former UN Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon described the
MDG-led development process as “the most successful anti-poverty movement in history” (UN
DESA 2016: 3), lifting more than 1 billion people out of extreme poverty. Furthermore, primary
school enrolment and school enrolment from girls was increased significantly, while the percentage of undernourished people in developing regions fell from 23.3 percent in 1990-1992 to 12.9
percent in 2014-2016 (cf. Ibid.: 4; Kamau et al. 2018: 26). Apart from this, the under-five mortality
ratio, maternal mortality ratio and amount of new HIV infections were all reduced by at least 40
percent, respectively (cf. Kamau et al. 2018: 27).
Structural Shortcoming of the MDGs
Despite these successes, a focal structural shortcoming of the MDGs remained. This was the
MDGs´ primary focus on 'poor' or developing countries, while perceiving the role of developed
countries merely as assistance providers via financing and technology transfer (cf. Sachs 2012:
2208). The MDGs represented a mere social development agenda focusing mainly on poverty eradication, health and education (cf. Kamau et al 2018: 28). Furthermore, they failed to address issues
such as violent conflicts, social inequality, discrimination or vulnerability to natural disasters, which
all have a tendency to contribute to poverty (cf. Ibid). Moreover, there were no intermediate milestones for the 2000-2015 period.
Content-wise, the MDGs left many issues unresolved as well and hence gave reason to continue developmental efforts beyond 2015. Striking inequalities continued to persist between men
and women, between the poorest and richest households within developing regions and between
urban and rural areas, leading to the assessment of the Millennium Development Report 2015 that
“[d]espite many successes, the poorest and most vulnerable people are being left behind” (UN
DESA 2016: 8). Extreme poverty, slum-like living conditions and open defecation due to insufficient
sanitation facilities remained the reality for roughly 800, 880 and 946 million people, respectively
(cf. Kamau et al. 2018: 27-28). Millions of children were still malnourished, unable to go to school
or died from preventable diseases (cf. Ibid.).
In sum, despite their shortcomings, the MDGs illustrated that setting common and ambitious
goals in the development domain can be an effective and expedient strategy (cf. Ibid.: 5, 28). In
doing so, they encouraged the notion of continuing their work and addressing their short-comings
with a set of post-2015 goals, thereby laying the foundation for the governance-through-goals approach to global governance, as exemplified by the SDGs today.
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4.2 Negotiation Process
The process of negotiating both the number and contents of the SDGs and concomitant targets
was initiated as a result of the Rio+20 conference held in 2012 and took place during the 16-month
time frame between March 2013 and July 2014. This process was conducted by the Open Working
Group (OWG) that was established by the UNGA and consisted of state representatives (cf. Kamau
et al. 2018: 5).
Furthermore, next to touching “on virtually every office, organization, agency and institution
of the United Nations”, the emergence of the SDGs involved a comprehensive consultative process
that included input from NGOs, the civil society, the private sector and other non-state actors as
well (cf. Ibid.: xvii, 2, 5). This involvement of thousands of representative non-state actors illustrates what the 'open' in “Open Working Group” signifies. As a result, the spectrum of varying
stakeholders´ ideas, interests and needs that shaped this negotiation process was much more diverse compared to the MDG drafting process, which relied on UN experts only (cf. Ibid.: 5, 57).
Taken together, both the consultation and negotiation processes were conducted under the guiding principles of “openness, transparency, inclusiveness, and consensus” (Ibid.), in particular to
avoid reiterating the exclusivity and secrecy that characterized the MDG negotiation process.
It is important to mention the inclusive nature of the negotiation process for two reasons.
Firstly, because for those CSOs that contributed to the negotiation process, their involvement provided a key incentive to engage with SDGs after their adoption. Secondly, from a civil society perspective, the inclusivity of the negotiations gave the SDGs a high level of legitimacy and moral
authority. The aspects of legitimacy and moral authority were introduced as conditions for successful orchestration in section 2.4. Consequently, this aspect of the negotiation process will be
relevant for answering the third research question concerning the adequacy of orchestration theory for explaining CSO engagement later on.

4.3 Characteristics of the SDGs
In their book Transforming Multilateral Diplomacy – The Inside Story of the Sustainable Development Goals, Kamau and colleagues (2018) describe their universal applicability, the negotiation
process, the scope of issues and the inclusivity as the four defining characteristics that set the SDGs
apart from the preceding MDGs. It is important to touch upon these characteristics because they
were constantly referenced by interviewees as their incentives to engage with the SDGs.
Firstly, although not legally binding, the SDGs are universal to the extent that they are applicable to all countries, both developing and developed countries. This ties into the paradigm shift
from the traditional development agenda that pursued the mere development of the poorer countries towards an agenda for sustainable development that ought to be pursued by all countries
alike (cf. Ibid.: 5, 210). Still, while being applicable to all, the SDGs recognize the differing starting
points and challenges faced by countries in different stages of development (cf. Ibid.: 210). However, it should be noted that the SDGs are characterized, as Vijge and colleagues (2020: 254) point
out, by weak institutional arrangements that lack support by international treaty organizations,
formal monitoring agencies and dispute settlement bodies.
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Secondly, as delineated in the previous section, the process leading up to the adoption of the
SDGs involved comprehensive, transparent and inclusive consultations that yielded input from
thousands of various non-state actors, compared to the rather exclusive and UN-driven negotiation process of the MDGs.
Thirdly, as depicted in section 4.4, the range of issues addressed is much broader compared
to the mere development agenda of the MDGs (cf. Ibid.). This ties in to the first point. Furthermore,
considering the 169 targets for 17 SDGs (target/goal-ratio 9.9) compared to 21 targets for 8 MDGs
(target/goal-ratio 2.6), the issues to be dealt with are fleshed out in much greater detail. In line
with that, ten of the SDGs include intermediate milestones for the year 2020 in their targets.
Among these, Goal 14 on the sustainable use of oceans includes a 2025-milestone and Goal 17 on
the means of implementation and partnerships includes a 2017-milestone as well.
Finally, the SDGs are more interconnected and aim to ensure that no one is left behind (cf.
Ibid.). This means that they were designed with the intension of increasing synergies or at least to
avoiding conflicting efforts whereas efforts to pursue different goals pull in different directions. As
stated in the problem statement, the SDGs were particularly designed to address such goal asymmetries that became apparent for the MDGs.
Beyond these characteristics, the UN itself notes the SDGs´ “strong focus on means of implementation - the mobilization of financial resources - capacity-building and technology, as well as
data and institutions” (UN c). This focus on means of implementation is signified in the targets,
whereas content-related targets are denoted with numbers (e.g., target 1.1 to eradicate extreme
poverty by 2030), while targets on means of implementation are denoted by letters (e.g., target
1.a on the mobilization of resources for poverty-eradication programs in developing countries).
Goals 1-16 include a total of 43 targets on means of implementation, in addition to the 19 targets
of goal 17, which is entirely dedicated to partnerships and means of implementation. Adding up
to 62, this means that a little over one third of all targets focus on means of implementation.

4.4 Contents of the SDGs
Kamau et al. (2018) divide the 17 SDGs into four thematic clusters.
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SDG 1-6
First, goals 1-6 build upon the themes covered by the MDGs, but broaden their scope
and flesh them out in much greater detail. Themes ranging from combating poverty,
hunger and diseases to improving education and promoting gender equality were
selected to be the first goals among the SDGs to signal that the unfinished work of
the MDGs would be continued (cf. Ibid.: 162). However, in contrast to their predecessors, the SDGs that address these issues are now universally applicable and relevant for all countries, as exemplified in the first SDG aimed at eradicating extreme
poverty “for all people everywhere” (UN 2015: 17).
Examples for enhancing the scope of the MDGs include SDG 2 on zero hunger
and food security that now addresses causes of hunger and different forms of malnutrition such as stunting and wasting as well (cf. Kamau et al. 2018: 164). SDG 3 on
good health and well-being went beyond the MDGs on child mortality, maternal
health and diseases by adding a target on noncommunicable diseases (cf. Ibid.: 166).
SDG 4 on quality education, compared to its respective MDG, now includes secondary and tertiary education, as well as the quality of education (cf. Ibid.: 168-169). SDG
5 on gender equality and female empowerment aims at ending “all forms and discrimination against all women and girls everywhere”, compared to MDG 3 that addressed only education, employment in the non-agricultural sector and representation in national parliaments (cf. UN 2015: 20; UN d). SDG 6 on clean water and sanitation for all expands MDG 7, Target 7.c on halving the proportion of people lacking
access to clean water and basic sanitation (cf. Kamau et al. 2018: 172; UN d).

Figure 15:
SDG 1-6.

SDG 7-10
The second cluster comprises goals 7-10, which move beyond the MDGs but still link
to them by addressing causes of poverty and inequality and by accounting for the
linkages among social, economic and environmental concerns as three pillars of sustainable development (cf. Ibid.: 175). Kamau et al. describe them as “some of the
most transformational SDGs” (Ibid.). SDG 7 on affordable and clean energy for example is recognized as a multiplier among the goals because energy access is crucial for
many other goals, inter alia, eradicating poverty, improving education, health, access
to water and sanitation, addressing environmental issues or economic growth (cf.
Ibid.).
SDG 8 on decent work and economic growth goes way beyond MDG 1, Target
1.b on “full and productive employment and decent work for all” (UN d), by calling
for “equal pay for equal value” (Target 8.5; UN 2015; 22). It furthermore mentions
the “endeavor to decouple economic growth from environmental degradation”
Figure 16:
(Ibid.), which could be considered a paradigm shift in economic thinking, as it implic- SDG 7-10.
itly recognizes that a degradation-based growth and development model cannot go
on indefinitely without crossing the 'ceiling' of planetary boundaries. SDG 9 on industry, innovation
and infrastructure is equally transformational because it signifies a paradigm shift in the
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conception of infrastructure and industrialization from fossil-based, highly polluting industries towards a more modern notion based on clean energies (cf. Kamau et al. 2018: 182). SDG 10 on
reduced inequalities constitutes another breakthrough by addressing inequalities both within and
among countries (cf. Ibid.: 184).
SDG 11-15
The third thematic cluster ranges from SDG 11-15 and addresses human settlements,
their consumption and production patterns and their impacts on the climate and environment, both on land and in the oceans (cf. Ibid.: 187). The “need for the urban”
SDG 11 on sustainable cities and communities reflected the trajectory that by midcentury two-thirds of the world´s population is projected to be living in urban areas
(cf. Ibid.). Similarly, SDG 12 on sustainable consumption and production patterns reflects the current overuse of the planet´s resources, whereby the equivalent of almost three Earths would be required mid-century, should the world´s population rise
towards 9.6 billion. This SDG in particular emphasizes the responsibility of the developed countries, considering their disproportionally high resource-intensive production and consumption patterns (cf. Ibid.: 189-90).
SDG 13 on climate action is, in comparison to the other SDGs, the by far least
ambitious and least specific goal. Its small number of targets (three content-related
and two on means of implementation) is only matched by SDG 7 on clean energy,
whose targets, however, are much more specific. The climate targets refer merely to
adaptive capacities to natural disasters, policy integration, and strengthening education, awareness-raising and institutional capacity (cf. UN 2015: 25). The goal lacks Figure 17:
any targets on temperatures, emissions or atmospheric concentrations but refers to SDG 11-15.
the UNFCCC as the focal institution for negotiating the contents of global climate action (cf. Ibid.). SDG 14 on life below water addresses issues of marine pollution, marine and coastal
ecosystem management, ocean acidification and overfishing (cf. Ibid.: 28). SDG 15 on life on land
addresses a broad spectrum of issues, ranging from ecosystem management, forest management,
combatting desertification, halting land degradation, habitat loss and biodiversity loss (cf. Ibid.:
29).
SDG 16-17
Finally, SDGs 16 and 17 refer to the “enabling environment for the achievement of
the SDGs” (Ibid.: 199). Goal 16 on promoting peace, justice and good governance
constituted a major breakthrough for the conceptualization of sustainable development in general, because these issues were previously not conceived as fundamental
components of sustainable development (cf. Ibid. 199-200). It was not until the UN
System Task Team Report on the Post-2015 Development Agenda, which introduced
the notion of peace, security and good governance as actually being its fourth pillar Figure 18:
and hence an integral part of sustainable development (cf. Ibid.). SDG 17 on means SDG 16-17.
of implementation and strengthening partnerships addresses issues of financing,
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technology transfer, capacity-building, trade and systemic issues, including data, monitoring and
accountability (cf. UN 2015: 28-30).
Importantly, target 17.14 on enhancing policy coherence acknowledges the systemic issue of
(the lack of) institutional coherence and policy coherence (cf. Ibid.: 30). This is of particular relevance for the topic of this thesis, as coherence in the global governance context can be understood
as the opposite pole to fragmentation. Governance architectures exhibit either higher degrees of
fragmentation and hence lower degrees of integration and institutional coherence or vice versa.
Accordingly, the 2030 Agenda´s recognition of the need for enhancing institutional and policy coherence with target 17.14 implies a concomitant recognition for the need to address governance
fragmentation as well. Inquiring whether CSO engagement possibly contributes towards meeting
this target corresponds to answering RQ4 (“To what extent does governance through goals, as
represented by the SDGs, orchestrate CSO activities in a way that reduces fragmentation of the
sustainable development governance architecture?”).

4.5 2030 Agenda
After adopting the 17 SDGs and 169 targets in July 2014, the succeeding negotiations of the 2030
Agenda were held between January and August 2015. The final document contains, next to the
goals and targets, a declaration that lays out the vision for a sustainable world “free of poverty,
hunger, disease and want” (UN 2015: 5) and furthermore chapters on means of implementation
and the follow up and review mechanisms (cf. Kamau et al. 2018: 5-6). In this regard, while the
SDGs form its core and center, the 2030 Agenda was crafted around the SDGs to provide them a
delivery system and an operational context (cf. Ibid.: 210). Kamau and colleagues (2018: xvii) describe the negotiation of both the SDGs and the 2030 Agenda as “one of the greatest twin outcomes of the cooperative work done by the United Nations in recent history”.
It is worth noting that, in its preamble, the 2030 Agenda states that “eradicating poverty in
all its forms and dimensions, including extreme poverty, is the greatest global challenge and an
indispensable requirement for sustainable development” (UN 2015: 3). This indicates a certain hierarchization among the goals and the acknowledgement that while poverty still exists, widespread sustainable development cannot be achieved.
Follow-up and Review Mechanism
The 2030 Agenda delineates the follow-up and review process as being voluntary and countrylead, thereby taking into account “different national realities, capabilities and levels of development” (Ibid.: 34). Furthermore, the process is designed to follow the principles of inclusiveness,
participation and transparency while being open to input from all relevant stakeholders. It is further intended to use existing platforms and processes if available and a global indicator framework
developed by an expert group of the UN Statistical Commission (cf. Ibid.: 35).
The 2030 Agenda foresees follow-up and review to be conducted both on the (sub-)national,
regional and global level, to be ultimately overseen by the HLPF (cf. Ibid.: 36-37). National governments are called upon to conduct VNRs that allow for peer learning, best-practice sharing and
comparison on both the national, regional and global level (cf. Ibid; Kamau et al. 2018: 248). This
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will serve to accelerate the process of implementing the 2030 Agenda, that is, achieving the SDGs
on a global scale. These national reviews are complemented by so-called “shadow-reports” that
are independently published by NGOs with the aim of both holding national governments accountable and raising awareness (cf. Ibid.: 250).
This chapter provided an overview on the content and structural features of the 2030 Agenda
and the SDGs, their negotiation process and what separates them from their predecessors, the
MDGs. All of this information was important to present prior to the empirical results chapters, that
is, chapters 5-11, because all of these chapter will, to a smaller or greater degree, refer back to the
information that was provided in this chapter. The following chapters will refer back to this information by discussing the different manifestations of CSO engagement with the 2030 Agenda and
the SDGs (chapter five), the differences among CSOs in their degree of fragmentation (chapter six)
and the factors that can explain these differences (chapter seven), the nature of the governance
architecture that the SDGs give rise to, i.e., the SDG governance architecture, as perceived by CSOs
(chapter eight), the applicability of orchestration theory to understand and explain CSO engagement with the SDGs (chapter nine), the result of that engagement on the overarching sustainable
development governance architecture´s degree of fragmentation (chapter ten) and finally, the
unique contribution of CSOs in the process of delivering on the SDGs.
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5 Results: Manifestations of SDG Engagement
This chapter presents the research findings on the different manifestations of SDG engagement by
CSOs and answers sub-research question S-RQ1.1. In other words, this chapter presents the types
(or manifestations) of SDG engagement that were found for European CSOs throughout the data
collection process. These are necessary preliminary findings for the findings in chapter six, which
will answer sub-research question S-RQ1.2 regarding the extent to which the 67 CSOs for which
data was collected engaged with the SDGs.
To that end, this chapter discusses the various manifestations of SDG engagement, as identified in the form of indicators via Atlas.ti (section 5.1 – 5.6). Each indicator represents one type of
SDG engagement. However, there are different types of indicators, which will be explained shorty
below. These indicators enable the establishment of a scale according to which the extent (or degree) of CSOs´ SDG engagement can be quantified, measured and compared in chapter six. The
sections are structured as follows. First, the category of SDG engagement of the respective section
will be described. Afterwards, the respective types of SDG engagement and the corresponding
indicators within that category will be discussed. For each type of SDG engagement, first the indicator is described, followed by a sub-subsection with the findings on that indicator. The findings
will be illustrated by using examples of individual cases of engagement by specific CSOs. The individual examples are chosen either because they are adequate representatives of the entirety this
type of SDG engagement or because they are exceptions to the rule particularly worth mentioning.
Following the analysis of 1341 documents, a total of 40 different indicators that signify 40
specific types of SDG engagement were identified. Those indicators can be divided into six main
indicator groups that represent six general categories of SDG engagement. Firstly, SDG engagement is manifested in declarations of intent to advocate for the SDGs (section 5.1). Secondly, CSOs
participate in policy processes related to the SDGs, both on the national level, the EU level and the
UN level (section 5.2). Thirdly, CSOs participate in and organize events related to the SDGs (section
5.3). Fourthly, CSOs publish fact sheets, reports, open letters or policy briefs in which they provide
background information about the SDGs, position themselves to SDG-related issues or call upon
policy makers to take more decisive action towards delivering on the goals (section 5.4). The fifth
category of SDG engagement includes all news-related and media-related activities such as writing
news articles, writing or publishing newsletters and press releases or producing videos on SDGrelated topics (section 5.5). Finally, the sixth category of SDG engagement entails initiating or joining SDG-related projects, programs, campaigns, partnerships and networks. As such it is not an
entirely internally coherent single category of SDG engagement types. Rather, it includes all types
of SDG engagement that do not fit in one of the previous categories. Hence, for lack of a better
name the sixth category of SDG engagement is simply called projects, campaigns and partnerships
(section 5.6).7
Those six indicator groups comprise 25 general types of SDG engagement. The corresponding
25 indicators shall henceforth be referred to as indicators of the type A (ni(A)=25; see figure 19).
Indicators of the type A are characterized by making no distinction between publications and
7

In earlier drafts of this thesis, the final category was simply titled “Others“ or “Miscellaneous“.
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articles that address the SDGs as the main topic on the one hand, and articles and publication ns
that focus on other topics and merely mention the SDGs at some point on the other hand.
Indicators of the type B go beyond the general type A indicators by rendering this exact distinction for seven types of text documents. These are policy briefs, position papers, statement
papers, reports, blog or news articles, newsletter entries and press releases. For these seven types
of SDG engagement, two separate indicators can be assigned, one indicator for content-wise SDGspecific documents and one indicator for documents that do not focus on but merely mention the
SDGs. In that sense, type B indicators are more specific than type A indicators. As a result, while
the number of general types of SDG engagement remains 25, the number of specific types of SDG
engagement increases by seven to a total of 32 (ni(B)=32; see figure 19). One general type of SDG
engagement, for example, would be publishing an SDG-related policy brief. This general type of
SDG engagement can be represented via the indicator policy brief8 (type A) or via the two indicators policy brief - SDG specific and policy brief - SDG mentioned (type B).
Even more, it is possible to render a further distinction as to whether documents were published by the respective CSO alone or in collaboration with other organizations as a joint publication. This distinction signifies indicators of the type C and applies to policy briefs, position papers,
statement papers and reports.9 This means that for each one of these four document types that
give rise to eight type B indicators, two type C indicators can be coded for each one of the eight
type B indicators: one indicator for a solo publication and one indicator for a joint publication. In
that sense, type C indicators are even more specific than type B indicators. Again, using the example of engaging with the SDGs by way of publishing an SDG-related policy brief, the four possible
type C indicators would be (1) policy brief - SDG specific, (2) policy brief - SDG specific (joint brief),
(3) policy brief - SDG mentioned or (4) policy brief - SDG mentioned (joint brief), depending on
whether or not the policy brief in question focused on the SDGs as its main topic and depending
on whether or not the respective CSO was publishing the policy brief on its own. Including the
indicators from type A and type B that were left untouched, this increases the number of indicators
compared to type B by eight to a total of 40 (ni(C)=40; see figure 19).
Figure 19 visualizes the distinction between categories of SDG engagement, general types of
SDG engagement and more specific types of SDG engagement. The green boxes in the first column
denote the six main categories of SDG engagement. The blue boxes in the second column denote
the 25 general types of SDG engagement, using type A indicators, The third column expands on
the second column by adding type B indicators for the seven type A indicators of policy briefs,
position papers, statement papers, reports blog and news articles, newsletters and press releases.
The fourth column, in turn, expands on the third column by adding type C indicators for the respective type B indicators for policy briefs, statement papers, position papers and reports.

8

Terms in lower-case and italic denote the name of an indicator.
It does not apply to news articles, blog articles and newsletters that are directly accessible as web-articles on the
respective CSO´s website, because they were, with four exceptions that will be discussed in section 5.5, written by
the respective CSO itself.
9
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Categories of
SDG Engagement

Indicators Type A:
No Distinctions

Indicators Type B:
Distinction Regarding
Content

Indicators Type C:
Distinction Regarding
Content & Actors

Advocacy [16]

Declaration
of Intent [52]

Mission Statement [15]
Specific Branch [21]

SDG Negotiations [6]

Participation
in Policy
Processes [41]

UN Level [19]
EU Level [7]
National Level [2]
Public Consultation [7]

Conference [38]

Events
[170]

Discussion [46]
Workshop [47]
Participation [39]
Policy Brief [18]
Joint Policy Brief [3]
Policy Brief [5]
Joint Policy Brief [6]

Academic Paper [4]
Brochure [47]

Publications
[430]

News and
Media [611]

Policy Brief [32]

SDG-specific [21]
SDGs mentioned [11]

Position Paper [78]

SDG-specific [47]
SDGs mentioned [31]

Statement Paper [118]

SDG-specific [69]
SDGs mentioned [49]

Report [151]

SDG-specific [85]
SDGs mentioned [66]

News / Blog Article [502]

SDG-specific [275]
SDGs mentioned [227]

Newsletter [24]

SDG-specific [20]
SDGs mentioned [4]

Press Release [53]

SDG-specific [41]
SDGs mentioned [12]

Video [32]

Projects,
Campaigns &
Partnerships [61]

Project [40]
Campaign [9]
Partnership [12]

ni(A)=25
∑ = [1365]

ni(B)=32
ni(C)=40

7819: Categories and Types of SDG Engagement. Own Illustration.
Figure

Position Paper [21]
Joint Position Paper [26]
Position Paper [17]
Joint Position Paper [14]
Statement Paper [37]
Joint Statement Paper [32]
Statement Paper [25]
Joint Statement Paper [24]
Report [38]
Joint Report [47]
Report [51]
Joint Report [15]
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The numbers in brackets behind each indicator denote how many times this indicator was found
among the 1341 documents.
It should be noted that adding up the numbers in figure 19 yields 1365 and thereby a slightly
higher number than the 1341 documents from data collection that went in to data analysis. This is
the case, because for a small number of documents (roughly 25), there was more than one indicator coded. Another thing that needs to be clarified is that it would be wrong to refer to the 32
different indicators that are possible using type B indicators as “the 32 type B indicators”. The
three indicators for declaration of intent, all five indicators for participating in policy processes, all
four indicators for events, all three indicators for projects, campaigns and partnerships, in addition
to the indicators for academic papers, brochures and videos, all of these 18 indicators always stay
type A indicators. All type B and type C indicators can be traced back to their seven “parent”indicators of policy briefs, position papers, reports, statement papers, news and blog articles,
newsletters and press releases. That is to say that technically, there are not 32 type B indicators
but only those 14 indicators in the third column of figure 19 and that there are not 40 type C
indicators either, but only those 16 indicators in the fourth column of figure 19. Therefore, to clarify, what the terms ni(B)=32 and ni(C)=40 are supposed to abbreviate, is that the total number of
indicators is 32 if type B indicators are used, whenever possibly applicable, as well and the total
number of indicators is 40 if type C indicator are used, whenever possible, as well. The term “whenever possibly applicable” refers to the fact there are 40 different types of SDG engagement if type
C indicators are used for policy briefs, position papers, reports and statement papers, while type
B indicators are used for blog and news articles, newsletters and press releases, while type A indicators are used for the rest. “Using type C indicators” does not mean that only type C indicators
are used. It means that type C indicators are used whenever it is possible to use them in addition
to using type B indicators and type A indicators for those engagement types for which no type C
indicators exist.
Consequently, for the remainder of this thesis, whenever there is a referral to “the 32 types
of SDG engagement, using type B indicators” then this phrase is meant to implicitly acknowledge
that the above-mentioned 18 indicators always stay in the form of type A indicators and this phrase
is supposed abbreviate “the 32 types of SDG engagement that are possible to distinguish if type B
indicators are used for the seven different document types for which type B indicators are possible”. Likewise, the phrase “the 40 different types of SDG engagement, using type C indicators” is
meant as an abbreviation for “the 40 different types of SDG engagement that can be distinguished
if type C indicators are used for policy briefs, position papers, reports and statement papers, while
type B indicators are still used for news and blog articles, newsletters and press releases, while
type A indicators are used for the remaining 18 types of SDG engagement”.
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5.1 Indicator Group 1: Declaration of Intent
The first type of SDG engagement is of intentional nature.
It is characterized by declaring one´s intent to promote
and advocate the SDGs or by expressing their significance, e.g., by establishing a specific issue area. The correlating indicators that manifest this type of SDG engage- Figure 20: Indicator Group 1: Declaration of
Intent.
ment for a CSO are first, making reference to the SDGs in
one´s mission statement, second, specifically declaring one´s advocacy and third, establishing a
distinct issue area or working group that is dedicated to the SDGs.

5.1.1 Mission Statement
Description of Indicator
This indicator was coded in cases when a CSO made a specific reference to working towards the
SDGs or sustainable development in the section of its website that can be regarded as its mission
statement. This section is usually found in the “About Us” or “Mission Statement” area.
Findings
This indicator was coded for 16 CSOs, that is, 16 times (see figure 20). Seven times there was a
reference to the SDGs specifically and nine times there was a broader formulation of working towards sustainable development as part of the CSO´s mission. In six cases the heading was simply
“About Us”, whereas the actors articulated their intention to promote and work towards achieving
the SDGs or articulated their commitment to sustainable development. Similarly, the section was
headed “Our Mission” and “Who we are: Vision” twice, respectively. One time the section was
headed “What we believe” and once “Our story”, in which the CSO network Women Engage for a
Common Future (WECF) depicts how it was created in the aftermath of the 1992 Rio Earth Summit
because women´s organizations recognized “the catalysing role women play in sustainable development as defined in the United Nation’s report 'Our Common Future'” (WECF a). Apart from that,
for two actors, this indicator was coded for a reference not on the website but in a document. The
CSO network VENRO published a five-year strategy paper in which their six main political aims are
formulated, out of which the promotion of the SDGs is the first goal (cf. VENRO 2017a). Similarly,
the network Climate Alliance has a document on its rules of procedure, in which it states that
“[s]ustainable development and North-South equity are the guiding principles for the work of the
Climate Alliance” (Climate Alliance 2018a).
In sum, the first indicator mission statement was coded for expressions of striving towards
the SDGs or sustainable development in the section of the website where CSOs describe themselves. However, it is important to highlight that this indicator was coded not only for references
to the SDGs as such but also for references to sustainable development in general. This might be
subject to criticism for setting the scope too wide as to what counts as a manifestation of SDG
engagement, also considering the distinction between the SDG governance architecture and the
sustainable development governance architecture that was made in sub-section 2.2.5. However,
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to the researcher it seemed more justified to include these cases than not to do so, as the SDGs
are a manifestation of efforts towards sustainable development themselves.

5.1.2 Advocacy
Description of Indicator
The second indicator that signifies a declaration of intent towards achieving the SDGs is advocacy.
This indicator is coded specifically in relation to the terminology around “advocacy” or “to advocate” for the implementation of the SDGs.
Findings
This indicator was coded for 15 CSOs, that is, 15 times in total. Four actors had specific sections on
their website called “Advocacy”, “Advocacy & Campaigns”, “Advocacy Campaigns” or “Policy &
Advocacy” that listed the SDGs as a distinct item of advocacy. Such advocacy sections as distinct
sub-directories of sections on “About Us”, “Our Work” or “What We Do” were found to be commonplace among CSO websites. Therefore, although being closely related the indicator mission
statement described above, in the view of the researcher, this manifestation of SDG engagement
is distinct enough to constitute an indicator on its own.
Apart from those four cases of SDG references in specific advocacy directories, the EEB, an
umbrella organization representing over 170 European NGOs (cf. EEB a), states in its long-term
strategy that it is “advocating for the ambitious implementation of the SDGs in and by the EU” (EEB
2021a: 20). Similarly, The CSO Deutsche Stiftung Weltbevölkerung (DSW) has a distinct „DSW´s
Advocacy Strategy” paper in which the SDGs are referenced (DSW 2018a). Some CSOs, however,
mention their advocacy for the SDGs not in specific advocacy-directories but throughout their
website when they refer to their advocacy campaigns on the SDGs. Two actors refer to their advocacy in their mission statement, so there is a slight degree of overlap with the first indicator.
In sum, the indicator advocacy denotes declarations of intent specifically regarding advocating for SDG implementation. The only exception is the Swiss CSO network Plattform 2030 Agenda,
for which advocacy was coded despite not mentioning the word “advocacy” anywhere. Considering that Plattform 2030 Agenda was created with the sole purpose of advocating for the SDGs, the
researcher deemed it as a more appropriate portrayal of this organization´s degree of SDG engagement to include this indicator than not to do so.

5.1.3 Specific Issue Area
Description of Indicator
Specific issue area is the third and final indicator in this first category of SDG engagement. It was
coded whenever a CSO´s website had a directory for a specific issue area, work area, focus area,
thematic area or topic area on the SDGs.
Findings
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This indicator was coded 21 times, that is, for 21 CSOs (see figure 20). In eight cases, the general
directory was either titled, “Topics”, “Themes”, “Thematic Areas” or “Our Topics”. In four cases
there was a sub-directory titled “Work Areas” or “Policy Areas” on the SDGs under the directory
“Our Work” or “What We Do”. Likewise, such sub-directories were called “Our Priorities”, “Focus
Thematic Issues” or “Focus Area[s]”. In 15 cases the issue area was called explicitly “SDGs” or “2030
Agenda”. In the remaining four cases it was headed “Sustainable Development”, whereas in two
of them there was an immediate reference to the SDGs under the heading.
The content of these directories usually gives a broad overview of individual SDGs that are
particularly relevant, SDG-related projects, past events or publications. In sum, this indicator is
applied for distinct directories on a CSO´s website that express how the SDGs are a central issue
area that the CSO gives special attention to.
To summarize the first indicator group declaration of intent, which included mission statement, advocacy and specific issue area, one could argue that these indicators signify that a CSO
articulates the intention to engage with the SDGs, rather than actual SDG engagement. Whether
this possibly renders them weak indicators of SDG engagement will be touched upon in a special
section in section 5.8.

5.2 Indicator Group 2: Participation in Policy Processes
The second category of SDG engagement is the participation in policy processes, either on the UN-level,
the EU-level or the national level. On the UN-level,
CSOs gave their input to the SDG negotiation process. Some of them even continued to participate in
UN processes such as the HLPF after the adoption
Figure 21: Indicator Group 2: Participation in
the goals. On the European level, CSOs either were Policy Processes.
members of the European Commission´s MultiStakeholder Platform on the SDGs or submitted their input to public consultations. On the national
level, CSOs submitted contributions to policy consultations as well or directly participated in national policy processes. Accordingly, five types of SDG engagement were identified within this category (see figure 21).

5.2.1 Input to the SDG Negotiation Process
Description of Indicator
The indicator SDG negotiation input was coded in cases where CSOs contributed to the process of
negotiating and adopting the SDGS. This includes sending letters to the OWG, giving recommendations on a draft version of the 2030 Agenda or sending delegates to events related to the negotiation process.
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Findings
Six CSOs were involved in the negotiation process leading up to the SDGs, whereas the detail in
which they described their involvement varied. The European network for community-led initiatives on climate change and sustainability (ECOLISE) merely mentions that it “contributed to UN
consultations” on the SDGs (ECOLISE a). The European Women´s Lobby (EWL) signed a joint open
letter addressed to the OWG co-chairs and members, which calls for the 2030 Agenda to
“strengthen gender equitable peacebuilding and conflict prevention” (EWL 2014). Education International, which is a union federation representing “organizations of teachers and other education
employees” (Education International 2020a) sent a delegate to the talks in August 2015 that led
to the last interim draft version of the 2030 Agenda (cf. Education International 2015).
The anti-poverty organization ATD Fourth World describes in great detail how they, together
with partner organizations, after years of not only “intensive lobbying” but also conduction participatory research dating back to as early as 2011, were responsible for coining and including the
phrase “leaving no one behind” as an integral part of the 2030 Agenda (ATD Fourth World 2017a).
Given that the MDGs aimed to reduce the number of people living in extreme poverty by (only) 50
percent, this created a structural incentive to help those people in poverty that were the easiest
to reach, effectively leaving the most marginalized and abandoned people behind. The UNGA commissioned ATD Fourth World in 2011 to conduct an assessment of the MDGs from the perspective
of people living in extreme poverty, which led to a set of proposals that were presented at the UN
in June 2013, stressing the importance for the post-2015 agenda to commit to leaving no one behind (cf. ATD Fourth World 2017b). Hence, it is highly likely that ATD Fourth World´s efforts contributed to the fact that the SDGs now aim to eliminate extreme poverty “for all people everywhere”.
The Serbian Association of Environmental Ambassadors for Sustainable Development (EASD)
has been an accredited UN organization since 2012 and participated in the Rio+20 conference in
2012 when the idea for post-2015 goals was born. Apart from being a member in the Sustainable
Development Solutions Network (SDSN) and the UN Sustainable Development Knowledge Platform, EASD responded to discussion papers on the post-2015 goals in 2013 and participated in
UNEP´s High-Level Gender Forum in 2013, “which agreed to send a consolidated proposal on gender actions to be forwarded for consideration by UN Secretary General’s High-level Panel of Eminent Persons on the Post 2015 Development Agenda” (EASD a; 2013a) It follows that, although its
specific contribution is less clear compared to ATD Fourth World´s input, EASD was definitively
involved in and with some probability provided input to the SDG negotiation process.
What is more, the anti-poverty network OXFAM submitted recommendations for the zero
draft of the 2030 Agenda (“zero draft for the outcome document for the UN summit to adopt the
post-2015 development agenda”) in June 2015 (Yamada & Taylor 2015). Out of the ten-page document, two recommendations are particularly worth mentioning. Firstly, OXFAM recommended
to frame “the goals around three extremes – poverty, inequality and climate change”, which “could
be a clear and compelling way to communicate the comprehensive framework proposed in this
draft” (Ibid.: 1). This is an interesting point because framing the 2030 Agenda and the 17 SDGs
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along those three main issue areas could have possibly prevented criticisms about the SDGs as not
being a manageable set of goals that lacks a clearly specified, internally coherent, and hierarchically ordered goal structure, as raised by Underdal and Kim (discussed in section 2.5). By articulating the three overarching aims of addressing poverty, inequality and climate change, under which
all efforts towards reaching the 17 individual SDGs should be subsumed, possible cases of goal
asymmetries or cherry picking of least ambitious goals could have been avoided. Secondly, regarding means of implementation and the follow-up and review process, OXFAM points out that it is
national politics that will ultimately decide whether the goals will be reached. Therefore, they
stress the necessity for the civil society to have the appropriate space and support to hold national
governments accountable. They call upon both the UN and national states to “use the post-2015
opportunity to invest and strengthen the social and political compact between citizens and their
states” (Yamada & Taylor 2015: 4). This is of particular interest because this is precisely how some
interviewees described their use of the SDGs as a tool and their role in the SDG governance architecture, as discussed in later chapters.

5.2.2 Participation in UN-Level Policy Processes
Description of Indicator
The second type of SDG engagement in this group is the participation in SDG-related policy processes at the UN level, for example at the HLPF or as member of UN Major Groups. However,
technically, the negotiation of the SDGs was a policy process at the UN-level as well. Nevertheless,
the author of this thesis deemed it reasonable to make a distinction between a participation in
UN-level process before the adoption of the SDGs and after their adoption. Hence, while participation in UN-level processes pre-adoption was discussed in the last sub-section, this sub-section
will discuss policy participation after the adoption of the SDGs.
Findings
This indicator was coded 19 times for 18 different CSOs. In total, 18 out of the examined CSOs that
were examined are accredited UN organizations with consultative status (cf. UN DESA a) members
of an UN Major Group or both. In addition, delegates of the Irish CSO alliance Coalition 2030 participated in the 2018 HLPF as part of the official national Irish delegation when the Republic of
Ireland presented its first VNR (cf. SDG Watch Europe b)
In terms of stakeholder group memberships, member of the Women´s Major Group are both
WECF and Make Mothers Matter (MMM), while the latter is also part of the NGO Major Group (cf.
MMM a). IFOAM – Organics International (IFOAM) is member of the Farmer´s Major Group. Furthermore, both the Christian Blind Mission (CBM) and the European Disability Forum (EDF) are
members of the Global Stakeholder Group of Persons with Disabilities.
Concerning the HLPF, nine CSOs at least participated, three CSOs organized side-events and
another two, WECF and IFOAM, fulfilled representative functions as Organizing Partners of their
respective Major Group. Additionally, the CSO network SOLIDAR was present at the HLPF in 2019
to support the Republic of Serbia in the presentation of its first VNR (cf. SOLIDAR 2019).
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Apart from that, both VENRO and the FUE were among the twelve NGOs and think-tanks that
made up the Civil Society Group on the High-Level Group on the 2030 Agenda (HLG) (cf. VENRO
2017b). The HLG was set up by heads of state of the nine governments Brazil, Colombia, Germany,
Liberia, South Africa, Sweden, Tanzania, Timor-Leste and Tunisia during the UN Sustainable Development Summit in September 2015. The idea was to set up a high-commitment group of countries
that wanted to display leadership and political commitment to being frontrunners in the implementation of the 2030 Agenda. The Civil Society Group, in turn, was set up to ensure civil society
participation, support and collaboration with member governments, but also to fulfil “a watchdog
role” (FUE 2016: 4), that is, to hold governments accountable to their commitments. The HLG was
active for only one year and then ceased its activities, as one interviewee reported (cf. I-9).

5.2.3 Participation in the EU High-Level Multi-Stakeholder Platform
Description of Indicator
One way for CSOs to participate in policy processes at the EU-level was the European Commission´s
High-Level Multi-Stakeholder Platform (MSP) on the SDGs. The MSP was set up by the European
Commission (EC) and chaired by the EC´s at-the-time Vice President Frans Timmermans. The idea
behind the MSP was to create a platform for knowledge and best practice sharing regarding SDG
implementation across all sectors and policy levels, from local to regional, national and EU level.
Apart from that, the purpose of the MSP was to advise and consult the EC on the European SDG
implementation strategy and to write a report as a contribution to the Vice President´s reflection
paper on the SDGs (cf. EC a). This report titled Contribution of the SDG Multi-Stakeholder Platform
to the Reflection Paper “Towards a sustainable Europe by 2030” was the main outcome of the MSP
(cf. EC 2018a). The MSP was set up on May 22th 2017 and its mandate ended on December 31th
2019. It consisted of 25 member organizations and networks.
Findings
From the 67 organizations considered for data collection, seven were members of the MSP. Those
organizations were COFACE Families Europe (COFACE), the EPHA, the EEB, the European Youth
Forum (EYF), Fair Trade Advocacy Office, Social Platform and the World Wildlife Fund Europe
(WWF). Moreover, SDG Watch Europe was an additional member organization itself. Three organizations that were members to the MSP agreed to an interview. When asked about their experience in the MSP and their satisfaction with both process and outcome, interviewees gave mixed
reviews. One interviewee commended the good structure and opportunity for participation that
was set up by the EC while a second interviewee was satisfied with the fact that some of the MSP´s
recommendations were actually integrated into Timmerman´s reflection paper (cf. I-2 & I-8). The
other interviewee criticized both the structure and the outcome of the MSP. First, the selection
process was odd and opaque (cf. I-4). The EC was not transparent on which organizations applied,
who got selected and why. The MSP was not very representative either. There was no organization
representing women, older people, any kind of minority (refugees, LGBTQI, ethnic minorities) (cf.
Ibid.). Second, the mandate was very limited (cf. Ibid.). While all members to the MSP were tasked
to come together and write this joint report on SDG implementation in the EU, Frans Timmermans
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was working on his reflection paper on the SDGs simultaneously. In the end, the MSP´s report
influenced the reflection paper of Timmermans but he never came to a meeting of the MSP to
present his reflections and to put them up to discussion (cf. Ibid.). It was perceived as two parallel
processes without any real dialogue, neither of which were translated into actual policy processes.
The interviewee described the MSP as “kind of a tick-the-box-exercise” that had no substantial
impact on political outcomes (cf. I-4).
At this point, it is possible to make a certain distinction between the five indicators that have
been discussed so far (to be precise, the six indicators discussed so far excluding participation in
UN-Level Policy Processes) and the 34 indicators to come. What separates the five indicators discussed above from the rest is that they are applicable per actor only once. They are of a yes-or-no
type, whereas each remaining indicator discussed below can be coded multiple times per actor. A
CSO either refers to the SDGs in its mission statement or not, while it can publish multiple news
articles or reports related to the SDGs. Similarly, a CSO either has an SDG-related issue area or not,
it either was member of the EU Multi-Stakeholder Platform or not, but it can host multiple SDGrelated workshops, produce multiple videos and engage in multiple projects and campaigns.
Whether or not this renders the five indicators discussed above comparatively more meaningful is
neither immediately apparent nor necessarily the case, but rather up to discussion. Possible arguments, along with corresponding considerations on the distinction between weak indicators and
hard indicators will be provided in section 5.8.

5.2.4 Submissions to Public Consultations
Description of Indicator
A fourth way for CSOs to participate in policy processes related to the SDGs was to submit contributions to legislative processes that are open to input by stakeholders and the general public, i.e.,
legislative processes by public consultation. On the EU-level, for example, next to involvement with
the MSP, a second way to participate in EU-level policy processes for CSOs is to submit a contribution to a public consultation by the EC.
Findings
The indicator submission to public consultation was coded 7 times for a total of five CSOs. Three
CSOs and CSO networks participated in public consultations by the EC, while one CSO network
contributed to a public consultation on the national level. CAN Europe submitted a contribution to
the EC´s consultation on the Neighborhood, Development and International Cooperation Instrument, which “sets out to promote the EU’s interests, objectives and values in neighboring and
partner countries”, including the implementation of the SDGs (CAN Europe 2018). Apart from that,
both the Eurogroup for Animals (2020a) and Fern (2020) submitted contributions on the EC´s trade
policy review, in which they proposed ways how trade policy can further the implementation of
the SDGs. The Eurogroup for Animals also submitted a contribution on the EC´s proposal for an
Initiative on Sustainable Corporate Governance, in which the authors highlight the connection between animal welfare and the SDGs, stressing the importance for sustainable business practices
to include animal welfare (cf. Eurogroup for Animals 2021).
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Apart from public consultations by the EC, the AGE Platform Europe contributed to a public
consultation of the European Union´s Agency for Fundamental Rights, which called for contributions for its 2019 Fundamental Rights Report that included a chapter on SDG implementation from
a fundamental rights perspective (cf. AGE Platform Europe 2018).
Going beyond the EU-level, the indicator submission to public consultation was found for the
national level in the case of only one country, which also happens to be one of the countries within
the scope of research that is not part of the EU, that is, Switzerland. The Swiss CSO network Plattform Agenda 2030 submitted two contributions to national public consultations (“Vernehmlassung”). One public consultation was directly on the Swiss national SDG implementation strategy
(cf. Plattform Agenda 2030 2021) and the other public consultation was on a proposal for reforming the law on weapon exports into countries torn by civil war. In their contribution to the latter,
the authors from Plattform Agenda 2030 argue with reference to the 2030 Agenda that sustainable
development has to be conceived and realized in a holistic manner that accounts for interdependencies among different policy domains (cf. Ibid. 2020a). Otherwise, the authors warn the Swiss
government, advancements in one policy area (such was weapon exports) might cancel out the
progress that was made in other areas of sustainable development. In specific reference to SDG
target 17.14 on strengthening policy coherence, they argue that all political decisions have to be
evaluated with respect to their impact on sustainable development, both domestically and abroad.
They argue that by exporting weapons into countries torn by civil war, the Swiss government unilaterally prioritizes the interests of the Swiss arms industry instead of seeking integration of societal, ecological and economic considerations (cf. Ibid.) This is a very interesting example of how civil
society actors use the SDGs as a tool in their interaction with policy makers by using them as a
central point of reference for a holistic conception of policy making that accounts for the interconnected nature of different policy domains.

5.2.5 Participation National Policy Processes
Description of Indicator
The fifth and final type of participation in policy processes that was found during data collection
was participation in policy processes on the national level. To be precise, participating in national
policy processes other than the examples of public consultations of Switzerland discussed above.
Findings
Two actors mentioned a direct involvement in national government processes. The Lithuanian
NGDO Platform mentions its membership in the “Working Group of the Ministry of Environment
of the Republic of Lithuania for the Implementation of the United Nations Sustainable Development 2030 Agenda in Lithuania” (NGDO Platform a). Unfortunately, its involvement in this working
group is not further specified on the homepage and the Lithuanian NGDO Platform was not available for an interview. Apart from that, the Irish CSO alliance Coalition 2030 participated in the Irish
national SDG Stakeholder Forum, which was tasked to aid the Irish government with the SDG National Implementation Plan 2018-2020 (cf. GOV.IE a; SDG Watch Europe b).
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5.3 Indicator Group 3: Events
The third category of SDG engagement for CSOs entails
the organization of and participation in events, both
physically and digitally. These include (co-)hosting SDGrelated conferences, discussion evenings, workshops
and, with the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic, inFigure 22: Indicator Group 3: Events.
creasingly online-events and webinars as well. Accordingly, four types of SDG engagement were identified within this category with indicators for the
(co-)hosting of first, conferences, second, discussion events, third, workshops and fourth, the participation in any of the three above.

5.3.1 Conferences
Description of Indicator
The first type of SDG-related event that CSOs engaged with are conferences. In contrast to discussion events and workshops, conferences are characterized by being more extensive in terms of the
audience and duration. This means that some conferences stretch over several days and attract a
more international audience. Workshops and discussion events are more often than not limited to
a single day.
Findings
The indicator for SDG-related conferences was coded 38 times for a total of 21 different CSOs. Ten
conferences were organized single-handedly by the respective CSO and 28 conferences were coorganized and co-hosted. However, there was no distinct indicator coded for either hosting or cohosting a conference. In contrast to the publication-related indicators discussed in section 5.4, in
the view of the researcher, using distinct indicators would not yield any additional analytical value
regarding the degree of SDG engagement. This reasoning applies for discussion events and workshops as well. If a CSO decides to organize an SDG-themed conference, panel discussion or workshop, the commitment to engaging with the SDGs appears to be quite high, irrespective of whether
or not another organization was involved in the preparation process as well. The disparity between
the commitment required for hosting or co-hosting an event seems smaller than the respective
disparity between individual publications and joint publications. However, this is only the view of
the researcher and could be criticized.
From the six CSOs that organized SDG-related conferences single-handedly, three of them
organized one or several of their annual conferences under the theme of the SDGs. The EAPN
hosted both its 2018 annual conference under the theme “Social Protection for All! How can the
Social Pillar and SDGs build stronger welfare states?” and its 2019 annual conference under the
theme “Beyond Europe 2020 to 2030 Agenda - Working together for a post 2020 strategy that
really benefits people and planet” (EAPN 2018; 2019). The National Youth Council of Ireland (NYCI)
organized its annual One World Week in 2016 under the theme “MIGRATION, the Sustainable Development Goals and YOUth”, in 2017 under the theme “Peace, Justice and the Sustainable Development Goals” and in 2019 under the theme “Climate Action and the Sustainable Development
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Goals” (NYCI 2016a; 2017a; 2019). A special case of a joint annual conference provides the European Association of Service providers for Persons with Disabilities (EASPD), which hosted its annual
conference in 2017 under the theme “Supportive communities and sustainable development” in
cooperation with two partner organizations (EASPD 2017).
The co-hosted conferences were in most cases organized together with other CSOs and in
some cases together with political entities, either on the national level, EU-level, or UN-level.
CEEweb and the EEB, for example, organized the conference on “Delivering the Sustainable Development Goals in a changing climate” not only in cooperation with other CSOs, but also in partnership with the Office of the Commissioner for Fundamental Rights of Hungary (CEEweb 2015). In
2019, COFACE, together with the Family Federation of Finland organized a conference in Helsinki
under the theme of the 30th anniversary of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the
Child and SDG 3 on good health and well-being (cf. COFACE 2019). Likewise, in 2016, COFACE,
together with the UN Focal Point on the Family10 organized a conference under the theme “Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) and Gender Equality: the role of family policies and exchange
of good practices” (Ibid. 2016). One conference that stood out as being one of the earliest CSOhosted conferences on the SDGs was the “Voices For Development” conference organized by the
International Federation for Social Workers (IFSW), in partnership with The National Association
of Social Workers – South Africa. The conference was hosted in September 2013 and aimed to
“enable countries targeted by development policy, their communities and on-the-ground social
workers to voice their practical experiences and make recommendations on the Sustainable Development Goals” (IFSW 2013).

5.3.2 Discussions
Description of Indicator
The second type of events that CSOs (co-)hosted were discussion events, including panel discussions, debates, roundtables, policy dialogues and HLPF side events. The distinguishing feature in
comparison to conferences is that discussion events were usually restricted to a single day, oftentimes to a single evening.
Findings
A total of 46 of such events were found, hosted by 25 different CSOs. Similar to conferences, the
scope of these events ranged from the national level to the EU- and UN-level. The content included
stakeholder dialogues and discussions with policy makers or other CSOs on the SDGs in general,
their relation to distinct policy fields, as well as implementation strategies. Caritas Europe, for example, together with two European Parliament lawmakers, hosted a panel discussion at the European Parliament on how a new partnership between the EU and the African, Caribbean and Pacific
countries (ACP) should promote the implementation of the SDGs (cf. Lozano 2019). Similarly, Eurodiaconia, together with an MEP, hosted a debate at the European Parliament on the theme

10

The UN Focal Point on the Family is part of the Division for Social Policy and Development (DSPD), which itself is
part of the Department of Economic and Social affairs (UN DESA b).
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“Sustainable Development Goals vs European Pillar of Social Rights? Making two frameworks work
together” (Eurodiaconia 2018a). In the UN context, IFOAM, being the organizing partner of the
Farmers Major Group, hosted a side-event at the 2020 HLPF (cf. IFOAM 2020). Likewise, the EEB
hosted a 2020 HLPF side-event on “Civil society, Covid-19 and the UN´s Decade of Action” (EEB
2020a).

5.3.3 Workshops and Webinars
Description of Indicator
The third type of event CSOs organized includes workshops, webinars and training sessions that
were usually directed at other organizations, the general public, municipalities or policy makers.
The goal of this type of event was oftentimes capacity building, which means to strengthen the
participants´ political and organizational effectiveness by sharing and deepening skills and
knowledge around the content, structure and implementation of the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs.
Events addressed both the SDGs in general and their relation to a specific issue area and again,
ranged from the local level to the national, EU- and UN-level.
Findings
The indicator was coded 47 times for 23 different CSOs. In August 2016, CBM conducted a national
training on the SDGs and the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) in
Peru. On their website, CBM highlights the importance of such trainings because Latin American
countries are “often left out of global development processes” (CBM 2016a). They summarize the
rationale behind such trainings as such:
“CBM and other civil society organizations working on the 2030 Agenda have a responsibility
to ensure that the grassroots are kept informed and are able to contribute in a meaningful
way. One way to do this is to provide an exchange of information and tools on advocacy
strategies related to the implementation of the SDGs.” (Ibid.)
This rationale applies to industrialized countries as well. The Climate Alliance, for example, hosted
a regional workshop on localizing the SDGs for four Italian municipalities in 2018 (cf. Climate Alliance
2018b: 35).
Workshops aimed at capacity building of other CSOs include a workshop co-organized by
WECF under the theme “Towards the implementation of SDGs in Uganda”, which was held for
eleven Ugandan NGOs over the course of five days with the aim of strengthening their capacities
on NGO networking, green technologies and using them for the implementation of the SDGs (Kraja
2017). Similarly, the EAPN held a capacity building webinar for their member organizations in order
to strengthen their capabilities to engage with the SDGs (cf. EAPN 2017).
On the UN-level, ATD Fourth World, together with Oxford University, organized a training
workshop at the 2019 HLPF to present their Merging Knowledge Methodology, which facilitates
dialogue between people experiencing extreme poverty and social exclusion on the one hand and
policy makers, business actors and social workers on the other hand (cf. ATD Fourth World a;
2019a).
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5.3.4 Event Participation
Description of Indicator
Finally, CSOs did not only (co-)host conferences, discussions or workshops by themselves, but also
sent staff and board members to participate in events organized by other organizations. This participation to oftentimes the form of giving SDG-related talks at conferences but also participating
as discussants on panel discussions related to the SDGs. The content of the talks given, in turn,
included presenting one´s own work in relation to the SDGs, discussing the link between the SDGs
and a certain topic, or proposing avenues for SDG implementation. The scope of the respective
conference ranged from the national level to the EU- and UN-level.
Findings
This indicator was coded 39 times for a total of 23 different CSOs. In the national and even local
context, for example, a representative of Plattform Agenda 2030 participated in a panel discussion
regarding the implementation of the 2030 Agenda in the Swiss canton Aargau (cf. Plattform
Agenda 2020b: 6).
Regarding the EU-level, a staff member of CEEweb spoke at the “Sustainable Development
Goals: Implementation in Europe” conference on the importance of policy coherence for SDG implementation (cf. EEB 2015: 16). Likewise, at an international conference on “2030 Agenda: Partnerships for Sustainable Development” the President of COFACE presented the work of COFACE in
relation to the SDGs (dezvoltaredurabila 2019: 6).
Examples on the UN-level include the Executive Director of Climate Alliance being a panelist
at a side-event of the COP24 in Katowice (cf. Climate Alliance 2018c), the president of Culture
Action Europe (CAE) speaking at an HLPF side-event (cf. CAE 2020) and the President of Education
International speaking in front of the UN General Assembly (cf. Education International 2019a).
One exceptional case worth mentioning is the NGO Germanwatch hosting an SDG-themed exhibition stall at the 2017 evangelical church congress (cf. Müting 2017). For lack of a better indicator,
this was coded as event participation, although the indicator on workshops arguably would have
been similarly adequate.
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5.4 Indicator Group 4: Publications
The fourth category of SDG engagement by CSOs is
the publication of various types of documents.
These include academic papers, brochures, policy
briefs, position papers, reports, statement papers
and open letters. These are the type of documents
that CSOs publish as part of their advocacy work in
order to promote the SDGs and their implementation. A publication in this context is meant to not
only include academic papers published in academic journals, but also documents for external
communication that are available as a separate
document file and thus can be downloaded and
printed.
This category group does not include news-related articles and publications for two reasons.
Firstly, the conceptualization of publications de- Figure 23: Indicator Group 4: Publications.
scribed above does not apply to online blog and
news articles, which are only available to be read on the websites and cannot be downloaded as a
separate document. In the case of newsletters and press releases, around a third of them were
available as separate files, thereby satisfying the criteria for being considered publications. However, as the second reason, the researcher deemed it more reasonable to compile and discuss all
news- and media-related types of SDG engagement, i.e., writing blog and news articles, writing
(and) publishing newsletters or press releases and producing videos within one coherent category.
This “News Items and Media” category of SDG engagement will be discussed in the next section.
The distinction made between the more11 advocacy-related publications on the one hand and all
news-related pieces of writing and publications on the other hand is also concurrent with the website-design (and hence distinction) used by most CSOs. Many CSOs have separate “news” or
“press” directories in addition to specific directories for “publications” or “resources”.

5.4.1 Academic Papers
Description of Indicator
The indicator academic paper denotes papers related to the SDGs that were either published in an
academic context or use a distinct academic methodology and structure. In other words, the publication of SDG-related academic papers is the first type of SDG engagement within the group of
publications as a whole.

11

The adverb “more” is used because writing news articles and publishing press releases about the SDGs is to some
extent also part of a CSO´s advocacy efforts, but arguably to a lesser extent than brochures, statement papers, open
letters and the like.
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Findings
The respective indicator was coded four times for three different CSOs. ECOLISE is involved in two
out those four cases. First, the research coordinator of ECOLISE, together with other researchers
involved in a research project on collective action and sustainable energy, wrote an academic book
chapter titled “Collective Action Initiatives in the Energy Transition. Supporters of a strong sustainability paradigm?” (ECOLISE b), which discusses examples of how community initiatives contribute
towards achieving the SDGs.
Second, several ECOLISE staff members were involved in writing a research paper for the
United Nations Taskforce on Social and Solidarity Economy, titled “Community-Led Initiatives and
the Social Solidarity Economy: Commons Ecologies for Delivering and Re-Imagining the Sustainable
Development Goals” (ECOLISE c; Henfrey et al. 2019).
Third, the EYF conducted a study on “European youth organisations’ contributions to the 2030
Agenda” (EYF 2019). The study might not have been published in a journal but it is a genuine scientific study that follows the usual structure of introduction, methodology, data collection, data
analysis, findings and recommendations. Therefore, the researcher deemed it more appropriate
to list the study as an academic paper rather than a mere report.
Likewise, Eurodiaconia published a research paper titled “Towards a Social, Sustainable, and
Equitable Europe: Integrating and Implementing the European Pillar of Social Rights and the Sustainable Development Goals” (Roy et al. 2018). It was accompanied by a policy brief that summarizes the policy recommendations developed in said research paper.

5.4.2 Brochures - Info Papers - Fact Sheets
Description of Indicator
The second type of documents published by CSOs on the SDGs are brochures, info papers, fact
sheets and leaflets. They are characterized first, by including a lot of illustrations rather than mere
text and second, by being comparatively brief, rarely exceeding 2-6 pages.
Findings
Data collection yielded 47 SDG-related brochure-type documents published by 25 CSOs, which
usually either provided an overview on the SDGs in general, explained the SDGs´ content in a specific context or a single SDG in particular.
Friends of the Earth Germany (BUND), for example, published both a general brochure on the
2030 Agenda but also five individual two-page leaflets on SDG 2, 6, 7, 8, and 14, respectively (cf.
BUND a). The CBM published a four-page infographic that illustrates the SDGs through the lens of
the CRPD and explains the links between disability, human rights and the SDGs (cf. CBM 2016b).
Similarly, IFOAM published a two-page leaflet that explains how organic agriculture helps to
achieve the SDGs, in particular SDG 2, 3, 6, 12, 13 and 15 (cf. IFOAM 2018). Accompanying their
92-page report “Off track: educators warn of slow progress at first major review of SDG 4”, Education International published a six-page info paper, in which they summarize their key findings on
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obstacles currently preventing the achievement of SDG 4 on quality education and recommendations on how to get back on track to achieving the goal until 2030 (Education International 2019b).

5.4.3 Policy Briefs
Description of Indicator
The third type of document CSOs published in relation to the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs are policy
briefs. This indicator was coded for documents titled either “Policy brief”, “Policy paper”, “Policy
recommendations”, “Briefing paper”, “Briefing note” or “Discussion paper”. These papers are
characterized by not merely informing about a certain topic but by highlighting problem areas and
giving specific policy recommendations. Therefore, policy briefs have political decision makers as
the primary target audience.
Findings - Overview
This indicator was coded 32 times for 16 different CSOs. This is the first type of publication for
which a distinction is made between publications concerning the SDGs specifically and publications
written on a different (but related)12 topic that merely make reference to the SDGs, yielding type
B indicators. Likewise, an additional distinction can be made between policy briefs written singlehandedly and joint policy briefs that were published in collaboration with other CSOs, yielding type
C indicators.
From the 31 policy briefs that were identified, 20 briefs were written on the SDGs specifically
and eleven were written on related topics, while mentioning the SDGs at some point. SDG-specific
policy briefs divide into 17 single-handedly published documents and three joint publications,
while the SDG-related policy briefs divide into five solo publications and six joint publications. In
other words, the type A indicator policy brief (32 codings) splits into the two type B indicators
policy brief - SDG-specific (21 codings) and policy brief - SDGs mentioned (11 codings), which in turn
split into the four type C indicators policy brief - SDG-specific (18 codings), policy brief - SDG-specific
(joint brief) (3 codings), policy brief - SDGs mentioned (5 codings) and policy brief - SDGs mentioned
(joint brief) (6 codings) (see figure 23).13
Eight policy briefs were published as joint briefs. Seven were published with other CSOs (four
times with one other CSO, twice with two other CSOs and one time with 13 other CSOs), and in
one case in collaboration with the German Federal Ministry of Economic Cooperation and Development (cf. VENRO 2017c).
Findings - SDG-specific - Individual Paper

12

If the topic would not be related to the SDGs at least in some way, it would not make sense to reference the SDGs.
As a side note, both in figure 19 with the overview of all categories and types of indicators, as well in section headings and within the running text of this thesis, the spelling of type B and type C indicators reads “SDG-specific” and
“SDGs mentioned”, respectively. The code names in the Atlas.ti program, however, as seen in the screenshots in figures 23 and 24 are spelled differently, i.e., “SDG specific” and “SDG mentioned”, thereby leaving out the hyphen and
the plural-S. This is grammatic incorrectness was committed on purpose for pure for aesthetic reasons. It allows for
displaying the code groups for publications and news and media in a much clearer and more lucid fashion compared
to using the grammatically correct spelling, as done in the running text.
13
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From the SDG-specific policy briefs written single-handedly, a briefing paper published by OXFAM
is worth mentioning as it ties in with their participation in the SDG negotiation process. It was
published in June 2014, titled “Making It Happen – Oxfam´s proposals for the post-2015 framework” (OXFAM 2014a). In their 44-page briefing paper, the authors stress the importance of addressing inequality and climate-change with a prioritization of keeping global warming below
1,5°C, while further proposing eleven individual goals to be included in the post-2015 agenda. It is
also noteworthy that Eurodiaconia, which was not member to the MSP, published a policy recommendation paper in May 2018 on the same topic as the MSP subgroup mentioned above. Eurodiaconia´s seven-page policy brief titled “Joining forces for social justice and sustainability - How to
make the Sustainable Development Goals and the European Pillar of Social Rights work together”
(Wislocki & Roy 2018) ( accompanied the 40-page research paper “Towards a Social, Sustainable,
and Equitable Europe: Integrating and Implementing the European Pillar of Social Rights and the
Sustainable Development Goals” (Roy et al. 2018) and summarizes their five main recommendations on how to link the SDGs and the EU Social Pillar (cf. Social Platform 2018a). Another example
of publication addressing the SDGs directly is the policy brief “Animal Welfare, Trade and the Sustainable Development Goals”, published by the Eurogroup for Animals (2020b). In this policy brief,
the authors illustrate how animal welfare relates to nine SDGs in particular and give recommendations on how animal welfare should be better integrated into trade policies. The publication was
launched in the context of a workshop hosted by the Eurogroup for Animals on the same topic (cf.
Ibid. c).
Findings - SDG-specific - Joint Paper
The joint policy brief written by the CSO network COFACE in collaboration with 13 other CSOs is
particularly worth mentioning as it was written in the context of the MSP. The policy brief „How
can the European Pillar of Social Rights support the achievement of the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals? - Recommendations to the European Commission by the subgroup on 'Equality, Justice, Inclusion and Decent work' of the Multi-Stakeholder Platform on the Implementation of the
Sustainable Development Goals in the EU” was written by the MSP´s subgroup mentioned in the
document title, which entailed 14 out of the 25 members to the MSP (EC 2018b). In this policy
brief published in June 2018, the authors discuss possible synergies between the SDGs and the
principles underlying the European Pillar of Social Rights, in addition to providing recommendations on how these synergies can be realized and built upon.
Findings - SDGs mentioned - Individual Paper
Policy briefs that focus on other topics and only mention the SDGs are exemplified by two policy
briefs published by the WWF. In June 201914, the WWF published a policy brief titled “Mitigating
Climate Change Impacts on Food Security From the Ocean” (WWF 2019a) in which the authors
specifically refer to SDG1 on poverty eradication, SDG 2 on zero hunger and SDG 14 on life below
water. Similarly, in September 2019, the WWF published a policy brief on “Empowering Women in

14

This version includes December 2019 as the date of publication. The version of this policy brief that was downloaded during the data collection phase states June 2019.
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Marine Communities to Mitigate the Impacts of Climate Change” (WWF 2019b), which refers to
SDG 2 and SDG 5 on gender equality in particular.
Findings - SDGs mentioned - Joint Paper
Concerning joint policy briefs that mention the SDGs at some point, three documents are worth
mentioning that were published by the EEB and the umbrella organization Seas at Risk in the context of the EU Council´s presidencies of Austria,15 Romania and Finland between July 2018 and
December 2019. The presidency of the Council of the EU is taken over by different member state
every six months. Three consecutive presidencies that cooperate closely with their respective predecessor and successor form a partnership that is known as the “trio presidency” (EC 2016). For
every 18-month period, this trio “determines long-term objectives and draws up a programme
[sic!] containing the major issues the Council will tackle over the next 18 months” (Ibid.). Austria
took over the presidency of the Council of the EU for the period from July 1st 2018 to December
31st 2018. Romania´s presidency followed from January 1st 2019 to June 30th 2019 and marked the
beginning a new presidency trio with Finland and Croatia. Finland took over the Council´s presidency, from July 1st 2019 to December 31st 2019.
For each presidency of Austria, Romania and Finland, EEB and Seas at Risk published a blueprint for required action in the form of a memorandum,16 in which they outline ten main issue
areas of environmental policy that need to be tackled in the upcoming six-month term. They call
this ten-point action plan also “ten green tests”, implying the ten policy areas to constitute “the
criteria to 'green test' the presidency’s performance at the end of its term” (EEB 2018a; 2019a).
These ten policy areas, which are identical among the three policy briefs, include 1,5°C climate
commitments, fighting biodiversity loss, agricultural policy reform, a sustainability-focused EU
budget, reducing air pollution, water management, protection from hazardous chemicals, a circular economy transition, strengthening democracy and environmental justice and finally, as the
tenth and arguably the most important point, ensuring that the SDGs are driving “EU policies for
the future of Europe” (Ibid. 2018b; 2018c; 2019b). The specific recommendations slightly differ
among the three documents, but the common denominator is to request the EC to draw up an
SDG implementation strategy “with clear European targets for all SDGs, timelines, objectives and
concrete measures to implement the 2030 Agenda in all EU policies […]” (Ibid. 2018c: 10). In short,
the blueprints urge “the weaving of the Sustainable Development Goals into every aspect of EU
policies and actions so that they become 'an overarching framework for all priorities'” (Ibid.
2019a).

15

The policy brief concerning Austria´s presidency, was prepared not only by the EEB and Seas at Risk, but in cooperation with BirdLife Europe, an NGO that was not among the 67 organizations studied for this thesis.
16
The documents are titled not titled “policy brief”, but “memorandum”, which best fits the characterization of a
policy brief among the types of publications used as indicators for SDG engagement in this thesis. The Policy Analysis
Guide of Tufts University defines policy memo[randum] as “a document that provides analysis and/or recommendations for a particular audience regarding a particular situation or problem” (Tufts.edu a).
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5.4.4 Position Papers
Description of Indicator
A fourth type of publication concerned with the SDGs are position papers. Position papers, in direct
comparison to statement papers and open letters, can be characterized by being more comprehensive and providing more background information to the issue at hand. The position papers
reviewed ranged between 8-16 pages on average, although some were more comprehensive or
brief. Statement papers, in contrast, were more concise and ranged between two to eight pages.
However, some exceptions with longer statement paper occurred as well.
Findings - Overview
In terms of the type-A indicator position paper, data collection yielded 78 position papers in total,
published by 34 different CSOs. In terms of the corresponding type-B indicators, 47 position papers
were written on the SDGs specifically and 31 position papers only mentioned the SDGs. For the
corresponding type-C indicators, SDG-specific position papers can be subdivided into 21 individual
papers and 26 joint papers, whereas SDG-related position papers entailed 17 individual papers and
14 joint papers (see figure 24).
Among the 40 joint papers, eight were written by two to four CSOs, ten were written by five
to ten CSOs, another eight by 11-20 CSOs, ten papers were signed17 by 21-60 CSOs and in two
cases, the number of contributors or signatories was above 60. For two papers, the amount of
CSOs involved was unidentifiable.
Findings - SDG-specific - Individual Paper
An example for SDG-specific position papers written single-handedly is the paper “2030 Agenda
and the Sustainable Development Goals” by Caritas Europe (2018). In their 16-page position paper,
the authors outline the 2030 Agenda and its main principles such as leaving no one behind or its
universality and furthermore illustrate how the SDGs relate to the work of Caritas Europe members. Given that fighting poverty and inequality are key focus areas for Caritas Europe, the authors
illustrate the links to SDG 1 on ending poverty and SDG 10 on reducing inequality in particular. In
addition, the position paper aims to strengthen the advocacy capacities of Caritas Europe members by discussing how they can use the 2030 Agenda in their advocacy work. The authors stress
the instrumental role that civil society actors, including faith-based organizations, play in achieving
the goals through accountability mechanisms. They state that it is up to civil society actors “to hold
governments accountable to their promises and commitments” (Ibid.: 15).
Findings - SDG-specific - Joint Paper
An example of an SDG-specific joint paper is the position paper by the UN Women´s Major Group
titled “Accelerated action and transformative pathways: realizing the decade of action and delivery
17

The formulation changed from writing papers to signing papers because at some point not every single actor can
contribute to a 12-page paper but some actors just sign it, possibly as members of a larger network or alliance that
was involved in formulating the text.
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for sustainable development” (Women´s Major Group 2020) that was presented at the 2020 HLPF
(cf. WECF b). The 50-page paper is exceptionally comprehensive and lists 57 individual contributors
and 53 signatories. From the 67 CSOs studied for this thesis, Make Mothers Matter is listed as a
contributor and the WECF is listed as a signatory, but not vice versa. In their position paper, the
UN Women´s Major Group, for each individual SDG, illustrates the gender dimensions of the goal
and give recommendations on how to move forward until 2030 in a way that can deliver on the
goals while accounting for the rights of women in all dimensions of SDG policy-making.
Findings - SDGs mentioned - Individual Paper
Regarding position papers that are not focused on the SDGs specifically but make reference to the
SDGs, two papers are worth mentioning because they exemplify CSO advocacy on the national
level. First, following the German national elections in September 2017, in the following October,
VENRO published a position paper in which they formulate recommendations for the coalition
agreement of the future government coalition (cf. VENRO 2017d). In this paper, VENRO calls upon
the future coalizing parties to use the 2030 Agenda and the Paris Agreement as their fundamental
guidelines of policy-making.
Findings - SDGs mentioned - Joint Paper
Similarly, following the exploratory talks between the Social Democratic Party and the Christian
Democratic Union after said elections, Brot für die Welt and MISEREOR published a joint position
paper in January 2018. In this paper the authors evaluate the exploratory talks and, with regard to
the upcoming coalition negotiations, call upon both parties to use the 2030 Agenda as the guiding
principle or “compass” for the national policy-making in its entirety (cf. Brot für die Welt & MISEREOR 2018).

5.4.5 Statement Papers - Open Letters
Description of Indicator
The fifth type of publication issued by CSOs are statement papers and open letters. Those two
types of publication were subsumed under one indicator as they share most of their characteristics. Compared to position papers, they are shorter on average, usually ranging from two to eight
pages and are usually focused on one particular issue.
Findings - Overview
Data collection yielded 118 statement papers and open letters (type A indicator) from 42 different
CSOs. From these, 69 papers were focused on the SDGs specifically and 49 papers merely mentioned the SDGs at some point (type B indicators). The 69 SDG-specific papers divide into 37 singlehandedly written papers and 32 joint papers. The 49 papers that mention the SDGs split into 25
individual papers and 24 joint papers (type C indicators).
From the 56 joint papers, 14 papers were written by two to four CSOs, seven papers by five
to ten CSOs, five papers were signed by 11-20 CSOs, 15 papers were signed by 21-60 CSOs and in
eleven cases, the paper was signed by more than 60 CSOs. For four joint statement papers the
number of signatories was unidentifiable.
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Findings - SDG-specific - Individual Paper
An example of an SDG-specific statement paper written by a single CSO provides Makes Mothers
Matter with their written statement “Empowering Mothers for achieving the SDGs – Focus on SDG
4, 8, 10 and 16” (MMM 2019a). The statement was submitted to the United Nations Economic and
Social Council (ECOSOC)18 in preparation of the 2019 HLPF. The theme of the 2019 HLPF was "Empowering people and ensuring inclusiveness and equality" and focused on reviewing SDGs 4, 8, 10,
13, 16 and 17 (UN f). In their statement paper, the authors from Make Mothers Matter delineate
how empowering mothers can positively impact the achievement of SDG 4, 8, 10 and 16. They
further provide recommendations on how empowerment in the respective governance domains
of those four goals can be facilitated.
In the national context, the Nature and Biodiversity Conservation Union Germany (“Naturschutzbund Deutschland e.V.", abbreviated NABU) published a series of written statements regarding the German national sustainability strategy (cf. NABU 2016). Following the revision of the
national sustainability strategy in January 2017 to include the SDGs as central elements, NABU
published a 23-page statement paper in which the authors review and comment on distinct chapters of the updated version (cf. Ibid. 2017). They appreciate, for example, that every government
department is requested to review its activities and strategies in light of correspondence with the
SDGs. This review however, is without substantial consequences because the national sustainability strategy lacks legal bindingness, as the authors continue to criticize in the statement paper (cf.
Ibid. 1-2).
In addition, NABU published ten distinct statement papers, ranging from 2-21 pages, to ten
government departments, i.e., federal ministries. These include the Chancellery, the Federal Ministry for Economics and Energy, the Federal Ministry of Justice and Consumer Protection, the Federal Ministry for Education and Research, the Federal Ministry for Food and Agriculture, the Federal Ministry of Finance, the Federal Ministry for Health, the Federal Ministry for the Environment,
Nature Conservation and Nuclear Safety, the Federal Ministry for Transport and Digital Infrastructure and the Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (cf. Ibid. 2016). In each
statement paper, NABU reviews the national sustainability strategy in light of the government responsibilities of the respective federal ministry and gives recommendations on how said ministry
can contribute towards the implementation of the strategy. Again, following another revision of
the national sustainability strategy in 2018, NABU published a 16-page statement paper in which
the authors review and comment on specific chapters of the updated strategy and furthermore
formulate recommendations for the ten above-mentioned federal ministries on how to improve
its implementation process (cf. Ibid. 2019)
Findings - SDG-specific - Joint Paper

18

The relationship between the HLPF and ECOSOC is that the HLPF is convened under the auspices of ECOSOC (cf.
UN d).
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In terms of joint documents, joint open letters written and signed by multiple organizations were
more common19 than open letters by individual organizations.
This can be explained with the experience by CSOs that policy makers are more receptive to
advocacy efforts, for example in the form of open letters, when these advocacy letters represent
a broad constituency of multiple CSOs with multiple interests. Several interviewees reported that
their advocacy efforts were more likely to be received with open ears and met with open doors if
they were representing the interests of a broad constituency instead of only their particular individual organization´s interests.
In June 2016, 34 members of the newly formed CSO alliance SDG Watch Europe wrote a joint
open letter to the at-the-time President of the EC Jean-Claude Junker. In their two-page open letter, the authors criticize that almost one year after their adoption, little progress has been made
in the EU towards implementing the SDGs (cf. SDG Watch Europe 2016a). They call upon Juncker
to push for the EU taking a leading role in the implementation process. Furthermore, they stress
the importance for an overarching SDG strategy and taking an “integrated and coherent approach”
(cf. Ibid.: 1) that assures coherence both among policy fields but also between the national and
the EU-level. From the 34 signatory organizations, 19 CSOs were among the 67 CSOs reviewed for
this thesis. However, only three of those CSOs, i.e., OXFAM, WWF and EEB, provided this open
letter as a document on their website. In addition, the EAPN wrote a news article about it with a
hyperlink to a foreign website on the open letter but without attaching the document on its own
website (cf. EAPN 2016a). Therefore, the corresponding indicator Statement paper - SDG-specific
(joint paper) was coded only for three CSOs and not for all 19 organizations that are mentioned in
the letter as signatories. Importantly, this indicates that not all CSOs report on their SDG-related
activities on their website to the full extent in the sense that it reflects every single activity.
Another joint open letter on the EU-level worth mentioning is an open letter written by the
MSP to Ursula Von der Leyen on December 16th 2019, after her appointment as the new President
of the European Commission, succeeding Juncker. She has been in office since December 1st 2019.
In their two-page open letter, the MSP members congratulate Von der Leyen on her appointment
and express their appreciation that some of the MSP´s past proposals were reflected in her 20192024 Political Guidelines, such as requiring each one of the 27 EU commissioners to consider aligning their distinct policy area with the SDGs (cf. MSP 2019). Furthermore, the authors express the
MSP´s anticipation of working together with Von der Leyen but also call upon her to undertake
distinct political actions within her new role as President of the Commission. Apart from advocating an “overarching Sustainable Europe 2030 strategy”, they call for example, for the renewal of
the MSP´s mandate in order to continue the cooperation between the MSP and the EC under Von
der Leyen´s presidency. The MSP´s mandate was not renewed and ended on December 31th 2019.
Although seven out of the 67 CSOs reviewed were member to the MSP, the document of this open

19

Out of the 62 individual documents (adding the 37 SDG-specific plus the 25 SDG-mentioning documents) 55 of
them were statement papers and only seven were open letters. Therefore, open letters had a share of only 7/62 =
11,3%. For the 56 joint documents (32 SDG-specific plus 24 SDG-mentioning documents), on the other hand, there
were 39 statement papers and 17 open letters, yielding a much higher share for open letters of 17/56 = 30,4%.
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letter was available only on the website of the EPHA. Consequently, the corresponding code Statement Paper - SDG-specific (joint paper) was coded only for EPHA.
Findings - SDGs mentioned - Individual Paper
Statement papers that merely mention the SDGs, either make reference to one or several specific
SDGs, or to the SDGs in general. On the EU-level, the EAPN published a statement paper in November 2020, which calls for an EU anti-poverty strategy that includes ambitious targets for 2030.
The paper was written in the context of the ten-year time-frame of the Europe 2020 strategy having ended in 2020 and the EC was considering a new EU anti-poverty target for the upcoming ten
years (cf. EAPN 2020a). In their two-page statement paper, the authors from EAPN argue that indicators on extreme poverty should make reference to SDG1 on ending poverty and further stress
the importance of having strong EU anti-poverty targets as a prerequisite for delivering the SDGs
(cf. Ibid. 2020b).
On the UN-level, for example, the IFSW submitted a four-page written statement in the context of the 58th session of ECOSOC´s Commission for Social Development. The session took place
in February 2020 and focused on the theme “[a]ffordable housing and social protection systems
for all to address homelessness” (IFSW 2019). In their statement, the authors point out that the
100 million children that suffer from homelessness worldwide lack adequate access to food,
health-services and education, which relates to SDG 2, 3 and 4, respectively.
An example of a more general reference to the SDGs provides a statement paper by AGE
Platform Europe, which is a CSO network that promotes the interests of citizens aged 50 and
above. In the context of the 2019 European Elections, AGE Platform Europe (2019a) published a
manifesto with 7 proposals for “achieving equal rights and dignity for older persons”, in which they
refer to the 2030 Agenda´s pledge of leaving no one behind. The manifesto is available in a 12page version that mentions the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs specifically (cf. Ibid.), and in a two-page
version that only refers to the pledge of leaving no one behind without mentioning the SDGs (cf.
Ibid. 2019b). For data collection and analysis, only the longer version was considered because it
made a distinct reference to the SDGs.
Findings - SDGs mentioned - Joint Paper
With regard to joint statement papers that mention the SDGs, in April 2015, four CSOs published
an eight-page joint statement paper that formulates proposals to the G7 related to ocean governance. Referring to the at the time ongoing process of negotiating the SDGs, the authors stress the
importance of acknowledging the vital role of healthy oceans and ocean resources for various aspects of sustainable development, such as food security and economic development (cf. Seas at
Risk et al. 2015). In their corresponding proposal, the authors urge the G7 to push for “clear and
ambitious targets to conserve marine and coastal habitat” to be included in the post-2015 framework (Ibid.: 4). From the four co-authoring CSOs, three of them were part of the data collection
process but only one, Seas at Risk published the paper on its website.
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5.4.6 Reports
Description of Indicator
Reports are the most comprehensive type of publication that was identified during data collection,
both in terms of length and content. They comprised 60-70 pages on average, with several reports
extending well beyond 100 pages.
In comparison to the publication types discussed above, reports are characterized by addressing issues in greater detail, providing more background information, considering differing views on
a single issue and, occasionally, using case studies as well. Content-wise, the reports ranged from
SDG-related project analysis and evaluation reports, over SDG-related conference reports to
shadow reports, i.e., CSO reports that critically reflect upon and supplement official government
reports. Apart from that, there were progress reports that report on the implementation process
of one or several SDGs in a specific geographic region or country. Similarly, there were reports that
address specific problem areas related to the SDGs and present roadmaps on how to move forward
towards goal achievement.
Findings - Overview
Data collection yielded 151 reports (type A indicator) that were published by 46 different CSOs. In
terms of type B indicators, these divide into 85 SDG-specific reports and 66 reports that merely
mentioned the SDGs. The SDG-specific reports divide into 38 individual reports and 47 joint reports
(type C indicators). The 66 reports that mention the SDGs divide into 51 individual reports and 15
joint reports. For the joint reports, the findings indicate that large and very large groups of contributing organizations are less common than for joint statement papers and joint position papers.
From the 62 joint reports identified, 29 reports were written by two to four CSOs, 20 reports
were written by five to ten CSOs, another nine reports were written by 11-20 CSOs and for four
reports, the number of authors was unidentifiable. There was no report written by 21-60 organizations, neither was there a report authored by 61 or more CSOs.
Findings - SDG-specific - Individual Report
With regard to SDG-specific reports, many CSOs published progress reports. On the national level,
in July 2018, that is parallel to the 2018 HLPF, the Irish CSO network Coalition 2030 published an
87-page progress report on the status quo of SDG implementation in the Republic of Ireland (cf.
Holland 2018). For each one of the 17 SDGs, the report examines Ireland´s existing governance
efforts and provides recommendations on how to move forward (cf. Ibid. 4).
Similarly, in 2019 WECF published a shadow report on monitoring SDG implementation in
Georgia that focusses mainly on SDG 5 on gender equality but addresses SDG 6 on clean water and
sanitation and SDG 7 on energy as well (cf. WECF 2019). Its aim is to constitute a shadow report to
the Georgian VNR process and furthermore to “synthesize research data and case studies in order
to draw attention to gaps in the SDG implementation process in Georgia and highlight successful
cases where appropriate” (Ibid.: 4). The 38-page report was prepared in the context of the Women
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2030 program, a project coalition by four women networks that promotes gender-equitable SDG
implementation (Women 2030 a).
In contrast to the examples above, CSOs also published reports on one specific SDG but for a
broader geographic range. Education International (2019c), for example, published a report on
SDG 4 specifically, titled “Off track: educators assess progress towards SDG 4”. In their 92-page
report, Education international assesses the implementation process of SDG 4 “based on input
from 80 education unions in 60 countries across every world region” (Ibid.: 7). The report was
presented in at the HLPF in July 2019, as SDG 4 was one of the six SDGs that were specifically
reviewed that year (cf. Ibid. 2019d). Although the global scope of the report extends beyond the
EU, i.e., the scope of this thesis, it was still considered relevant for data collection because the
headquarters location of Education International is based in Brussels, i.e., within the EU.
Findings - SDG-specific - Joint Report
With regard to SDG-specific joint reports, a series of eleven joint reports initiated by the CSO network SOLIDAR is particularly worth mentioning. For eleven country cases SOLIDAR co-wrote an
economic and social rights report themed around realizing economic and social rights in conjunction with achieving the SDGs. The individual reports were written in cooperation with member and
partner organizations of SOLIDAR´s network that are active in the given country. For ten country
reports, including Burkina Faso, Cambodia, Colombia, Guatemala, Honduras, Kenya, Mali, Mozambique, Niger and Senegal, the report addresses two main questions:
“How can the European Union (EU) better contribute to building an enabling space
for Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) in [country XY]?
How can the EU support the progressive realization of Economic and Social Rights - that is to say
Freedom of Association and the Right to Organise, Decent Work and the Right to Social Protection
for all - in connection with the implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development?”
(Sawadogo et al. 2020; Zavarella & Pandita 2020; Martinaud 2020; Ferrín & Paba 2020; Diaz
Romero & Zavarella 2020; Festus & Paba 2020; Maiga & Zavarella 2020; Lampião & Zavarella 2020;
Ragounandea & Zavarella 2020; Dimitri et al. 2020).

These two questions constitute the two “priority axes” around which the reports are structured.
In particular, the reports relate to five distinct SDGs. The first axis on building an enabling space
for CSOs ties in with SDG 16 on peace, justice and strong institutions and SDG 17 on partnership
for goals. The second axis on promoting decent work and social protection ties in with SDG 3 on
good health, SDG 4 on quality education and SDG 8 on decent work for all (cf. Ibid.). The eleventh
report for the country El Salvador focuses only on building an enabling space for CSOs, i.e., the first
axis related to SDG 16 and SDG 17 (cf. Umaña Umaña & Zavarella 2020). Similar to the case of
Education International´s report on SDG 4, these joint reports were considered within the scope
of the thesis as SOLIDAR is based in Brussels.
Another example of an SDG-specific joint report is a shadow report co-written by EASD in the
context of the Women 2030 project led by WECF. During the 2019 HLPF, the Republic of Serbia
presented its first VNR to report on SDG implementation in Serbia (cf. EASD 2019). EASD, in
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cooperation with the #Women2030 program prepared a shadow report to this VNR, which it was
able to present at the HLPF (cf. EASD & Women 2030 2019a; 2019b).
Findings - SDGs mentioned - Individual Report
The most common type of individual report that mentioned the SDGs was an organization´s annual
or biannual report, which was sometimes also called activity report or end of the year report. In
total 51 individual reports that mention the SDGs were found (see figure 23). From these, 18 reports were annual or biannual reports from 13 different CSOs. In these reports, CSOs mentioned
the SDGs in relation to events they organized or participated in, partnerships they engaged in,
documents they published or other SDG-related activities they undertook.
In addition, three CSOs mentioned the SDGs in their strategy reports, which constitute written roadmaps of what the respective CSO wants to achieve in the future. CBM, in its Federation
Strategy 2023, sets the goal to “work in partnership with people with disabilities and their representative organisations in our priority countries to contribute to the SDGs and implementation of
the CRPD” (CBM 2019: 10). Likewise, in its strategic plan for 2017-2025, IFOAM sets the goal to
raise awareness towards the potential of organic agriculture for delivering on the SDGs (cf. IFOAM
2017: 5). In their global action plan for 2020-2025, Frontline AIDS (2019a: 6) acknowledges “the
importance of the interconnected SDGs in driving change outside of the health sector and the
positive effect on the HIV response”.
Another type of report mentioning the SDGs were conference reports, i.e., documentations
of the central processes, talks, discussions and findings of a given conference. VENRO, for example,
published a 45-page conference report following a conference on the link between sustainable
development and democracy (“Nachhaltige Entwicklung braucht Demokratie”, which translates to
“sustainable development needs democracy”), in which the importance of democracy and political
participation for delivering on the SDGs was highlighted (cf. VENRO 2017 e).
Apart from annual reports and conferences reports, the SDGs were also mentioned in conventional thematic reports that evaluate and analyze a distinct topic. EASD, for example, in 2019
published the report “Circular Economy in Serbia: Process Started”, in which the authors describe
the status quo of the circular economy transition in Serbia and depict the main obstacles for such
a transition (Mihajlov et al. 2019). Importantly, the 32-page report includes a 3-page section that
illustrates the link between each one of the 17 SDGs and circular economy (cf. Ibid.: 10-13).
Findings - SDGs mentioned - Joint Report
All joint reports that mentioned the SDGs were thematic reports written on distinct issue areas
while establishing a link to the SDGs at some point. For example, in March 2020, the End FGM
European Network, a network aiming to end female genital mutilation, published the report “Female Genital Mutilation/Cutting: A Call For A Global Response”, together with the U.S. End FGM
Network and the human rights organization Equality Now (End FGM European Network et al.
2019). In their 57-page report, the authors stress that eliminating female genital mutilation and
cutting is recognized by SDG 5 on gender equality and that target 5.3 in particular requires all 193

104

5.5 Indicator Group 5: News Items and Media

signatory countries to “eliminate all harmful practices, such as child, early and forced marriage and
female genital mutilation” (Ibid.: 9).
The Eurogroup for Animals, in cooperation with five other animals´ rights organizations, published the report “What could the European Union and China achieve for animals?” (Ghislain 2020).
The 52-page report discusses not only how the EU and China can improve animal welfare standards, but also how this could serve to mitigate climate change, antimicrobial resistance and possibly prevent zoonoses and future pandemics (cf. Ibid.: 5). In particular, the report highlights the
links between animal welfare and the SDGs and how improving animal welfare standards could
help to achieve the SDGs.
An example for a very specific reference to the SDGs provides a joint report on debt relief
(German title: “Schuldenreport 2017. Entwicklung braucht Entschudlung – Jetzt!”, which translates
to “Debt report 2017. Development needs debt relief – now!“), published by MISEREOR in cooperation with the German debt relief alliance erlassjahr.de (cf. Herre et al. 2017). In their report,
the authors argue for restructuring debt in a sustainable way while referring to SDG target 17.4,
which calls upon developed countries to “[a]ssist developing countries in attaining long-term debt
sustainability through coordinated policies aimed at fostering debt financing, debt relief and debt
restructuring, as appropriate, and address the external debt of highly indebted poor countries to
reduce debt distress” (UN g).

5.5 Indicator Group 5: News Items and Media
The fifth group of indicators, representing the fifth group
of SDG engagement includes all news- and media-related
types of SDG engagement. This includes writing SDG-related online news and blog articles, writing and publishing
newsletters and press releases, as well as producing and
uploading videos (see figure 24).
Figure 24: Indicator Group 5: News Items
and Media.

5.5.1 Blog Articles and News Articles
Description of Indicator
The first indicator of this group was coded for blog and news articles. They are usually found under
the “News” directory on a CSO´s website. Blog articles, blog entries and news articles were joined
into to a single indicator because of the similarities of their characteristics. First, they are usually
not longer than a couple of hundred words. Secondly, they provide a limited amount of information that is focused on one specific issue. Thirdly, it was not the case that the articles labelled
as “blog articles” were more likely to be opinion pieces delivering the opinions of individual staff
members or CSOs as a whole, rather than presenting information in a neutral tone. The stance of
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the respective CSO on the topic in question was usually reflected in news articles as well. Therefore, there was no further distinction made between blog and news articles.
Importantly, this indicator was coded only for stand-alone articles that were not related to
any other indicator. This means, that there were no double-codings for news articles. For example,
an article informing about an SDG-related conference organized by a CSO was coded only with the
conference indicator and not with the indicators for both conferences and news articles. Likewise,
a news articles informing about a newly20 published statement paper by the respective CSO, or
any other publication for that matter, was not assigned an indicator at all. Instead, the document
file attached to the news article was downloaded and coded with the indicator for the respective
type of publication. This rule applies only for blog and news articles because of their already large
enough number. In the case of newsletters and press releases there was a handful of double-codings.
Findings - Overview
This indicator was coded 502 times for 64 different CSOs. This means that only three of the 67
examined organizations did not have any stand-alone blog or news article on their website. Two
of them, Coalition2030 and OXFAM, do indeed have news articles on their websites but only with
other types of SDG engagement linked to them. Therefore, those articles were coded with a different indicator. The third one, ILGA Europe, an LGBTI umbrella organization, only had four instances of SDG engagement in total, all of which have been newsletter entries. As for most of the
publication-related indicators, the type A indicator blog / news article can be split into two type B
indicators, one for SDG-specific articles and one for articles that do not focus on but merely mention the SDGs. The indicator blog / news article (SDG-specific) was coded 275 times for 57 different
CSOs. The indicator blog / news article (SDGs mentioned) was coded 227 times for 55 different
CSOs (see figure 24). There are no type C indicators, as news and blog articles were usually indicated to be written by staff members of the CSOs themselves. This applies for newsletters and
press releases as well.
Findings - Blog / News Article - SDG specific
Given the large number of articles, this sub-section will not discuss individual articles that are either particularly worth mentioning or good representatives of the entirety of the 274 articles. Instead, the next paragraph will discuss the general themes that the entirety of SDG-specific blog
and news articles was dealing with.
First, in the time before September 2015, there were articles written about the negotiation
process and the potential of the new SDGs (cf. Martinez Schütt 2014; NYCI a; b). Second, there
were articles written about the adoption of the SDG, explaining their scope and content (cf. CMW
2015; NYCI c; WWF 2015). This includes articles explaining what the SDGs mean for the activities
of the CSOs in their respective issue areas or for the country that the CSO is active in (cf. Devriendt
2017; Georgi 2017; Van Gisbergen 2016). Third, some articles provided ideas and reflections about

20

This rule applies for those articles that report on a new publication for the very first time. Subsequent articles that
mention the respective publication again are simply coded with the respective indicator for blog and news articles.
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the SDGs, for example on how they could be (better) implemented (cf. AGE Platform Europe 2018;
NYCI 2017b; Sinibaldi 2016). Fourth, there were articles discussing national governments´ reactions to the SDGs, their implementation efforts and VNRs (cf. NGDO Platform b; BUND 2016;
ÖKOBÜRO 2019a). Fifth, around September each year, there were articles regarding the anniversary of the adoption of the SDGs with updates and recaps on what has, or has not been achieved
so far (cf. CBM 2017; Walker 2018; Eurogroup for Animals 2019). Likewise, there were articles
reporting on improvements and recent developments concerning individual SDGs, oftentimes related to the thematic scope of the respective CSO. Education International (2019e; 2020b), for
example, issued articles on developments regarding SDG 4 on quality education, while the End
FGM European Network (2019; 2020) usually reported on developments regarding SDG 5 on gender equality. Sixth, some articles discussed developments regarding SDG implementation on the
EU level, reporting on SDG-related decisions by MEPs, the EP and the EC (cf. Ibid. 2017; DNR 2019;
SOLIDAR 2017a). In the same vein, some articles reported on the European Commission´s HighLevel Multi-Stakeholder Platform (MSP, as discussed in section 5.2.2) and its work with Frans Timmermans (cf. Social Platform 2018b; DNR 2018; WWF 2018). A final reoccurring theme among
SDG-specific articles were articles evolving around SDG Watch Europe, which either discussed its
initial launch, recent developments or a particular CSO that joined the network (cf. EAPN 2016b;
EU-CORD 2017; CAE 2016; SOLIDAR 2017b).
Findings - Blog / News Article - SDGs mentioned
Among the 229 blog and news articles that do not focus on the SDGs specifically but merely mention them at some point, at least four general themes were identified.
In the first and by far most common type of article, the CSO reports on its work in a specific
issue area and then points out how its work contributes towards achieving a certain SDG or the
SDGs as a whole. Similarly, these types of articles mention how the work of the respective CSO is
reflected in one or more of the SDGs. At least half of the 229 articles followed this theme in some
way. For example, in articles on fighting for sexual and reproductive rights for women and girls in
Africa, the DSW mentions how their mission to fight HIV, gender-based violence, female genital
mutilation and child marriage is a part of the SDGs process and contributes towards achieving SDG
5 on gender equality specifically (cf. Harrison Lambe 2020a; b). With a slightly different notion, the
European Association for the Education of Adults (EAEA) stresses in an article about adult learning
and education that adult learning is an important aspect for implementing the SDGs (cf. EAEA
2019). Also in a slightly different fashion, the European Patients Forum (EPF), in an article on the
election of the new Director of the WHO, highlights that its call for universal health coverage is a
key target of the SDGs (target 3.8) (cf. EPF 2019).
A second reoccurring theme of articles includes news articles about political process on the
EU-level that at some point stress the urgency and need for the EU to increase its efforts for implementing the SDGs. In a news article on a State of the Union speech by at-the-time EU President
Juncker, the EEB (2016a) stresses that the EU needs to embrace the 2030 Agenda and place both
the SDGs and the Paris Agreement “central to all its actions”. Likewise, in an article arguing for
environmental protection to be the EU´s supreme goal, the Arbeitsgemeinschaft bäuerliche
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Landwirtschaft (AbL; translates to „association for rural farming”) postulates that the SDGs should
become the guiding principles for setting all priorities for the EU.
In a third theme among the articles that mention the SDGs, the SDGs are mentioned in the
same breath as other international agreements or declarations as commitments that policy makers made to which they should be accountable. They SDGs are mentioned oftentimes together
with the Paris Agreement in the climate context (cf. Ibid.), but also with the CRPD in the social
context (cf. EDF 2021a) or the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action in the gender equality
context (cf. Ibid. 2021b). When the SDGs are mentioned in climate contexts, the articles sometimes
point out the synergistic relationship between climate protection and achieving the SDGs. For example, they mention the “synergy potential between climate protection and the SDGs” (Grüne Liga
2018), the SDGs´ feature of “integration of development and climate change” (Milburn 2015) or
simply acknowledge that “[c]limate action and sustainable development go hand in hand” (Voigt
2017).
A fourth and final theme includes articles that mention the SDGs because of, or in the context
of their catch-phrase to “leave no one behind” (ATD Fourth World 2019b; EWL 2015; Milburn
2016). As one example, in an article on gender identity, LGBT inclusion and LGBT rights, the CSO
Frontline Aids delivers the statement that “[w]hen marginalized and excluded groups do not benefit from development, then the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) will not achieve their aim
to 'leave no one behind'” (Kingston 2017).

5.5.2 Newsletters
Description of Indicator
The second type of news-related pieces of writing are newsletters. Newsletters are characterized
first, by being issued on a regular basis, oftentimes monthly or quarterly and second, by compiling
several short articles on different topics but within a common theme into one longer text or document. In rare cases, there was a newsletter written on a single topic (cf. Trunk 2015). Most of the
time, the pieces on a specific topic had the length of a paragraph, in the case of some CSOs, only
a couple of sentences or more than a whole page. The indicator for newsletters was coded whenever there was a newsletter entry, i.e., an article within a newsletter that was written about the
SDGs or that mentioned the SDGs at some point. For the sake of not having to create additional
indicators, this indicator was also coded in two cases of magazines and in one special case of a
printed newspaper.
Findings - Overview
This indicator was coded 24 times for twelve different CSOs. As with other articles and publications, the type-A indicator newsletter divides into the type-B indicators newsletter - SDG specific
and newsletter - SDG mentioned. There were 20 SDG-specific newsletter entries written by ten
different CSOs, while the four newsletter entries that only mentioned the SDGs were written by
four different CSOs.
Five out of the twelve CSOs provided their newsletters as separate document files, i.e., as
publications following the conceptualization of publication used in the context of this thesis.
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Particularly worth mentioning are four of those CSOs that publish their newsletters as pint-versions as well. Those can be physically ordered on their respective websites. They are considerably
longer compared to the online newsletters and range from four to sixty pages. First, the FUE publishes their “Rundbrief”, which translates to “newsletter” or “circular letter” three times a year (cf.
FUE a). It is also available in a digital form for free and focuses on sustainability-related topics.
Second, INKOTA publishes their magazine “Südlink” [engl.: “south-link”] four times a year. It focuses on topics concerning the relationship between the global north and the global south (cf.
INKOTA a). The printed version costs 4,20€, but selected articles are available online for free. Third,
Germanwatch issues their newspaper “Weitblick - Zeitung Für Eine Global Gerechte Und Zukunftsfähige Politik” [engl.: “Foresight - newspaper for global equitable and sustainable policy”] four
times a year (cf. Germanwatch a). Both the print version and the digital version are available for
free. Fourth, MISEREOR publishes the “MISEREOR Lehrererforum” [engl.: “MISEREOR teacher forum”], a magazine for teachers on a quarterly basis (cf. MISEREOR a).
Findings - Newsletters - SDG-specific
Examples for SDG-specific newsletter entries provides the International Council on Social Welfare
(ICSW), which issued two articles on the SDGs in its Global Cooperation Newsletter before and
immediately after their adoption. The April 2015 issue of the newsletter includes a chapter of the
“Synthesis Report of the Secretary-General On the Post-2015 Agenda” issued by the UN in December 2014 (UN 2014). The newsletter reposted chapter 3.3, titled “Shaping the post 2015 Agenda:
Six essential elements for delivering on the sustainable development goals” (ICSW 2015a). It
fleshes out how ending poverty, promoting healthy lives, protecting the ecosystems, growing
transformative economies, protecting the ecosystems, promoting peace and strong institutions
and catalyzing a global partnership are the fundamental pillars on which delivering on the SDGs
has to rest (cf. Ibid.). In the September 2015 issue of the newsletter, ICSW wrote a short paragraph
on the adoption of the SDGs, followed by repost of the Preamble and a short part of the Declaration of the 2030 Agenda (cf. Ibid 2015b).
In issue No. 3/2016 of their “Weitblick” newspaper, Germanwatch dedicated a whole page
to the SDGs (cf. Germanwatch 2016). The author briefly describes the SDGs and how former industrialized nations are now to be perceived as developing countries within the context of the
social-ecological transformation that the SDGs require. The author stresses the need of the organized civil society to push industrialized countries to take action and demands more ambition form
the at-the-time German government to put the SDGs high up on their agenda (cf. Ibid.). Apart from
their “Weitblick” newspaper, Germanwatch also issued their “KlimaKompakt” [engl.: “climate
compact”] newsletter around 4-5 times a year from February 2000 until October 2020 (cf. Ibid. b).
During its twenty years of existence and over the course of 96 issues, the newsletter informed
about climate-relevant current affairs from national and international politics, business and science. Issue No. 93 from December 2019 was entirely dedicated to the UNSECO Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) program, in particular the ESD for 2030 program that focuses on education for sustainable development towards achieving the SDGs (cf. Ibid. 2019a). An example for
a brief newsletter entry from online newsletters provides ILGA Europe, which in the February 2020
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issue of their monthly electronic newsletter on LGBTI topics (ILGA Europe a) has a short paragraph
on the 2020 HLPF. In particular, they inform about the “LGBTI Stakeholder Group´s call for input
for a position paper on the SDGs” that the Stakeholder Group needed to prepare for the HLPF (cf.
Ibid. 2020).
Findings - Newsletters - SDGs mentioned
In terms of newsletter entries that mentioned the SDGs, in one of their “Rundbrief” newsletters,
the FUE mentioned SDG 14 on life below water in an article on ocean governance (cf. FUE 2020:
34). Apart from that, in a newsletter article on the International Day for the Eradication of Poverty,
the EAPN mentioned the SDGs because of their first goal to “eradicate poverty in all its forms”
(EAPN 2020c). Third, in an article on educational justice in MISEREOR´s teacher forum magazine,
the SDGs and particularly SDG 4 on quality education is referenced, because it constitutes a commitment to providing equal and inclusive education for everybody on a global scale (cf. MISEREOR
2021a: 10). Fourth, in a newsletter from October 2015 dealing with deforestation, the CSO Fern
mentions SDG 15 concerning life on land with its target (15.2) on halting deforestation (cf. Fern
2015).

5.5.3 Press Releases
Description of Indicator
The last indicator for press-related pieces of writings and publications is for press releases. Press
releases are characterized by being slightly longer than a single newsletter entry or news article,
usually being around 1-2 pages long. They are further characterized by including some contact info
for further press inquiries at the end of the press release. They are usually found under the “Press”
directory or as a sub-directory of the “News” directory on a CSO´s website.
Findings - Overview
This indicator was coded 53 times for 17 different CSOs. In terms of the respective type-B indicators, press release SDG-specific was coded 41 times for 16 different CSOs and press release SDG
mentioned was coded twelve times for 6 different CSOs (see figure 24). Eight out of the 17 CSOs
provided some of their press releases as separate document files, which account for eleven publications out of the 43 press releases in total. In addition, there were two special cases where a CSO
reposted a press release that was not written by itself and three special cases of a joint press release.21 As they were all SDG-specific press releases, they will be discussed in the paragraph.
Findings - Press Release - SDG specific
The SDG-specific press releases were usually released in the context of one out of three specific
occasions. First, CSOs issued press releases on the occasion of either a specific event or the respective anniversary of an event. This includes press releases for the adoption of the SDGs (cf. EYF
2015; Germanwatch 2015), their anniversary (cf. ATD Fourth World 2017c, Coalition 2030 2020),
the HLPF (cf. ÖKOBÜRO 2017) or the UN SDG Summit (cf. FUE 2019a). Second, CSOs issued press
21

For the sake of not having to create even more indicators for joint press releases, those three cases are discussed
as special cases.

110

5.5 Indicator Group 5: News Items and Media

releases as a reaction to recent decisions or newly published documents by policy makers. Examples include a session of the United Nations Environmental Assembly (UNEA) (cf. EEB 2016b) or
the publication of the EC´s new reflection paper on how to implement the SDGs (cf. Ibid. 2019c).
Third, CSOs issued press releases to inform about the release of a new SDG-specific publication of
theirs (cf. Eurodiaconia 2018b; Plattform Agenda 2030 2018; OXFAM 2014b). The general theme
among press releases for all three types of those occasions was to point out that current efforts
are far from enough and to urge both national governments, the EC or the global community to
take more decisive action to deliver on the SDGs. This is also reflected in the special cases of three
joint press releases and two reposted press releases.
In June 2019, the CSO Forschungs- und Dokumentationszentrum Chile-Lateinamerika e.V.
(FDCL) [engl.: “Centre for Research and Documentation Chile-Latin America”] reposted a newsletter by the FUE that was issued for the occasion of the 4th anniversary of the SDGs and the 2019
HLPF (cf. FDCL 2019). In the press release, the authors stress that current sustainability efforts are
far from sufficient and urge the German government to finally put the implementation of the 2030
Agenda at the top of its priorities (cf. Ibid.). The second reposted press-release is also the first joint
press release. In November 2016, CAN Europe reposted a joint press release initially published by
SDG Watch Europe, in which the authors express their disappointment about a Communication
published by the EC that served to lay out the next steps the EU would take to pursue SDG implementation (cf. CAN Europe 2016). They criticize that the Communication does not present any new
ideas on how to pursue SDG implementation in the EU (cf. Ibid.).
The second joint press release by VENRO and ten other organizations informs about the recent publication of their 188-page shadow report on the status of SDG implementation in Germany, titled “Deutschland und die globale Nachhaltigkeitsagenda - Großbaustelle Nachhaltigkeit”
[engl.: Germany and the global sustainability agenda - major construction site sustainability] (cf.
VENRO 2017f; Abshagen et al. 2017). The press release from September 2017 contains some
quotes of contributing authors that collectively assess that Germany “is miles away from sustainable development” (Ibid.). The third and final joint press release was issued by the FUE, VENRO
and a third CSO that was not part of the data collection process, Klima Allianz Deutschland [engl.:
“climate alliance Germany”]. It was released the on the day before the 2019 UN SDG Summit that
took place from 24th-25th of September at the UN Headquarters in New York. In the press release,
the respective chief executives of the three organizations call upon at-the-time chancellor Angela
Merkel to finally present concrete ideas on how the SDGs can be financed and implemented and
how Germany intents to contribute to that endeavor, both by way of it its domestic and foreign
politics (cf. FUE 2019).
Findings - Press Release - SDGs mentioned
As examples for press releases that mention the SDGs, both Grüne Liga [engl.: “green league”] and
the FUE issued a press release for the occasion of the World Water Day on March 22nd. In their
press release for the World Water Day 2016, Grüne Liga acknowledges the recognition of the right
to water as a human right and the creation of a standalone SDG on clean water and sanitation as
important successes (cf. Grüne Liga 2016). However, the authors point out that global water usage
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is far from being sustainable and stress the interdependencies of efficient water usage, sanitation
and ecological protection, which is particularly reflected in Germany´s recent discussions on fertilization regulations (cf. Ibid.). In their press release for the World Water Day 2018, the FUE welcomes the decision of the Berlin House of Representatives to request the Berlin federal state government to join the Blue Community initiative (cf. FUE 2018a). The Blue Community initiative
emerged from a civil society movement that commits to the SDGs (cf. Ibid.). It rests on the pillars
of acknowledging the human right to water, recognizing water as a public good that needs to be
kept in public ownership and supporting tap water consumption (cf. Blue Community Belin 2017).

5.5.4 Videos
Description of Indicator
The final type of SDG engagement that was found within the news items and media category is the
creation and upload of videos related to the SDGs. Videos were either directly embedded on the
websites of the CSOs or uploaded to their respective channels on online video platforms such as
YouTube and Vimeo.
Findings
This indicator was coded 32 times for 18 different CSOs. Each video can be characterized as falling
into one of six thematic categories. First, four videos introduced and explained the SDGs or the
2030 Agenda as a whole. Second, six videos explained the relationship between the SDGs and a
specific work area of the respective CSO. Third, three videos were recorded for the occasion of an
anniversary of the SDGs. Fourth, seven videos were about or from events, discussions or
livestreams. Fifth, nine videos were SDG-related interviews or video statements from CSO staff
members, oftentimes in the context of an event. Sixth, three videos were made to inform about
campaigns and partnerships.
For the first category, in ATD Fourth World´s video “Challenge 2015: Towards Sustainable
Development that Leaves No One Behind”, which was posted on their Vimeo channel in October
2014, ATD Fourth World evaluates property-reduction measures by the MDGs and puts forward
five recommendations of aspects they wanted to see included in the post-2015 goals (cf. ATD
Fourth World 2014). These recommendations included leaving no one behind, recognizing “people
living in poverty as partners in building knowledge”, promoting an economy “that respects people
and the planet”, providing education for all, and finally, to “make the participation of people in
poverty a key objective of development politics” (Ibid.). Moreover, in its video on their One World
Week 2016, the NYCI informs about what the SDGs set out to achieve until 2030 and further
stresses the need to use them to hold political decision-makers accountable, both “locally, nationally and globally” (NYCI 2016b). Likewise, Brot für die Welt has a three-minute video embedded on
their website that quickly summarizes the content and ambitions of the SDGs (cf. Brot für die Welt
a). Worth highlighting is that the EDF, in cooperation with the European Union of the Deaf, put a
video on their YouTube channel in which SDG 4 is explained exclusively in international sign-language (cf. EDF 2018).
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In the second category of videos that explain the relationship between the SDGs and particular areas of work and interest form the respective CSOs, those areas ranged from deforestation
to HIV and Aids, nitrogen, renewable energies and the lives of persons with disabilities. The EDF
created a video in international sign-language that elaborates on their written flyer “Persons with
Disabilities are fundamental to the success of the Sustainable Development Goals" (EDF 2019a).
The flyer and respective video cover the nature of the SDGs and how persons with disabilities are
included in the specific goals. In addition, explains EDF´s role and aspirations in terms of making
the inclusion of interests of persons with disabilities into the SDG achievement process a reality.
Apart from that, the EDF also uploaded an audibly narrated video on their YouTube channel that
depicts a future of how achieving the SDGs would improve the life of disabled people in various
aspects of their lives (cf. Ibid. 2019b). Frontline AIDS produced a video focused particularly on addressing SDG 3 on good health and well-being. The video explains how the SDGs are intertwined
with HIV and AIDS, sexual and reproductive rights and human rights in general (cf. Frontline AIDS
2019b). In the video, the different speakers emphasize the SDG´s interconnectedness, which
means that the SDG´s interlinked policy areas are interlinked and therefore need to be addressed
by policy makers in a holistic manner (cf. Ibid.). Likewise, in their video on nitrogen and the SDGs,
the CSO Deutsche Umwelthilfe (abbreviation DUH; engl.: German Environmental Help) explains
how human interference with the natural nitrogen cycle by overusing artificial fertilizers threatens
biodiversity both for life on land and for marine ecosystems. The video furthermore illustrates how
reducing one´s nitrogen footprint, both on a personal and national scale, can contribute towards
achieving the SDGs (cf. DUH 2020). In their video on the relationship between 100% renewable
energy the SDGs, Brot für die Welt (2017a) claims that providing “100% renewable energy all over
the world is the cheapest and fastest way to leave no one behind” and further has a multiplying
effect for achieving other SDGs.
Third, two videos were recorded on the occasion of the SDGs´ second anniversary, respectively one video by the WWF and one by EASPD, followed by one video from WECF on the SDGs´
third anniversary. In their video from September 26th 2017, the WWF criticizes that on this second
anniversary there is nothing to be celebrated because the EU has not delivered a plan yet on how
the SDGs should be implemented (cf. WWF 2017). The video ends with the demand: “Come on EU,
give us something to celebrate!” (Ibid.) Similarly, WECF´s video for the third anniversary on September 25th 2018 begins with showing a collection of negative news headlines, thereby insinuating
a pessimistic view on developments in the fields of environ mental protection, deforestation, climate protests or gender equality (cf. WECF 2018a). However, in the second half of the video, WECF
takes a more optimistic stance and points out that there is still enough time left to mobilize, to
demand change from policy makers and to act on an individual level every day (cf. Ibid.).
Fourth, the on average longest videos were recorded livestreams, discussions and webinars
related to the SDGs. Additionally, there were also short videos about SDG-related events. One
video worth pointing out is the 1:38h long recording of a webinar focused on the relation between
gender and SDGs 6, 7 and 12 that was hosted by WECF in preparation for the 2018 HLPF. The.
Apart from elaborations on the relationship between gender and SDGs 6, 7 and 12, the webinar
included a brief rundown of the HLPF process and discussed CSO´s opportunities for participation
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in the HLPF (cf. Ibid. 2018b). The NYCI, as another example, uploaded a 1:46h long video on its
YouTube channel of a zoom panel discussion with the title “How Can the Youth Sector Activate Its
Power to Implement the SDGs” (NYCI 2020). The recorded discussion between CSO staff members,
youth workers, committee members and youth trainers was also live-streamed on November 26th
2020 (cf. Ibid.). NABU hosted and live-streamed an event titled “Over a sustainable cup of coffee
with the 17 goals”22 (NABU 2020). The 1:08h long video starts with a welcome address from the
at-the-time Federal Minister for Economic Cooperation and Development, in which he calls both
upon policy makers, the business sector but also citizens to fundamentally alter their thinking and
acting in order to put Germany on a path towards reaching sustainable development in 2030. What
follows in the video is a number of conversations between the hostess and NABU staff members,
a mayor, a UN youth delegate and a coffee farmer, discussing the relationship between the entire
production and supply chain process of coffee with each one of the 17 SDGs (cf. Ibid.). On March
10th 2021, MISEREOR, in cooperation with Brot für die Welt and the United Nations Association of
Germany, hosted a live-streamed discussion event titled “On course to Sustainability - We ask the
Secretary Generals”23 (cf. MISEREOR 2021b). During the 2:18h long event, the hostess interviewed
the secretary generals of all major German political parties24 on issues of environmental protection, sustainable development, the priority of the SDGs in their political programs and the covid
pandemic, followed by a discussion round involving all interviewees (cf. Ibid.). With regard to
shorter videos, the Austrian CSO ÖKOBÜRO - Allianz der Umweltbewegung [abbreviation
ÖKOBÜO; engl.: “Eco bureau - alliance of the environmental movement”] uploaded a four-minute
video on the SDG Forum 2018 hosted by SDG Watch Austria (cf. ÖKOBÜRO 2018a), and a short
two-minute clip on an Austrian SDG flash mob that happened on SDG Action Day 2019 (cf. Ibid.
2019b).
Fifth, CSOs filmed their staff members delivering video statements related to the SDGs, as
well as interviewing experts on the SDGs. This was done usually in the context of an event or a
conference, for example the HLPF. Make Mothers Matter, for example, participated at the 2019
HLPF, also as member of the NGO Major Group. As part of the #NGOSPEAK-initiative that had the
goal of “[b]roadening the space for Civil Society at HLPF2019”, two of their staff members recorded
a video statement in which they stress the pivotal role that mothers play for achieving all of the
SDGs (cf. MMM 2019b). Furthermore, EASD not only presented its shadow report to Serbia´s VNR
at the 2019 HLPF, but also had one of its staff members, Aleksandra Mladenovic, speak during a
session on behalf of the Women´s Major Group (cf. EASD 2018). During her intervention on Serbia´s VNR, Mladenovic pointed out increasing numbers of gender-based violence and the re-traditionalization of gender-roles in Serbia. For this reason, she called upon the Serbian government to
present its plans to fight gender-based violence in Serbia (cf. Women´s Major Group 2018a). Apart
from this, on ÖKOBÜRO´s YouTube channel, there is a series of videos from the Austrian SDG Forum 2018, an event organized by SDG Watch Austria, to which ÖKOBÜRO is a member organization
(cf. SDG Watch Austria a). First, one video displays a short welcome address by at-the-time and
22

Original German title: “Auf einen nachhaltigen Kaffee mit den 17 Zielen”.
Original German title: "Auf Kurs Nachhaltigkeit - Wir befragen Generalsekretäre“.
24
Every political party represented in the German national parliament except the right-wing party Alternative für
Deutschland.
23
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current President of Austria, Alexander van der Bellen. In his address, Van der Bellen praises the
opportunities given by the SDGs to address global problems such as unsustainable resource use,
poverty and gender-inequality within a coherent and holistic political agenda (cf. ÖKOBÜRO
2018b). In addition, ÖKOBÜRO uploaded five short video interviews with participants of the 2018
SDG Forum, including two interviews with young SDG ambassadors (cf. Ibid. 2019c; d) speaking
about the importance for young people to mobilize for SDG implementation. In a third interview
with a representative of the Allianz Nachhaltige Universitäten Österreich [engl.: “Austrian Alliance
of Sustainable Universities”], the interviewee talks about the raison d´être of such an alliance and
the role of sciences for SDG implementation, particularly via research and teaching (cf. Ibid.
2019e).
The remaining two interviews by ÖKOBÜRO at the 2018 SDG FORUM shall be discussed in
more detail because the emergent claims are directly linked to questions and (possible) findings
of this thesis. In one video, Phillip Schönrock, founder and director of the sustainability think tank
CEPEI is asked about his view on the role of civil society within the SDG implementation process.
His answer is twofold. Firstly, he states that the civil society has a watchdog role, which he calls
the “traditional role of CSOs” (Ibid. 2019f). Schönrock calls CSOs the “Hüter” [engl.: guardians,
custodians] of the SDGs. Secondly, he answers that the civil society can have a facilitatory role,
given that it is also the civil society that has to implement the SDGs (cf. Ibid.). Furthermore, when
asked about the requirements for the civil society to be able to effectively contribute towards the
goal achievement process, he lists three criteria. First, the civil society has to be able to properly
collect and analyze data “in order know where we at and where we are going”. (Ibid.). Second,
there needs to be stable and sustainable financing for CSOs. Then, he calls the third condition the
“governance question”: there need to be official mechanisms in place that allow the civil society
to participate in a structured dialogue with the government (cf. Ibid.). Finally, when asked about
the potential merit of CSO platforms such as SDG Watch Austria or SDG Watch Europe, Schönrock
highlights their potential as “stepping stones and enablers” of the 2030 Agenda because they enable participation of the civil society in both national and multilateral political processes more easily (cf. Ibid.). The fifth and final video interviewee was Thomas Alge, the CEO of ÖKOBÜRO. When
asked about the idea behind founding SDG Watch Austria, he points out that by way of combining
the strength of more than 150 member organizations, SDG Watch Austria plays an essential role
in the SDG achievement process (cf. Ibid. 2019g). “We combine the strengths of various civil society actors to collectively demand the implementation [of the SDGs]. The broader our constituency,
the more legitimate and powerful [our demands become]” (Ibid.).25
Finally, yielding the sixth and final type of videos, there were two videos uploaded by CSOs
addressing an SDG-related campaign and one video explaining an SDG-related partnership. Both
the EEB and the FUE created a short video on the #FightInequalities campaign, which was part of
the larger Make Europe Sustainable for All (MESA) project. The fundamental premise of the campaign was that the SDGs will not be achieved if governments continue on failing to fight inequalities

25

Original German statement: “Wir bündeln die Kräfte verschiedenster zivilgesellschaftlicher Akteure um gemeinsam die Umsetzung einzufordern. Je breiter wir sind, desto mehr Legitimation und Kraft haben wir“.
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on a global scale (cf. EEB 2018d). In their 1:45min video from June 2018, the EEB points out that
inequality does not only mean inequality of wealth, but also gender inequality, social exclusion
and the unequal distribution of the impacts of climate change, all of which are supped to be tackled
by the SDGs (cf. Ibid. 2018e). Following the statement that “goals are nice, but what we really need
are policies and laws to make those goals a reality”, the video calls upon the viewers to support
the campaign by calling upon their respective governments “to #FightInequalities in Europe and
beyond.” (Ibid.). Likewise, in the context of the #FightInequalities campaign and the SDG Action
week that year, in September 2018, the FUE produced a short 25 second clip that specifically explained SDG 10 on reduced inequalities (cf. FUE 2018b). Lastly, the Finnish NGO platform Fingo
embedded a video explaining the SDG Booster initiative on their website. The video explains how
the initiative aims to create novel solutions to low-income countries by bringing together and harvesting the synergistic powers of NGOs, business actors, thematic experts and financial instruments (cf. Finnpartnership 2020). Fingo has strongly participated in the initiative by hosting several
workshops, but unfortunately the links as seen on the screenshots made during the data collection
phase of this thesis are not valid anymore.

5.6 Projects, Campaigns and Partnerships
The sixth group of indicators does not exactly reflect an internally coherent final category of types of SDG engagement. Instead, it rather entails all those types of engagement that do not
properly fit in one of the preceding five categories. As such, it is
Figure 25: Indicator Group 6: Projects,
less clear-cut than the groups of engagement types previously Campaigns and Partnerships.
discussed. The final three types of SDG engagement are first,
joining or initiating partnerships or networks, second, joining or initiating campaigns and third,
joining or initiating projects, programs and initiatives (see figure 25). As for the researcher, no
apparent unifying and synoptic headline for this category came to mind, it is simply called “projects, campaigns and partnerships”.

5.6.1 Partnerships and Networks
Description of Indicator
Initiating or joining partnerships with other SDG-affiliated organizations is, compared to projects
and campaigns, a distinct type of engagement to the extent that partnerships and networks simply
refer to a certain type of relationship, not to an outcome or product. However, partnerships and
networks are not ends in themselves, but rather points of origin, from which cooperation among
CSOs in the form of capacity-building, best-practice-sharing, (joint) campaigns and projects can
arise. Likewise, partnerships and networks can result in joint projects, co-organized events, cowritten joint publications or participation in the same policy processes. In that sense, this type of
SDG engagement is located on a strategically higher level compared to the more day-to-day advocacy work on the operative level, such as writing news articles, open letters etc. In other words, it
is likely the case that networking has a certain “multiplier-effect” on other types of SDG engagement.
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This indicator was coded for joining for founding partnerships or networks that directly aim
to push SDG implementation forward or at least have the SDGs as one of their key focus areas. It
was not coded for joining UN Major Groups or becoming and accredited UN organization, because,
although this could be argued to constitute joining an SDG-related network of organizations, these
two aspects have been coded and discussed within the context of participating in UN-level policy
processes.
Findings
This indicator was coded twelve times for ten different CSOs (see figure 25). These entails two
cases of distinct “partnerships”, eight cases of distinct “networks”, one case of joining an SDG research consortium and finally, the membership to the UN SDG Knowledge Platform. To start with
the two aforementioned particular cases and the only CSO who was assigned this indicator more
than once, in September 2020, EASD joined an SDG research consortium initiated by the “Center
for Sustainable Development, [the] Earth Institute and Columbia University, US” (EASD 2020a). The
consortium was set out to organize and implement “research relevant to SDGs (primarily SDG 4)”
(Ibid.). Moreover, EASD was approved as member to the UN Sustainable Development Knowledge
Platform already in June 2013 (cf. Ibid. 2013b). This specific platform appears to have been discontinued, given that all online search entries, including its former web-address (sustainabledevelopment.un.org) simply re-direct to the starting page of the SDGs (cf. UN h). However, there still are
other SDG knowledge-sharing platforms in place, such as the International Institute for Sustainable
Development´s (IISD) SDG Knowledge Hub that was launched in 2016 (cf. IISD a).
Concerning networks, EASD was accepted as a member to the United Nation´s Sustainable
Development Solution´s Network (UN SDSN) also already back in July 2013 (cf. EASD 2013c). On its
current website, SDSN states that it “mobilizes global scientific and technological expertise to promote practical solutions for sustainable development, including the implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the Paris Climate Agreement. SDSN works closely with
United Nations agencies, multilateral financing institutions, the private sector, and civil society”
(UN SDSN a). In addition, Germanwatch is also member of the UN SDSN, particularly to the German
chapter of it (cf. Germanwatch c). Another very large network that was joined, in this case by Brot
für die Welt (2017b), is the “Action for Sustainable Action Network”, which has over 3000 member
organizations, representing “155 countries (over 80% in the Global South)” (Action4SDG a). When
it comes to (co-)founding networks, the Lithuanian NGDO Platform is “co-founder, member and
interim coordinator of the Sustainable Development Goals Expert Network” (NGDO Platform a).
Likewise, the Austrian CSO ÖKOBÜRO is a founding member of the SDG Watch Austria Network
(cf. ÖKOBÜRO a). Analogous to SDG Watch Europe, SDG Watch Austria is an SDG-specific CSO alliance that advocates and works towards the implementation of the SDGs in Austria. SDG Watch
Austria has more than 215 member organizations and is itself a member of SDG Watch Europe (cf.
SDG Watch Austria b).
As for the two partnerships, firstly, the NYCI created the partnership “Youth 2030” together
with the organization Irish Aid (cf. NYCI d). Youth 2030 is a national youth education partnership,
“promoting development and the SDGs in the youth work sector” (Ibid.). A resulting SDG-related
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youth work education programmes will be discussed in sub-section 5.6.3. Secondly, following the
UN´s and IFSW´s recognition of social work´s pivotal contributions the SDGs, IFSW formed a partnership with Local2030, which is already a UN network in itself (cf. IFSW 2020). Local 2030 is “the
United Nations network and platform to build collaborative action at local levels to implement all
of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)” (Ibid.).

5.6.2 Campaigns
Description of Indicator
Despite sharing some characteristics such as having a limited time frame and referring to a process
rather than a direct outcome or product, campaigns differ from projects, programs and initiatives,
which will be discussed as the final indicator. In general, campaigns are more focused on raising
awareness and mobilizing public support for a specific issue. Projects, programs and initiatives, in
comparison, are more focused on having a physical real-world impact such as empowering local
communities, best-practice-sharing with other CSOs or monitoring SDG implementation. In addition, nowadays, in the age of digital advocacy work, e.g., vial social media platforms, campaigns
are oftentimes accompanied by a specific hashtag. This penultimate indicator campaign was coded
whenever a CSO initiated or joined a campaign related to promoting either the SDGs directly or an
issue closely related to the SDGs.
Findings
This indicator was coded nine times for seven different CSOs (see figure 25). Within the framework
of the MESA project that will be discussed in the next sub-section, three CSOs, SOLIDAR, the EEB
and WECF launched, together with 22 European CSOs, the #FightInequalities campaign (cf. SOLIDA
2018a; WECF 2018c; EEB 2018d). This campaign was already mentioned in the news-items and
media category (section 5.5), as the EEB created a short video on the campaign. Again, the fundamental premise of the campaign was to shed light on the pivotal importance of addressing various
types of inequalities around the world for achieving true sustainable development, i.e., that the
SDGs would not be achieved if governments would continue to fail on addressing inequalities on
a global scale (cf. Ibid.).
WECF was furthermore involved in the launch of two UN-level campaigns for women´s rights
initiated by the UN Women´s Major Group. Firstly, under the hashtag #HandsOffWHRDs, abbreviating “hands off women´s human rights and environmental defenders”, the campaign aimed to
raise awareness not only towards women´s major contributions in sustainable development but
also towards the major risks that women put their lives at in doing so (cf. WECF c). Stressing that
“the years 2016 and 2017 were some of the deadliest years for women’s human rights & environmental defenders” the campaign called for “having human rights commitments included in Goal 5
of 2030 Agenda, but also across all aspects of climate change solutions” (Ibid.). Secondly, in the
context of the 2018 HLPF, the Women Major Group´s #FeministDemand campaign called upon all
HLPF participants to dress “in different bright colours every day, each colour representing
one of our advocacy demands for HLPF 2018” (Ibid. 2018d). The campaign was accompanied by
Women´s Major Group´s position paper for the HLPF that formulated these demands (cf. Women´s
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Major Group 2018b). The campaign´s “solidarity dress code” entailed one specific color and set of
demands for each day of the HLPF from July 9th until July 18th 2018.
A campaign on the EU-level that directly addresses SDG 3 on good health and in particular
target 3.8 on achieving universal health coverage was launched in 2017 by the EPF. The goal of the
campaign was to promote universal health coverage to all patients in Europe (cf. EPF 2016a). The
campaign was accompanied by a survey on access to health care, in which respondents could report on their experiences of the health care they had access to, both across diseases and member
states, along the dimensions of availability, affordability, accessibility, adequacy and appropriateness (cf. Ibid. 2016b). Additionally, the campaign was accompanied by a 24-page report titled “Taking Action – A Roadmap to Achieving Universal Health Coverage for All by 2030”, in which the EPF
lays out why universal health coverage for all patients across Europe is necessary, how it related
to the 2030 Agenda and which measures can be taken by decision makers both on the EU-level
and national (member state)-level to move political processes forward to achieving universal
health coverage for Europeans patients by 2030 (cf. Ibid. 2017).
Lastly, as an example of a purely social-media-based campaign, the NYCI joined the “17 Days
of the SDGs” campaign that took place from September 8th until September 24th in 2017. The goal
of the campaign was to “[d]raw attention to the EU’s inaction on implementing the SDGs” (NYCI
2017c). The campaign called upon CSOs all across the EU, during the 17 days leading up to their
second anniversary on September 25th to tweet about one SDG each day, starting with SDG 1 on
September 8th and ending with SDG 17 on September 24th (cf. Ibid.). To increase the virality, i.e.,
coverage on the platform and number of retweets, participants were encouraged to mention key
actors´ twitter accounts such as “@sdgwatcheurope”, “@JunckerEU”, “@TimmermansEU” or
other EU Commissioner´s accounts, depending on the respective SDG, while using hashtags such
as “#MakeEuropeSustainableForAll” or “#Act4sdgs” (Ibid.).

5.6.3 Projects, Programs and Initiatives
Description of Indicator
Similar to campaigns, projects, programs and initiatives can be best described as processes rather
than direct outcomes or products. There might be a slight difference to the extent that campaigns
focus more on awareness raising, while projects aim to result in more tangible outcomes, such as
empowered communities or strengthened community participation through knowledge-transfer
and best-practice-sharing. However, this is a generalization and exceptions can apply. The terms
projects, programs and initiatives were sometimes used interchangeably and usually described the
same type of process, hence the synoptic title for this type of SDG engagement. The respective
indicator was coded whenever a CSO initiated or joined an SDG-related project, program or initiative.
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Findings - Overview
This indicator was coded 40 times for 21 different CSOs. This includes 29 cases of distinctly titled
“projects”, four cases of “programs”, two cases of “initiatives” and five special cases where this
indicator was coded although neither one of the three terms was used.
Findings - Projects
Among the 29 cases of CSOs initiating or joining projects, the MESA project was the one with the
highest number of participating organizations from the 67 examined CSOs and arguably the most
comprehensive project within data collection over all. The large-scale MESA project was a 3-year
cross-sectoral project run by 25-2826 partner organizations from 15 countries across the EU. The
overarching purpose of MESA was to raise awareness and to promote SDG implementation “by
and in the EU” across regional levels, national levels and the EU level alike (cf. SDG Watch Europe
c; FUE b). The project ran from July 2017 until June 2020 and was financed by the EU Development
Education and Awareness Raising (DEAR) program (cf. Ibid.). Partner organizations among the 67
CSOs examined for this thesis were the EEB (2018d), IFOAM (a), the WECF (d) and SOLIDAR (2018b)
on the EU-level and the Lithuanian NGDO Platform (c), the Austrian ÖKOBÜRO (2019h) and the
German FUE on the national level (cf. SDG Watch Europe 2018: 4). WECF´s French, Dutch and German national organizations were partners on the national level as well but the project, programs
and initiatives indicator was assigned to WECF only once because data was collected and analyzed
only once for the WECF as CSO network its entirety as well.
The project´s overarching purpose of raising awareness and promoting SDG implementation
across all levels by policy makers and the civil society alike was condensed to a set of four fundamental goals and lines of action. These were summarized in a four-page leaflet on the MESA project (cf. SDG Watch Europe 2018). First, consisting of its participating organizations, MESA established of a network of CSOs that were already concerned with the SDGs, thereby bundling their
knowledge, experiences and skills when it comes to advocating for the SDGs (cf. Ibid.: 1). In doing
so, MESA´s aim was to strengthen already existing local groups, grass-root organizations and CSO
networks working towards SDG implementation, for example via capacity building or knowledge
sharing, thereby allowing for more effective campaigning and advocacy work (cf. Kraja 2018). Second, the MESA leaflet lists supporting “the building of national coalitions to campaign on the SDGs”
as one of its four main aims (cf. SDG Watch Europe 2018: 3). Third, a major aim concerning the
public and policy makers, both on the local, the national and the EU-level, was to raise awareness
towards the importance of achieving the SDGs, but also towards the interconnectedness and interdependencies among the goals and towards opportunities for civil society participation
throughout the goal achievement process (cf. FUE c). Finally, MESA mentions the aim of raising
awareness “about how well” the SDG are being implemented in EU member states (cf. SDG Watch
Europe 2018: 3). In other words, the project was intended to fulfil a watchdog role as well. Furthermore, the project formulated three main “focus topics” that its related project work should
address. First, fighting inequalities, second, realizing sustainable farming practices and finally,

26

Some sources list 25 partner organizations (cf. SDG Watch Europe 2018; IFOAM a), while others refer to 28 partners (cf. WECF d; FUE b).
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changing production and consumption patterns, all while giving consideration to cross-cutting
themes such as gender equality, migration and climate change (cf. Ibid; FUE c).
In terms of concrete activities, these goals and lines of action translated into facilitating the
networking of participating organizations, organizing dialogues and exchange with policy makers,
planning and organizing campaigns, publishing info material and monitoring the progress of the
goal achievement process (cf. WECF d). As an example, MESA organized the #FightInequalities
campaign that was already touched upon in sub-section 5.5.4 on videos the preceding sub-section
5.6.2 on campaigns. Finally, because of its funding by the EU DEAR program, MESA was able to
hand out grants to local grass-root organizations in order to support SDG-related projects, campaigning and advocacy at the local level. In 2018, MESA handed out three grants, each including
1000€ of financial support for one local SDG-related project, provided that it touched upon MESA´s
focus topic of fighting inequalities (cf. FUE 2018c; Kraja 2018). Local groups, grass-root organizations and other CSOs from 15 different countries could apply with their inequality-related local
SDG project until May 2018 and MESA would pick three projects to which they would provide the
grant (cf. Ibid.). In 2019, MESA called for applications for grants again, this time handing out three
grants worth 2000€ each for a local project on the SDGs (cf. FUE 2019b). That year, organizations
could apply with any local SDG-related project that were in line with at least one of MESA´s three
focus topics, i.e., fighting inequalities, sustainable farming practices or sustainable production and
consumption patterns (cf. Ibid.).
Another large-scale project was run by NABU on the national level between April 2016 and
April 2018. Without having a distinct project title, the project aimed at promoting the SDGs in
Germany, at encouraging civil society engagement, further at connecting initiatives and creating
opportunities to contribute towards achieving the SDGs and finally, at a critical supervision of the
political implementation process (cf. NABU a). Project activities included organizing workshops,
organizing discussion events, so-called “political lunchtime talks”, in addition to creating videos,
flyers and brochures on the SDGs (cf. Ibid.).
Another project includes the work from EASD, which, as a partner of the “Women2030 project” both monitored SDG implementation in Serbia and “collected primary data thanks to questionnaires delivered and focus group discussions organized with community groups” (EASD
2020b). The data was used as part of the Women2030´s national “Gender Assessments”, which
through “collecting community-based data” are giving “a significant VOICE to local people in the
monitoring of the SDG” (Women 2030 2020). National Gender Assessments are available for
mostly Eastern European and African countries such as Serbia, Romania, Moldova, Albania, Togo,
Kenya or Uganda (cf. Ibid. b). This is one example of the interchangeable use of the terms project
and program. EASD refers to the Women2030 project, while the WECF, as one of its main initiators,
refers to it as the “Women2030 Program” (WECF e). Hence, the Women2030 program will be discussed in the next sub-section as well.
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Findings - Programs
In four cases, CSOs initiated or joined to SDG-related programs or online programs. Firstly, the
NYCI´s Youth Work program and the NYCI´s Youth 2030 Global Youth Work and Development Education program, in partnership with the Limerick Institute of Technology and the Irish Catholic
Church´s overseas development agency Trócaire created a “continuous professional development
(CPD) online training program” for youth workers that focused on the SDGs (cf. NYCI e). By combining modules on the SDGs and how they relate to youth work with modules on game design
development, the program aimed at youth workers creating an SDG board game and a digital
game. In doing so, the training program deepened both youth worker´s knowledge on the SDGs
and broadened their development education skills, i.e., on how to use games to impart development education, in this case regarding the SDGs (cf. Ibid.).
Secondly, the NYCI´s Global Youth Work and Development Education program in collaboration with the Irish youth information website spunout.ie created an SDG podcast series, allowing
young people “to share their thoughts and amplify their voices” on the SDGs (NYCI f). Each one of
the seven episodes focused on one specific SDG and had been “researched, produced and recorded by a young person” (Ibid.).
Thirdly, the Climate Alliance (a) supported the “Support Program Belarus - Covenant of
Mayors for SDG Localization in Belarusian cities”. The program was initiated in against the backdrop of the 56 Belarusian municipalities that signed the “Covenant of Mayors for Climate and Energy”, which entailed commitments for each municipality to identify and implement “concrete
measures for climate change mitigation and adaptation” (Ibid.). The program, which was funded
from August 2020 until December 2021, aimed to solve the apparent disparities faced by the signatory municipalities between commitments to the covenant on identifying and monitoring climate change adaptation and mitigation measures on the one hand and aligning them with SDG
implementation strategies on the other hand (cf. Ibid.).
Finally, the WECF (e) in cooperation with four other women network organizations initiated
the “#Women2030 Program”, a program running across 52 countries that is aimed at realizing all
SDGs “in a gender equitable and climate just way”. With its three focus areas of first, capacity
building, second, strategic cooperation and policy advocacy and third, media and social outreach,
the program promotes capacity building of women´s CSOs, best practice sharing, mobilizing civil
society support and finally, advocating and enabling participation in local and regional, equitable
and inclusive sustainable development policy processes (cf. Ibid.).
Findings – Initiatives
Data collection yielded two “joint initiatives” aimed at contributing towards SDG achievement. The
first was the “the Progressive Lab for Sustainable Development (PLSD)”, which was a joint initiative
between SOLIDAR, the Foundation for European Progressive Studies (FEPS) and the Group of the
Progressive Alliance of Socialists & Democrats in the European Parliament (cf. SOLIDA 2017c). According to SOLIDAR, the initiative “has brought together young researchers, experts and policy
makers to think about the concrete steps that the EU can take to move towards Sustainable Development” (Ibid.). With the main objective of reflecting “on how the embedding of the 2030
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Agenda into the EU policies could contribute to reducing inequalities and mobilizing domestic resources for sustainable development”, the PLSD initiated a call for papers from academics, professionals and journalists on either one of PLSD´s main thematic clusters, i.e., inequalities, domestic
resource mobilization and education (cf. Ibid. 2016). Based on the following submissions, under
the PLSD´s high level scientific Advisory Board´s supervision, several papers were developed that
ultimately resulted in the “Progressive Lab for Sustainable Development Book” (Ibid.; 2017c). This
book was the initiative´s final outcome and was launched at the EP on June 8th 2017.
The second joint initiative was the “Bridging the Gap II – Inclusive Policies and Services for
Equal Rights of persons with Disabilities” initiative that took place between 2018-2021 (cf. EDF a).
Funded by the EU, the initiative was run by the Spanish International and Ibero-American Foundation for Administration and Public Policies and partnered with the EDF and both the respective
Austrian, Italian and Spanish Development Agencies (cf. Ibid). The main objective of the initiative
was to support “the implementation of the UN CRPD and the attainment of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) through capacity building and empowerment of government institutions,
NGOs, and DPOs” (Ibid.) in countries such as Burkina Faso, Ecuador, Ethiopia, Paraguay and Sudan.
Findings - Special Cases
Finally, there were five special cases for which this indicator was coded despite the CSO distinctly
referring to either one of the three terms of “projects”, “programs” or “initiatives”. They were
assigned this final indicator first, for the sake of not having to create additional indicators and
second, because they can be reasonably well subsumed under the SDG engagement type of projects, programs and initiatives.
The first two cases are interactive data visualizations for SDG-related data. First, the NYCI
provides an interactive map titled “Global Youth Work and the SDGs in the Irish Youth Sector” on
its website (cf. NYCI g). As the name suggests, it is an interactive map of the Republic of Ireland
that indicates firstly, where organizations deliver SDG-focused youth work, secondly, where global
youth work and SDG-focused projects are being delivered by youth organizations and other NGOs
and lastly, where third level institutions such as universities provide youth work-related study programs (cf. Ibid.).
Second, the CSO Save the Children27 provides several SDG-related data dashboards subsumed under the title “GRID: Child Inequality Tracker” on its website (cf. Save the Children a). Its
purpose is to illustrate “the inequalities that still persist for key SDG indicators between different
groups of children, both within and across countries” (Ibid.). The underlying database combines
disaggregated data for 15 “key SDG indicators related to children’s wellbeing, including for child
survival and nutrition, child protection, and education” (Ibid.). These indicators include under-five
mortality and infant-mortality, basic vaccinations, child marriage, teen pregnancy and the indicators for the completion of primary school, lower and upper secondary school. The visualizations

27

Save the Children is a globally active organization. However, it was both founded in London, United Kingdom and
still has its headquarters in London. Furthermore, it is a full member of SDG Watch Europe. Hence, it was included
during the case selection process of this thesis.
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include the “leave no one behind maps” that indicate for each one of the 15 SDG targets whether
all parts of society, the national average or no groups of society “are on track to achieve the SDG
target” (Ibid.). Depending on the target, data is available for on average 70-80 different countries
with an emphasis on countries of the Global South. Furthermore, GRID has a visualization for domestic group-based inequalities that for a given country and indicator shows, in addition to the
national average, how the figure of the indicator varies within that country between sexes, between urban and rural areas and between different wealth groups. For any given indicator, countries can be sorted by national average, absolute inequality and relative quality. Even more, GRID
visualizes trends and projections for an indicator in a given country in juxtaposition to the figure
of the SDG target. Because of its complexity, GRID is accompanied by a 17-page user guide explaining its various options of data visualization (cf. Ibid. b).
Third, Germanwatch provides an “SDG-Online-Quiz” on its website (cf. Germanwatch 2017).
By answering five questions on personality traits and preferred roles during advocacy activities
and nine further questions related to contents of the SDGs, the questionee can both determine
their advocacy-related personality type and learn about the content of and reasoning behind the
SDGs.
The NYCI called its interactive map not a project but an “online resource” (NYCI g). Arguably,
Save the Children´s GRID and the SDG quiz could be considered as online resources as well. In
addition, Germanwatch also provided a physical resource, that is, educational material on the
SDGs. Within the context of the SDG-focused campaign “Ziele brauchen Taten” [engl.: “Goals Require Actions”], Germanwatch created an SDG game that is intended to be used both in school
education or during workshops for young adults (cf. Germanwatch 2019b). By playing with “SDG
cubes” that display central facts about an SDG on each side and additional statement cards with
three statements for each SDG, the players are encouraged to discuss the content of the SDGs and
to reflect on their merit, on their relevance for Germany and for the Global South and on the connections between different SDGs (cf. Ibid. d; e). The cubes could be ordered in 2019 as cardboard
templates that could be folded to cubes, whereas the game manual and the statement cards could
be downloaded directly from the website.
Lastly, Mission East was assigned the indicator for projects, programs and initiatives not for
an individual project but for the extensive emergency relief that is has been providing to the crisisridden population of Afghanistan for the past 20 years. Since 2001, Mission East has been actively
supporting and closely cooperating with vulnerable populations in remote parts of northern-eastern Afghanistan in order for them to “better recover from and become more resilient to shocks
and crises” via securing clean, safe and improved access to drinking water, hygiene and food. (cf.
Mission East a). Mission East states that their work in Afghanistan in its entirety constitutes “SDGs
in Action” (Ibid.). By “aiming to reduce the spread of preventable illnesses and waterborne diseases by installing water systems, promoting the use of latrines to end open defecation, and educating community members about the importance of good handwashing and other critical hygiene
practices” (Ibid.), Mission East is heavily contributing to achieving SDG 6 on water and sanitation
for all. The webpage of Mission East´s work in Afghanistan has a sub-directory “projects”, which
shows that it has four currently running projects in addition to four already completed projects,
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thematically ranging from disaster risk reduction to disability inclusion, emergency relief, food security, water, sanitation and hygiene (cf. Ibid. b). One of the currently running projects is the
“Emergency Food Support for crisis-affected and at-risk Households in Badakhshan province - Asset Creation Scheme” (Ibid. c). By way of “(i) reducing drought-induced short-term food insecurity
and (ii) by helping drought-affected households to become more crisis-resilient by improving agricultural infrastructure, yields and food production”, the project aims to contribute to food security
in the northeastern Afghan province Badakhshan and to achieving SDG 2 on zero hunger (Ibid.).

5.7 Answering S-RQ1.1
This section will summarize the findings of chapter five and answer sub-research question 1.1
(“What are the manifestations of SDG engagement by CSOs?”). The different manifestations of
SDG engagement were discussed in the form of indicators, whereas each indicator represented
one distinct manifestation of SDG engagement, as exhibited by the CSOs for which data was collected for this thesis.
RQ1 To what extent do European CSOs engage with the SDGs and why?
- S-RQ1.1 What are the manifestations of SDG engagement by CSOs?
- S-RQ1.2 To what extent do the CSOs that were examined engage with the SDGs?
- S-RQ1.3 How can different degrees of engagement be explained?

Following the data collection and data analysis processes for a set of 67 European CSOs, it can be
stated that a total of 40 different manifestations (or types) of SDG engagement were identified.
These 40 specific types of SDG engagement can be traced back to 32 less specific types and 25
general types of SDG engagement. All of those fall into one of six general categories of SDG engagement. In other words, six categories of SDG engagement were identified, which comprise 25
general types of SDG engagement (using type A indicators), which give rise to 32 specific types of
SDG engagement (using type B indicators) which in turn give rise to 40 even more specific types of
SDG engagement (using type C indicators). Type B indicators were characterized by distinguishing
between those publications and news-related pieces of writing that focused on the SDGs specifically and those written on primarily on different topics that merely mentioned the SDGs at some
point. Type C indicators were characterized by distinguishing between publications that were written by the CSO in question single-handedly and publications that were written collaboratively with
other CSOs. This is visualized in figure 26, which is an update version of figure 19, whereas the
numbers in the brackets indicate not the numerical amount of each indicator´s codings but each
indicator´s percentage share of the 1365 codings in total. The six main categories of manifestations, also referred to as the six main groups of indicators, were first, declaration of intent, second,
participation in policy processes, third, events, fourth, publications, fifth, news and media, and
sixth, projects, campaigns and partnerships.
The first category of SDG engagement declaration of intent included three general types of
engagement for advocacy, mission statement and specific issue area / branch / group (3,8% of the
codings). On their websites, CSOs declared their intention to advocate for the SDGs, mentioned
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the contributing towards SDG implementation as a central goal in their mission statement and
even listed the SDGs as distinct issue areas or branches that they dedicate their attention to in
particular.
The second category of SDG engagement participation in policy processes included five general types of engagement for SDG negotiation input, participation in UN-level processes, participation in EU-level processes, participation in national policy processes and submissions to public consultation (3% of the codings).
The third category of SDG engagement events included four general types of engagement for
(co-)hosting conferences, discussion events, workshops and one indicator for participating in, instead of (co-)hosting, one of these types of events (12,4% of the codings).
The fourth category of SDG engagement includes the publication of academic papers, brochures, policy briefs, position papers, statement papers and reports (31,5% of the codings). For
policy briefs, position papers, statement papers and reports, more specific types of SDG engagement could be identified by distinguishing those publications that were thematically focused on
the SDGs and those publications focused on other topics that merely mentioned the SDGs at some
point (type B indicators; see figure 26). Even more, the resulting eight manifestations could be
further differentiated by distinguishing between those types of publications that were written by
the respective CSO single-handedly or in co-written as a joint publication with other CSOs (type C
indicators; see figure 26).
The fifth category of SDG engagement includes all news- and media-related types of SDG
engagement such as writing or publishing news and blog articles, newsletters, press releases or
producing videos on the SDGs (44,8% of the codings). Again, for news and blog articles, newsletters
and press releases, a distinction was made between those pieces of writing the focused on the
SDGs specifically and those that merely mentioned the SDGs (type B indicators).
The sixth and final category of SDG engagement includes initiating or joining SDG-related
projects, campaigns and partnerships (4,5% of the codings).
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Six Categories of
SDG Engagement

25 General Types of
Engagement (Type A)

32 Specific Types of
Engagement (Type B):
Distinction Regarding
Content

Advocacy [1,1%]

Declaration
of Intent [3,8%]

40 Specific Types of
Engagement (Type C):
Distinction Regarding
Content & Actors

Mission Statement [1,2%]
Specific Branch [1,5%]

SDG Negotiations [0,5%]

Participation
in Policy
Processes [3%]

UN Level [1,4%]
EU Level [0,5%]
National Level [0,1%]
Public Consultation [0,5%]

Conference [2,8%]

Events
[12,4%]

Discussion [3.4%]
Workshop [3,4%]
Participation [2,8%]
Policy Brief [1,3%]
Joint Policy Brief [0,2%]
Policy Brief [0,4%]
Joint Policy Brief [0,4%]

Academic Paper [0,3%]
Brochure [3.4%]

Publications
[31,5%]

News and
Media [44,8%]

Policy Brief [2.3%]

SDG-specific [1,5%]
SDGs mentioned [0,8%]

Position Paper [5,8%]

SDG-specific [3,5%]
SDGs mentioned [2,3%]

Statement Paper [8,6%]

SDG-specific [5%]
SDGs mentioned [3,6%]

Report [11,1%%]

SDG-specific [6,2%]
SDGs mentioned [4,9%]

News / Blog Article [36,8%]

SDG-specific [20,1%]
SDGs mentioned [16,7%]

Newsletter [1,8%]

SDG-specific [1,5%]
SDGs mentioned [0,3%]

Press Release [3,9%]

SDG-specific [3%]
SDGs mentioned [0,9%]

Position Paper [1,6%]
Joint Position Paper [1,9%]
Position Paper [1,3%]
Joint Position Paper [1%]
Statement Paper [2,7%]
Joint Statement Paper [2,3%]
Statement Paper [1,8%]
Joint Statement Paper [1,8%]
Report [2,8%]
Joint Report [3,4%]
Report [3,8%]
Joint Report [1,1%]

Video [2,3%]

Projects,
Campaigns &
Partnerships [4,5%]

Project [3%]
Campaign [0,6%]
Partnership [0,9%]

ni(A)=25
∑ = [100%]

ni(B)=32
ni(C)=40

Figure 26: Summary of chapter 5. Manifestations of SDG Engagement. Own Illustration.
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5.8 Reflection on Indicators, Measurement and Comparison
Reflection on Indicators
Throughout this fifth chapter with its extensive description of different indicators for SDG engagement, on some occasions the question arose, whether some indicators might be more indicative
of an CSO´s SDG engagement than others. In other words, it seemed as if not all indicators “were
made equal” and that there might be a possible distinction between “strong indicators” and “weak
indicators”.
For example, the first indicator group “declaration of intent” that included mission statement,
advocacy and specific issue area arguably signifies the intention to engage rather than actual engagement with the SDGs. These three indicators might be considered weak indicators as it doesn’t
require a lot of time and efforts to mention the SDGs as a topic that the respective CSO aspires to
engage with. Conversely, the three above-mentioned indicators, in addition to SDG negotiation
input and Participation EU Multi-stakeholder Forum were highlighted as the only indicators that
could be coded only once per CSO, which gives them a certain element of exclusivity. However,
that doesn’t connote that this is necessarily a group of strong indicators, especially considering the
assessment of the first three indicators rendered above. However, it might be argued that participating in policy process as a whole, i.e., the second group of indicators, are particularly strong
indicators because participating in policy processes takes presumably a large amount of preparation, initiative and therefore time and effort. Likewise, particularly the indicators for longer and
more comprehensive types of publications such as reports and policy briefs could be considered
stronger indicators in comparison to shorter and less comprehensive media-related publications
such as news and blog articles, newsletters or press-releases.
However, and importantly, the underlying rationale of these considerations is evaluating indicators of SDG engagement in quantitative terms. This means assuming that more engagement
in a quantitative sense, i.e., by investing more time and efforts into engaging with the SDGs, is
automatically better (or “stronger”) and inferring from assumption that indicators indicating a
quantitatively higher extent of SDG engagement are consequently “strong” indicators of SDG engagement. The important question that needs to be asked at this point is whether making such a
distinction is useful and conducive for the aims of this thesis to begin with.
The answer is it depends on the angle of research and the related research aims. From a
perspective of descriptive research with the goal of mapping, that is, identifying, describing, categorizing and comparing the different types of SDG engagement it might be useful, or at least interesting as an intellectual exercise, to distinguish indicators (for different types of SDG engagement) on the basis of their estimated requirements regarding time and efforts. However, from a
perspective of analytical research that asks what types of SDG engagement actually contribute
towards delivering on the goals, it might be a less useful thing to do. This analytical perspective
would be more concerned with investigating what types of SDG engagement are stronger in a
qualitative sense (i.e., contributing towards delivering on the goals rather than in a quantitative
sense. After all, CSOs face the situation of having finite staff and resources and therefore needing
to find a balance for the distribution of their time and efforts across several work areas. They are
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not able to put maximum efforts into every subject that they engage with, for example, the SDGs.
Therefore, the more interesting question would be to ask what types of indicators signify SDG
engagement that is more likely to contribute towards actually delivering on the goals rather than
asking was types of SDG engagement simply requires more time and efforts. This cannot be answered at this point, as it requires the interview responses to Q17 (“In your perception, what is
your contribution within the field of actors involved in the process of achieving the SDGs?”, which
will be discussed in chapter eleven in the context of answering RQ5.
Reflection on Measuring and Comparing SDG Engagement
These consideration on the possible distinction between strong indicators and weak indicators are
closely related to considerations for measuring and comparing SDG engagement, as it will be done
in chapter 6 in order to answer S-RQ1.2 (“To what extent do the CSOs that were examined engage
with the SDGs?”). It is important to point out that the manifestations and related varying degrees
of SDG engagement by different CSOs are studied from a mere descriptive angle. They bear no
normative implications, nor do they rest on normative assumptions. Stating that some CSOs engage to a greater extent, that is, exhibit a higher number of indicators constitutes merely a descriptive statement and not a normative assessment. This means that there is no underlying assumption that greater degrees of SDG engagement are a priori “better” in a normative sense compared to lower degrees of SDG engagement. SDG engagement by CSOs is not an end in itself.
Higher degrees of SDG engagement are not an end in themselves. Comparing and illustrating different degrees of SDG engagement, as done in the next chapter, is not intended to imply a competition between CSOs as to who engages the most with the SDGs. It is merely intended to display
and mirror the variety and breadth of SDG engagement by CSOs as it takes place according to the
sample of 67 CSOs for which data was collected.
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6 Results: Differences in SDG Engagement
This chapter will present the results regarding the differences in SDG engagement as observed
among the 67 CSOs for which data was collected. In other words, this question will answer S-RQ1.2
(“To what extent do the CSOs that were examined engage with the SDGs?”). It begins by explaining
the scale of measurement that was constructed (section 6.1), visualizes the findings in different
tables (section 6.2), discusses the findings (section 6.3), reflects on them (section 6.4) and concludes by answering S-RQ1.2 in a concise fashion (section 6.5).

6.1 Explanation of the Scale of Measurement
The extent of SDG engagement for each CSO will be assessed using two variables. Firstly, the variety of, that is, the number of different types of engagement that were identified for a given CSO.
Secondly, the total number of documents that were collected for the CSO in question. The findings
will be presented visually in the form of three tables. Table 5 visualizes the 67 CSOs´ different
degrees of SDG engagement with the possibility of up to 40 different specific types of SDG engagement that were identified in chapter five, that ism includes type C indicators. Table 6 visualizes the
different degrees of SDG engagement including for the possibility of maximal 32 different types of
SDG engagement, which means including only up to type B indicators that account only for a distinction between SDG-specific and SDG-mentioning documents but disregard the distinction between solo and joint publications. Table 7 visualizes different degrees of SDG engagement using
only the 25 general types of SDG engagement (type A indicators), that is, making no distinction
between content and actor constellations.
The tables are to be understood in the following way. The numbers on the x-axis indicate the
number of different types of SDG engagement (or indicators) that were identified for a given CSO.
For example, all CSOs in table 5 that lie in the column with the x-coordinate “5”, were found to
exhibit 5 different types of SDG engagement. All CSOs that are located in the column with the xcoordinate “10” were found to engage with the SDGs in 10 different ways and so on and so forth.
The numbers on the y-axis simply help to visualize the number of CSOs within the same column, i.e., the number of CSOs that exhibited the same number of different types SDG engagement.
The location of a CSO within one column, i.e., among the other CSOs with the same number of
different indicators is determined by two factors. First, the total number of documents that were
collected for that CSO. The higher the number of total documents for a given CSO, the higher its
position in the column. In those cases where two or more CSOs had both the same number of
different indicators and the same number of total collected documents, the researcher decided to
use the numeration of the CSOs as the deciding factor, given that all 67 CSOs were assigned alias
numbers from A1 – A67, whereas the CSO with the higher alias number was put higher up in the
column.
For example, there are five CSOs in table 5 with an x-axis coordinate of 5: A18 EAEA (eight
documents), A22 EWL (15 documents), A35 Seas at Risk (18 documents), A41 AGE Platform Europe
(nine documents) and A53 Grüne Liga (nine documents). A18 EAEA has the (x, y)-coordinates (5,
1) because it has the lowest number of documents that were collected for this actor in comparison
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to the other four actors (eight documents). A35 Seas at Risk has the top position in the column
with the coordinates (5, 5) because it has the highest number of documents collected (18 documents). Following the same reasoning, A22 EWL has the fourth position in the column with the
coordinates (5, 4) because it has the second most documents that were collected for EWL (15
documents). For both A41 AGE Platform Europe and A53 Grüne Liga, there were a total number of
nine documents collected. However, they were assigned the coordinates (5,2) for AGE Platform
Europe and (5,3) for Grüne Liga as the alias numeration of the latter (A53) was higher than the
alias numeration of the former (A41).
In short, the further right along the x-axis a CSO is located within the table, the larger number
of different indicators for SDG engagement were coded for that CSO. The higher up a CSO is located
within a single column, the larger number of documents were collected and coded for that CSO.
The y-axis is numbered from one to the highest number of actors that were empirically found
to exhibit the same number of different indicators. In the case of table five and six, for example,
from one to nine and in table seven, from one to ten. The x-axis is numbered from one to the
highest number of different indicators that was empirically found for a CSO. In the case of table
five, this was 23. This means that although there are 40 different specific types of SDG engagement
using type C indicators (ni(C)=40), the highest number of different indicators empirically identified
for a CSO was 23 (ni(C-max-emp)=23). Similarly, in table six, the x-axis is numbered from one to 21
because, although there are 32 different types of SDG engagement using type B indicators
(ni(B)=32), the highest number of different indicators that were empirically coded for a single CSO
was 21 (ni(B-max-emp)=21). Likewise, in table seven, which is based on only the 25 general types of
SDG engagement using type A indicators (ni(A)=25), the x-axis is numbered from one to 18, as the
highest empirically identified number of different types of SDG engagement of a single CSO was
18 (ni(A-max-emp)=18). For each one of the CSOs, the total number of total documents collected, the
numbers of different indicators that were coded (or calculated, for that manner) for (ni(C)=40), for
(ni(B)=32) and for (ni(A)=25) can be found in Annex II.
Having established the degrees to which each one of the 67 CSOs engaged with the SDGs,
that is, how many different types of indicators were coded for each CSO, it is now possible to
establish a scale according to which an assessment can be made for the distribution of SDG engagement among the entire group of 67 CSOs for which data was collected. The researcher made
three crucial decisions regarding the design of that scale. To be specific, there will be three scales,
one for each one of the three tables 5, 6 and 7, all being alignment with their respective x-axes.
First, as already indicated in the paragraph above, the scale ranges from one to the highest
number of different types of SDG engagement that were empirically found, instead of establishing
a scale ranging from one to the theoretically highest possible number of different indicators that
could have been found. This decision was made because the researcher deemed it to be more
reasonable to orient the evaluation on the actual empirics of SDG engagement of CSOs as it occurs
in the field, rather than on an implicit normative assumption that every CSO should strive to engage with the SDGs as heavily as possible. After all, in section 5.8, it was made explicitly clear that
this thesis report does not share such an assumption. In other words, the researcher deemed it
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more reasonable so let the SDG engagement of one CSO as it occurred in the real world set the
benchmark for creating a scale of measurement rather than setting the benchmark at some point
that is theoretically possible but was not empirically observed.
Second, the researcher decided to use four different categories to distinguish four general
categories regarding the degree of engagement. These are first, SDG engagement to a low extent,
second, SDG engagement to a medium (or moderate) extent, third, SDG engagement to a high
extent and fourth, SDG engagement to a very high extent. This decision was made because using
only three categories (e.g., for a low, medium and high extent) seemed not differentiated enough
and using five categories (e.g., for low, low to medium, medium, high and very high) or even six
categories (e.g., for low, low to medium, medium, medium to high, high and very high) seemed to
produce an overly scattered scale without increasing its analytical value. In short, using four categories appeared to be the appropriate middle ground among the other options.
Third, the researcher had to decide on how to set the range of each one of the four categories
on the scale. This applies to all three scales of tables 5, 6 and 7 because neither one of the endpoints of each scale, that is, 23, 21 and 18 can be smoothly divided by four to receive integral
numbers. Given that 23 is a prime number, that wouldn’t have been possible for the other considered options of three, five or six categories either. The best option in that regard would have been
using three categories because at least 21 and 18 could have been divided evenly by three, but
given the end point of the first scale being 23, the essential problem would have remained. Therefore, the researcher decided for each one of the three scales, to distribute the first three categories
evenly, using the highest integral number through which the highest point of the scale could be
divided and being more generous for the fourth category regarding a very high extent of SDG engagement. This is the case because the distribution of CSOs in the first three categories is more
dense and rather compact, while at the end of the scale, meaning at higher points along the x-axis,
the distribution of CSOs is more dispersed.
In actual numbers, this means for table five, that the first category of a low degree (or extent)
of SDG engagement spans from one to five different indicators coded for a single CSO, the second
category of a medium degree of SDG engagement spans from six to ten different indicators, the
third category of a high degree of SDG engagement spans from eleven to 15 different indicators
and the fourth category includes everything above 15 different indicators, that is, ranging from 16
to 23 different indicators (see table 5). Likewise, for table 6, the first category ranges from one to
five different indicators coded for a single CSO, the second category ranges from six to ten indicators, the third category ranges from eleven to 15 indicators and the fourth category, again, includes
everything above 15 different indicators, meaning that is spans from 16 to 21 (see table 6). Finally,
for table 7, the first category ranges from one to four indicators, the second category ranges from
five to eight indicators, the third category ranges from nine to 12 indicators and the fourth category includes everything above 12 indicators, that is, ranging from 13 to 18 different indicators
(see table 7).
Finally, all that is left to do to answer the sub-research question 1.2, is to count the number
of CSOs that fall into each one of the four categories and to express the numbers as percentages
of the total number of actors for which data was collected, i.e., 67 CSOs.
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Table 5: Visualization of Different Degrees of SDG Engagement that Includes Type A, B and C Indicators, that is, all Indicators. ni(C)=40, ni(C-max-emp)=23.
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Table 6: Visualization of Different Degrees of SDG Engagement that Includes only Type A and Type B Indicators, that is, making a Distinction only between SDG-specific and SDGs
mentioning Documents. ni(B)=32, ni(B-max-emp)=21
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6.2 Visualization of the Results
Table 7: Visualization of Different Degrees of SDG Engagement that Includes Only General Types of SDG Engagement (Type A Indicators). No Distinctions Regarding Content
or Actors. ni(A)=25, ni(A-max-emp)=18.
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6.3 Explanation of the Results
Table 5 visualizes the distribution of SDG engagement among the 67 CSOs for the full set 40 different types of SDG engagement (ni(C)=40) that were identified in chapter five, whereas the individual
degrees of SDG engagement ranged from only two different indicators that were coded for three
different CSOs up to 23 different indicators that were coded for one single CSO
(ni(C-max-emp)=23). In sum, 12 CSOs (that is, 17,9% of all CSOs) exhibited a low degree of SDG engagement, 33 CSOs (49,3%) exhibited a medium degree of SDG engagement, 14 CSOs (20,9%) exhibited
a high degree of SDG engagement and eight CSOs (11,9%) engaged with the SDGs to a very high
degree. This means that almost half of the CSOs are located in the second category of a moderate
extent of SDG engagement and that the first and second category, that is, the CSOs engaging either
to a low or moderate extent with the SDGs make up for over two thirds of all CSOs that were
examined, while the CSOs engaging to a high or very high extend with the SDGs combined, make
up for only less than a third of all CSOs.
Table 6 visualizes the hypothetical distribution of SDG engagement among the 67 CSOs for
the scenario of using only type A and type B indicators with a theoretical maximum of 32 different
types of engagement (ni(B)=32), whereas the individual degrees of SDG engagement ranged from
two different indicators coded for the three CSOs up until 21 different indicators that were coded
for one single CSO (ni(B-max-emp)=21). Compared to table five, the distribution of engagement among
the CSOS IS almost identical. Again, 12 CSOs (17,9%) were in the first category for a low degree of
SDG engagement, 36 CSOs (53,7%) engaged to a moderate degree, 14 CSOs (20,9%) exhibited a
high degree of SDG engagement and five CSOs (7,5%) exhibited a very high degree of SDG engagement. In other words, the distribution for the first category of a low degree of engagement and
the third category of high degree of engagement stayed exactly the same, while the second category of a moderate degree of engagement increased by three CSOs, thereby constituting the absolute majority and the fourth category of a very high degree of engagement shrunk by three CSOs.
Table 7 visualizes the hypothetical distribution of SDG engagement among the 67 CSOs for
the scenario if only the 25 general types of SDG engagement, i.e., only type A indicators would be
considered (ni(A)=25), whereas the individual degrees of SDG engagement ranged from only one
type of indicator coded for two CSOs up until 18 different indicators coded for one single CSO
(ni(A-max-emp)=18). For this scenario, the distribution of SDG engagement changed more significantly
in contrast to the comparison between table 5 and table 6. According to table 7, 13 CSOs (19,4%)
exhibited a low degree of SDG engagement, 29 CSOs (43,3%) exhibited a medium degree of SDG
engagement, while 19 CSOs (28,4%) engaged with the SDGs to a high degree and six CSOs (8,9%)
were in the fourth group signifying a very high degree of SDG engagement. This means that in
comparison table 6, the second category of a medium degree of SDG engagement shrunk by 7
CSOs, from which one CSO moved to the first category, five CSOs move to the third category and
another CSO moved to the fourth category. In comparison to table 5, the second category shrunk
by 4 CSOs and the fourth category shrunk by two CSOs, from which one CSO moved to the first
category and five CSOs moved to the third category.
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6.4 Reflection on the Results
If, for the sake of curiosity, one would calculate the average across the three tables for each category, then it could be stated that, on average, 12,3 CSOs (18,4%) exhibit a low degree of SDG engagement, 32,6 CSOs (48,7%) exhibit a moderate degree of engagement, 15,6 CSOs (23,4%) exhibit a high degree of engagement and 6,3 CSOs (9,5%) show a very high degree of SDG engagement.
Therefore, it could be argued that table 7, which accounts for the full number of all 40 different types of SDG engagement that were identified in chapter five shows a slight preference to
actors engaging to a very high extent with the SDGs (if one was to interpret an above-average
number of actors located in the fourth category in that way), while table 6 (which presents a less
refined mapping of SDG engagement by being based on only 32 different types of SDG engagement) gives a slight preference to the second category regarding a medium degree of SDG engagement. This comes to no real surprise, as one would assume that if the same amount of 67 CSOs
are to be distributed on a scale that is shorter in length (21 points on the x-axis instead of 23), then
this would result in a distribution that is more densely populated in the middle.
What indeed does come as a surprise, at least to the researcher, is that table 7, which is based
on the smallest number of different types of SDG engagement (25), actually shows a significantly
higher proportion of actors located in the third category representing a high degree of SDG engagement. A possible explanatory factor might be the very large number of CSOs (eleven) for which
nine different indicators where coded, which happens to be the first point of the x-axis for the
range for the third group representing a high degree of SDG engagement (all CSOs located between
nine and 12 on the x-axis). Hence, a possible explanation might be that in table 7, compared to
tables 5 and 6, the ranges of the four groups comprised only four instead of five points on the xaxis, which led to the range of the third group beginning already at the x-coordinate of nine instead
of eleven. This, in combination with the intuitive assumption, that if the same number of actors
have to be distributed across a scale that is shorter in length (18 points on the x-axis compared to
23 or 21), the area in the middle will be more densely populated. In this case, the most densely
populated area was the x-axis coordinate nine, which happened to be categorized as indicating a
high degree of SDG engagement.
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6.5 Answering S-RQ1.2
In the view of the researcher, it was scientifically both interesting and valuable to calculate tables
6 and 7 for the sake of comparing how the distribution of varying degrees of SDG engagement
changed among the 67 CSOs when the scales of measurement are based on smaller maxima for
different types of SDG engagement (32 engagement types for table 6 and 25 different types for
table 7). Therefore, the paragraphs on table 6, table 7 and the respective comparisons discussed
above are justified by plain scientific curiosity.
However, when it comes to actually answering S-RQ1.2 concerning the extent to which the
CSOs engaged with the SDGs, the researcher decided to use only the data visualized in table 5,
which was based on the full number of 40 different types of SDG engagement that were identified
in chapter five. Using the maximal range of 40 indicators that were identified, that is, using type C
indicators related to policy briefs, position papers, reports and statement papers in addition to
using type B indicators for blog and news articles, newsletters and press releases while using type
A indicators for the remaining 18 types of SDG engagement, provides the most refined, nuanced
and differentiated mapping of different types of SDG engagement that the researcher was able to
come up with. Accordingly, the researcher deems it justified to answer S-RQ1.2 using the most
refined, nuanced and differentiated data that were visualized in table five and discussed in the first
paragraph of section 6.3, as well.
RQ1 To what extent do European CSOs engage with the SDGs and why?
- S-RQ1.1 What are the manifestations of SDG engagement by CSOs?
- S-RQ1.2 To what extent do the CSOs that were examined engage with the SDGs?
- S-RQ1.3 How can different degrees of engagement be explained?

In conclusion, following the decisions made by the researcher regarding the design and selection
of the scale of measurement, it can be assessed that, while 40 different types of SDG engagement
were theoretically possible, empirically the individual extent of SDG engagement ranged from exhibiting only two different types of SDGs engagement exhibited by three CSOs up to 23 different
types of SDG engagement exhibited by one single CSOs. Regarding the distribution of engagement
across the group of 67 CSOs that were examined, it can be stated that 12 CSOs (17,9% of the 67
CSOs) engaged with the SDGs to a low extent, 33 CSOs (49,3%) engaged with the SDGs to a medium
or moderate extent, 14 CSOs (20,9%) engaged with the SDGs to a high extent and eight CSOs
(11,9%) engaged with the SDGs to a very high extent.
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7 Results: Explanatory Factors
This chapter presents the research findings that are relevant for answering S-RQ1.3 on how different patterns of engagement for different CSOs can be explained. These differences in SDG engagement by CSOs can be explained in two ways. Firstly, they can be explained methodologically, that
is, by the manner in which the data was collected and then analyzed by the researcher. This includes the researcher’s decisions on how to construct the scale of measurement employed in chapter six (section 7.1).
Secondly, different degrees of SDG engagement can be explained both by analyzing the incentives that CSOs had to engage with the SDG to a greater extent, but also with the barriers CSO
experienced that prohibited them from engaging to a greater extent. Section 7.2 presents the findings on the CSOs´ incentives for SDG engagement, as expressed by interviewees throughout the
interviews. Subsequently, section 7.3, presents the findings on barriers to SDG engagement. Both
sections are structured to differentiate between incentives and barriers that occurred on the UNlevel, the EU-level and the national level. Table 8 in section 7.4 illustrates and summarizes the
findings, followed by a conclusive statement for answering S-RQ1.3 in section 7.5.
Findings on the incentives were derived from interviewee responses on first, how they perceive the importance and legitimacy of the SDGs compared to the SDGs (Q1), second, their view
on the focality of the SDGs within sustainable development governance (Q2), third, why their CSO
decided to engage with the SDGs in the first place (Q10), fourth, the importance of the SDGs for
their work specifically (Q11) and fifth, whether they perceived any specific or structural incentives
to engage with the SDGs (Q12). Findings on possible barriers to SDG engagement were derived
firstly, from interviewee´s responses regarding the SDGs´ importance for their organizations work
(Q11) and secondly, whether they encountered specific or structural factors that prohibited them
from engaging with the SDGs (Q13).

7.1 Methodological Factors
Methodological factors explaining different degrees of SDG engagement shall be defined, for the
purpose of this chapter, as factors that are not directly related to 1341 documents that were collected for the 67 CSOs in total and subsequently used as the base data for answering S-RQ1.2 on
the different degrees of SDG engagement. Instead, methodological factors in this context shall be
defined as factors related first, to how the researcher was able to collect the data and second, to
how the researcher made use of the data. In short, factors related to the methodology of this
thesis. The first factor that influenced the analysis of different degrees of SDG engagement is the
raw data obtained from the CSOs´ websites, which might not always have been exactly congruent
with (and representative of) their actual degree of SDG engagement, irrespective of how the scale
of measurement was constructed later on (sub-section 7.1.1). Secondly, the degrees of SDG engagement exhibited by different CSOs, as they were discussed and visualized in chapter six, can, at
least to some extent, be explained by the decision of the researcher on how the scale of measurement was constructed (sub-section 7.1.2).
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The actual effects of these two factors on the ultimately calculated degrees of SDG engagement, both for individual CSOs and for the distribution of different degrees of SDG engagement
across the group of all 67 CSOs might be minor to moderate, but, for the sake of scientific thoroughness and with respect to pointing out possible problems of accuracy and repeatability, the
researcher deemed it necessary to include the discussion of these methodological factors as a part
of this chapter on explanatory factors.

7.1.1 Data Collection Issues
With respect to the data collection process, two methodological factors should to be mentioned.
As for the first factor, for some CSOs, it might have been the case that the actual degree of SDG
engagement, irrespective of the specifics of its measurement, was not adequately observable by
collecting data via the CSO´s website. For example, it occurred a several times that interviewees
reported their CSO as having been involved in the SDG negotiation process, although there were
no observable records of this involvement (i.e., news articles, press releases, or publications of any
kind etc.) available on the respective CSO´s website. Likewise, there were some cases of co-hosted
conferences and joint publications that involved two or more of the 67 CSOs for which data was
collected, but references regarding these conferences and publications (in the form of articles,
event notifications or any other types of references) were available on only one CSO´s website.
For any researcher, this poses the problem of whether or not the respective indicator for SDG
engagement should be coded for the CSOs that did indeed co-organize these conferences or contribute to these joint publications as documented on the websites of other CSOs, but not on their
own website. Should a researcher in fact decide to code the respective indicators for all CSOs that
were involved despite not all of them providing proof of their participation on their website, then
this poses a non-trivial problem for the repeatability of the analysis of any given CSO. This is the
case because, if the research project was to be repeated, receiving the same data for any given
CSO would not only depend on the data collection and analysis for this single CSO, but it would
also depend on data collection and analysis of all the other 66 CSOs. In other words, the repeatability of the results for one CSO would only be possible if the exact same group of 67 CSOs would
be examined again. Put simply, the repetition of the data collection and analysis for any given
single CSO with the expectation of obtaining the same results would not be possible. The researcher decided to avoid this problem by, instead of aiming to measure the degree of SDG engagement of a CSO “in general”, that is, without any further specifications, to measure the degree
of SDG engagement of a CSO “as observable on its website”. This means that the data used for the
analysis of any CSO is only the data that is available on that specific CSO´s website. As a consequence, RQ1 and S-RQ1.2 should have been formulated more accurately to account for these considerations in the following way:
RQ1 To what extent do European CSOs engage with the SDGs, as observable on their websites and why?
- S-RQ1.2 To what extent do the CSOs that were examined engage with the SDGs,
as observable on their websites?
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The researcher decided not to retrospectively reformulate RQ1 and S-RQ1.2, but only to discuss
this augmentation in this section in order to account for the fact that the researcher realized this
issue in a later stage of the research process and was not aware of the necessity of being more
specific with these research questions at the beginning of the thesis process when the research
questions were initially formulated.
The second methodological factor related to data collection was already touched upon in
section 3.2.1 that described the data collection process for CSO documents. The issue was that
when using the search terms “sustainable development goal” or “sustainable development goals”,
the search algorithm of some CSOs´ websites would yield only those hits where “sustainable development goal” or “sustainable development goals” were found as the specific sequence of those
three words, while the search algorithm of other CSOs´ websites would yield all hits in which either
“sustainable”, or “development” or “goal(s)” was mentioned, usually resulting in several hundreds,
if not thousands of search results. This posed a problem with respect to time management, as it
would have been neither feasible nor reasonable to click through hundreds or thousands of hits
for the data collection concerning one single CSO. In order to limit the time spent on collecting
data for a single CSO at least to some degree, the researcher dealt with these problematic cases
by clicking through the first 100 hits and then stopping the data collection process for the respective CSO. This solution came at the price of reducing the accuracy of data collection to the extent
that for those CSOs that used this second, more “generous” type of search algorithm, the data
collection process was not exhaustive and might have missed results that would have increased
the different types of indicators coded for that respective CSO. Therefore, the decision of the researcher to limit the data collection, at least for some28 of the CSOs, quite possibly influenced the
final assessment of their respective degree of SDG engagement.

7.1.2 Construction of the Scale of Measurement
The second and arguably more influential methodological factor that can explain differences in the
degrees of SDG engagement assessed for single CSOs, but also the assessment of the distribution
of different degrees of SDG engagement across the whole group of CSOs, as it was used to ultimately answer S-RQ1.2, was the decision of the researcher on how to construct the scale of measurement.
First, the researcher could have decided to identify and then assign extra weight to “qualitatively stronger” indicators that the researcher deemed as indicating a qualitatively more extensive,
that is, “politically more impactful” type of SDG engagement. Possible candidates would have been
all indicators of the second category regarding the participation in policy processes. With respect
to the political impact, it would have been possible to argue that these types of SDG engagement
can be regarded as qualitatively more impactful and hence more important than other types of
SDG engagement. For the process of counting the different types of indicators coded for each CSO,
this extra weight could have been reflected for example, in counting all indicators for participating

28

Again, for those CSOs that employed the first type of search algorithm, all search results were used for data collection, even if their number exceeded 100.
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in policy processes twice, that is, assigning them double the weight of all the other indicators.
Without doubt, this would have changed the findings and their illustrated in tables 5 – 7.
Second, instead of using only the values counted and calculated for the full range of all 40
different types of indicators that were identified (ni(C)=40), it would have also been possible to
answer S-RQ1.2 by using the values counted and calculated for (ni(B)=32) or (ni(A)=25), as illustrated
in table 6 and table 7, respectively. This could have been possibly justified by arguing that distinguishing solo publications from joint publications on the one hand or even distinguishing SDGspecific from SDG-mentioning pieces of writing on the other hand would unnecessarily complicate
the mapping of different types of SDG engagement, constituting a mere intellectual exercise of
making everything as complicate as possible, which would not do justice to the day-to-day challenges of CSOs that simply cannot be concerned with engaging with the SDGs in as many intricate
ways as possible, but have to allocate and distribute their staff, time and resources across many
different issue areas. Using the results illustrated in table 6 for ni(B)=32 or those from table 7 for
ni(A)=25 for answering S-RQ1.2 would have changed the degree of SDG engagement assessed at
least for some CSOs, as well as the distribution of different degrees of SDG engagement across the
group of all 67 CSOs as a whole.
Third, if the researcher would have decided to use a different number of categories for assessing the distribution of SDG engagement across all 67 CSOs, that is, three, five or six categories
instead of the four categories referring to a low, moderate, high and very high degree of SDG engagement, then this would have had a changing impact on the final results as well. Likewise, setting
different starting points and endpoints on the x-axis for each one of the four categories would
have influenced the final results as well.
In sum, even though the results that were eventually used to answer S-RQ1.2 were derived
from scientifically objective methods, that is, by counting the number of different indicators exhibited by each CSOs and then calculating the percentage of CSOs that were put in the same category with in a given range of different indicators coded for each CSO, the decisions of which indicators to count, how to count the indicators, the decisions of many categories to use for assessing
the distribution of different degrees engagement among the 67 CSOs and finally, deciding the stating points and endpoints delineating each category, these were all subjective decisions based on
the subjective reasoning of the researcher, and all of the influenced the final answer to S-RQ1.2.
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7.2 Results: Incentives for SDG Engagement
This section presents the findings on incentives that explain why CSOs were inclined to engage
with the SDGs, based on interviewee responses. In order to discover possible incentives, apart
from the distinct interview question on whether there were any specific or structural incentives to
engage with the SDGs (Q12), interviewees were asked about why they engaged with the SDGs in
the first place (Q10), why the SDGs are important for their work (Q11), how they perceive the
importance of the SDGs in general (Q1) and how they perceive the focality of the SDGs within the
field of sustainable development (Q2).
On the UN-level, CSOs perceived
the SDG´s universal applicability, their
holistic conceptualization of sustainable development, the inclusive negotiation process, the normative guidance
they provide in addition to being the
follow-up processes of the MDGs and
the Rio-process as compelling incentives to engage with them.
On the EU-level, the SDGs constituted a new tool that CSOs could use to
strengthen their governance capabili- Figure 27: Results for the Incentives to SDG Engagement.
ties. CSOs recognized how they could
use the SDGs as tools in their advocacy
work.
On the national level, it was a sense of national ownership created by prominent political
figures that incentivized CSO engagement. However, this was found to be the case only in two
national contexts, apart from one case of an CSO that was incentivized by its donors to engage
with the SDGs and one case of reportedly access to SDG-related funding. This suggests that national governments were not successful in incentivizing their domestic CSOs to engage in the SDGs.
Figure 27 shows all the codes, each representing an incentive for SDG engagement articulated by
one or more interviewees that were coded in Atlas.ti. The numbers in brackets indicate for how
many different interviewees the respective code was coded.

7.2.1 UN-Level
For the UN-level, the central finding is that it was the defining characteristics of the SDGs that was
crucial in incentivizing CSO engagement. Particularly four defining characteristics of the SDGs were
found to provide incentives for CSOs to engage with them. These characteristics were first, their
universal applicability, second, their holistic approach of an inherent recognition of interdependencies among goals, third, the inclusive nature of their negotiation process, and fourth, the guidance the SDGs provided in terms of where to concentrate one´s efforts. In other words, the central
finding for the UN-level is that it was particularly those characteristics that signified an
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advancement from the MDGs as a mere development agenda that was negotiated behind closed
doors and focused only on the developing world, towards a more holistic and universal agenda for
sustainable development that emerged from an inclusive negotiation process, that the interviewees reported as being incentivizing their CSO to engaging with the SDGs. As a minor finding, it can
be reported that for a few CSOs, merely being the successors of the MDGs and being a follow-up
process of the Rio-Process was a reason for them to engage with the SDGs.
Universal Applicability
The first finding is that the universal applicability of the SDGs provided a strong incentive to engage
with them. The SDGs required European governments to take political action domestically, which
in turn incentivized European CSOs to engage with the SDGs domestically. Eight interviewees referred to the 2030 Agenda´s principle of universality, that is, being applicable to all countries, as
being an important factor in their decision to engage with the SDGs (cf. I-6; I-7; I-9; I-10; I-13; I-14;
I-15; I-19). Respondents, some of which even participated in the Rio+20 conference in 2012, reported that they perceived the post-2015 goal structure to provide a great opportunity to move
beyond the formerly applicable conception of development policy as being directed only at developing countries (cf. Ibid.). This paradigm shift in the conception of what development policy entailed, provided a strong incentive to engage with the SDGs. Even an interviewee from a climatefocused CSO, who otherwise reported that they focused more on the Paris Agreement because of
its greater institutional relevance in the climate sector, pointed out that it was the 2030 Agenda´s
principle of universality that led for them, at least to “some recognition” of the 2030 Agenda as
being an important framework that they have to engage with at least to some extent (cf. I-6).
Holistic Approach
A second finding is that 2030 Agenda´s holistic approach towards sustainable development efforts
in terms of recognizing the interconnectedness and interdependencies among goals and respective policy efforts was an important incentive factor for CSO engagement. This factor was brought
up by seven out of the 19 interviewees (see figure 27; cf. I-2; I-5; I-7; I-8 I-15; I-18; I-19). As one
interviewee summarized it: “In comparison to the MDGs, they are much broader and consider the
interconnectedness of different goals and sectors (cf. I-19). Similarly, a different respondent referred to the “spirit of innovation” of the 2030 Agenda with reference to the idea to view differing
policy efforts in one framework while recognizing the connections between the different issues
(cf. I-5). Finally, another interviewee described that this “systemic thinking approach” of bringing
the different dimensions of environmental issues, economic issues, social issues and governance
issues as “the value of the SDGs” (I-8).
Negotiation Process
The third finding is that those CSOs that were involved in the negotiation process of the SDGs,
experienced it as much more inclusive compared to the negotiation of the MDGs. The experience
of being heard and having one´s views taken into consideration, provided a strong incentive to
engage with the SDGs after their adoption. Four interviewees reported that in contrast to the
MDGs, which were negotiated by a small amount of UN personal from the global north, the negotiation process of the SDGs was a lot more open to input from the civil society (cf. I-9; I-10; I-11; I144
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13). One interviewee explained that the UN made a real effort to include CSOs and even though
not all of their demands were met to the full extent, as CSOs, they were still being heard, nonetheless (cf. I-11). There was a real “back-and-forth” (Ibid.) dialogue taking place, which created an
atmosphere of hope and enthusiasm on the part of CSOs. Therefore, at least for those CSOs that
were involved in the negotiations, it can be argued that being involved from the get-go with the
accompanying attitude of hope and enthusiasm towards the implementation process to come,
provided a structural incentive to engage with the new post-2030 agenda, at least at the beginning.
Normative Guidance
As a fourth finding, it can be stated that the SDGs incentivized CSO engagement because they
provided clear guidance for allocating resources and efforts. Four interviewees reported on this
aspect of providing guidance as an incentive to engage with the SDGs (cf. cf. I-5; I-11; I-13; I-18)
One interviewee pointed of how the SDGs were “like a roadmap” on what to achieve in the upcoming 15 years and what to concentrate their efforts on, while at the same time, being a roadmap
for donors and governments as well (cf. I-11). The SDGs are, according to a different interviewee,
“guidelines to follow” (I-18), while a third interviewee referred to the SDGs as “common normative
value platform”, which is should not be underestimated in its significance (I-13).
Follow-up Process to the Rio Process or to the MDGs
A minor finding, whereas minor refers to the smaller number of interviewees that made reference
to those incentivizing factors, is that by way of emerging out of the Rio process and being the
successor goals to the MDGs, the SDGs incentivized those CSOs to follow-up on the SDGs that were
formerly engaging with the Rio-process or the MDGs as well.
Two interviewees made this argument with regard to the Rio-pr<ocess (cf. I-9 & I-10), while
another two CSOs made a similar argument with regard to the MDGs (cf. I-7 & I-17). One interviewee reported that their CSO was founded in the context of the first Rio conference in 1992 and
ever since, they have been working on all issues related to the Rio process (cf. I-9). Therefore, ever
since they attended the Rio+20 conference in 2012, when the whole post-2015 goal process gained
traction, observing and working on the negotiation process and everything that followed, became
one of their central activities (cf. Ibid.). The other interviewee that referred to the Rio process,
attended the Rio+20 conference as well and stated to having been engaged in the whole SDG process from the beginning (cf. I-10).
With respect to the MDGs, one interviewee elaborated that it was always clear that the SDGs
would be an important thing to follow for them because the they constituted the follow-up process
to the MDGs, which, in turn, have constituted an important topic for them to follow as well (cf.- I7). The other interviewee reported that although their organization was skeptical about the SDGs
at first, it was “clear that they would monitor the SDG process” because they had seen in the past
how the MDGs had been able to provide central framework for reference (cf. I-17).

145

7 Results: Explanatory Factors

7.2.2 EU-Level
Using the SDGs as a Tool
The central finding regarding incentives to engage with the SDGs on the EU-level is that CSOs recognized that they could use the SDGs as a tool in their advocacy work. Engaging with the SDGs
strengthened the advocacy capabilities of CSOs because they could hold policy makers accountable to their commitments to delivering on the SDGs. This is an important finding because it indicates that, at least within the “Brussels policy bubble”, it was not necessarily the SDGs´ content
that was appealing to CSOs, but rather how they could use the SDGs as a reference point in their
interaction with policy makers. Six out of the 19 interviewees distinctly mentioned their recognition of the usefulness of the SDGs a tool in their advocacy work, including their interaction with
policy makers as incentives to engage with the SDGs.
One interviewee recalled how, in their perception, the SDGs haven´t been a big topic directly
from the beginning but rather, once the EC committed to the SDGs, they started to engage with
them (cf. I-2). The Commission´s commitment to the 2030 Agenda,29 was such an important incentive for CSOs to engage with the SDGs, because this commitment enabled the CSOs to hold the EC
and policy makers in Brussels accountable. This role of CSOs as watchdogs, that is holding policy
makers accountable on their commitments will be further discussed in chapter eleven.
In the same vein, several interviewees described the SDGs as attractive to engage with because they perceived them as strong and useful political tools not only to hold policy makers to
account but to use in their interaction with policy makers in general. One respondent described
the use of SDGs as an advocacy tool to the effect that the general perception of (policy) proposals
is “if it helps to achieve the SDGs, you should listen to it” (cf. I-1). Likewise, other interviewees
referred to the SDGs as being an “important point of reference in the dialogue with policy makers”
(I-13) or “a language they can use when they present their demands” (I-15). In addition, one interviewee reported that the SDGs enabled CSOs to point out that different policies are interconnected
and need to be addressed in an interconnected manner. For example, the SDGs enabled them to
remind policy makers that you cannot address poverty without taking into account the effects that
anti-poverty measures have on the planet (cf. I-2).
To sum up, the central finding relating to the EU-level is that CSOs recognized the usefulness
of the SDGs as a point of reference in their interaction with policy makers to point out the interconnectedness of different policy areas. In general, the framing of the SDGs being a tool and using
the SDGs as a tool were reoccurring notions throughout the interviews.

29

This “commitment” highly likely refers to the inclusion of the SDGs into the European Semester process. At this
point of the interview, the interviewee merely used the phrase “Because the EU has committed to reaching the
SDGs” (I-2). However, the interviewee later went on elaborating on the inclusion of the SDGs in to the European Semester process and referred to the European Semester as the process “which in theory is supposed to be the tool to
implement the SDGs” (Ibid.). Therefore, the researcher assumes that the interviewee was referring to that inclusion
into the European Semester process when they referred to the “commitment” of the EU earlier on in the interview.
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MESA
One respondent explained that it was the preparation in 2016 for their organization´s participation
in the MESA project that laid the groundwork for the SDG orientation later on (cf. I-19). It was the
MESA project that ended up providing some of the initial funding for SDG Watch Europe.

7.2.3 National-Level
The central finding for the national level is that there were no national incentives for CSOs to engage with the SDGs that occurred often enough to allow for a generalizing statement. In other
words, although two cases of a sense of national ownership, one case of access to funding and
once case of pressure by donors (see figure 27) were mentioned throughout the interviews as
incentives to engage with the SDGs on the national level, these examples were so specifically dependent on the domestic political circumstances that they cannot be listed as examples for national incentives to SDG engagement that could be applicable to the domestic political circumstances of other European countries as well. This indicates that national governments were not
successful in setting incentives for the organized civils society to engage in the SDG implementation process.
Sense of National Ownership
In the case of two CSOs, they reported that it was prominent individuals such as politicians or
diplomats, who successfully communicated the SDGs into the civil society and created a sense of
national ownership towards the SDGs (cf. I-3 & I-5). This relationship between the civil society and
the SDGs in turn incentivized domestic CSOs to engage with them.
One interviewee who was involved in an Irish working group “Beyond 2015” in 2014, reported
to be kept strongly involved in and up to date about the SDG negotiation process by David O´Connor, the former Chief of the Policy and Analysis Branch of the UN Division for Sustainable Development (cf. I-5). O´Connor, who played a leading role in the OWG and co-authored the book Transforming Multilateral Diplomacy – The Inside Story of the Sustainable Development Goals (Kamau
et al. 2018), which was referenced several times in the fourth chapter, was a prominent figure in
the Republic of Ireland at the time and maintained a constant stream of information from the
negotiations towards the civil society. The interviewee explained that Ireland was perceived (or
perceived itself) as the “midwife” (I-5) of the SDGs, that is, Ireland helped giving birth to the SDGs
because of David O´Connor. In addition, the Irish president Michael D. Higgins was a champion of
the SDGs very early in 2015 and promoted them even before their adoption in September (cf.
Ibid.). These two prominent individual figures created a strong bond and sense of ownership between Ireland and the SDGs and therefore a national context that made it very interesting for CSOs
to get involved with the SDG.
A similar experience was reported for the case of Hungary. The Hungarian permanent representative to the UN at the time of the negotiations, Csaba Kőrösi, was one of the co-chairs of the
OWG. Kőrösi was not only a very good diplomat, but together with his main advisor, was very well
connected, both internationally and within the Hungarian civil society (cf. I-3). Both Kőrösi and his
advisor streamed a lot of knowledge about the SDGs and their negotiation process into the
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Hungarian civil society. They explained how the SDGs were formed and the rationale behind the
different goals and targets. “They put the reasoning behind the SDGs” (Ibid.), as the interviewee
put it. This meant that that for the Hungarian civil society, which didn’t have a particularly high
awareness concerning the SDGs per se, the interest got heightened by these two prominent figures. They managed to create this “kind of feeling of pride”, as reported by the interviewee. As a
result, CSOs had an incentive to engage with the SDGs, similar to the case in Ireland.
However, it should be pointed out that Hungary did not turn out to be a great frontrunner
when it comes to implementing the SDGs. Neither a particularly high awareness about the SDGs
among the civil society at the time of the adoption, nor high degrees of CSO engagement in general
are necessarily correlated with strong implementation efforts on the part of the national government. This discrepancy between CSO engagement on the one hand and lack of effective implementation measures from the respective domestic government on the other hand is a theme that
will be further discussed in the section on barriers to SDG engagement.
Access to Funding
What came to a surprise to the researcher, given the number of interviewees who reported how
problematic the lack SDG-earmarked funding would be, one interviewee shared an opposing experience, according to which “there were SDG-specific project funds” and that their respective
CSO was able to “combine its strategic approaches with the SDGs well, which allowed them to get
access to project funds that were SDG-specific but also to those that were not SDG-related” (I-10).
The researcher is unsure how to reconcile the experience of this particlar interviewee with the
many experiences shared by interviewees that were unable to generate SDG-related funding.
Maybe the interviewee referenced abvove was in a partiuclarly fortunate positon that the
respective national government provided SDG-related funding to CSOs while CSOs operating in
other countries and on the EU-level in particular, simply were dealing with other cicrumstances
regarding funding.
Pressure By Donors
One interviewee mentioned that while the respective CSO wasn’t so much involved in the negotiation process per se, the donors of the CSO had a strong interest to make sure that they followed
the SDGs (cf. I-11). Hence, in this case it was the strategic orientation linked to the financial dependency of this particular CSO that incentivized SDG engagement.

7.2.4 Structural Incentive to Stay Engaged
Apart from structural incentives for initial SDG engagement, one respondent pointed out a particular structural incentive to remain engaged. The respondent stressed that, on the level of the individual CSO, abandoning the SDGs would mean to abandon the important connections to other
actors that were established as a result of engaging with the SDGs (cf. I-9). Even more, on a holistic
level, abandoning the SDGs in general would also mean to abandon all the important connections
and conceptual interdependencies between goals and targets that the SDGs introduced into the
sustainability debate (cf. Ibid.)
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7.3 Results: Barriers to SDG Engagement
This section presents the findings on hurdles or barriers that prevented CSOs from engaging with
the SDGs. The findings are derived from interviewee responses to the question on the SDGs´ importance for the CSOs (Q11) and in particular, to the question on specific or structural factors they
perceived as prohibiting more thorough engagement (Q13).
For the UN-level, central barriers
to SDG engagement were found to be
first, the SDGs being broad and complex to grasp, to work on and to communicate, second, be the institutional
competition emerging from other institutional frameworks and conventions that CSO viewed as more suitable
points of reference, third, perceived
goal incoherencies within the SDGs,
fourth a general shortness of staff and
resources and fifth, the weak review Figure 28: Results for the Barriers to SDG Engagement.
and monitoring process.
On the EU-level, the lack of available funding was identified as the main barrier to SDG engagement, in addition to institutional competition posed by the European Green Deal, which shifted
the focus away from the SDGs. For the national context, no examples were found that would allow
for a generalized statement regarding national barriers to SDG engagement across Europe. However, for the particular context of Germany, it was found that weak national implementation mechanisms prohibited effective engagement on the part of CSOs. For the context of France, it was
found that the general political focus was directed more towards the Paris Agreement, which was
adopted shortly after the SDGs, rather than towards the SDGs. Additional national barriers to SDG
engagement were found to be, again, pressure by donors and the domestic political circumstances
in general. Figure 28 shows all the codes, each representing a barrier to SDG engagement articulated by one or more interviewees that were coded in Atlas.ti. The numbers in brackets indicate
for how many different interviewees the respective code was coded.

7.3.1 UN-Level
SDGs Being Too Broad
The main finding regarding barriers to SDG engagement on the UN-level is that for some CSOs, the
scope of the SDGs is too broad to engage with as a whole. Five interviewees referred to the broad
nature of the SDGs as making them first, hard to grapple with as an agenda as a whole, second, to
integrate into their day-to-day work as CSOs and third, to effectively communicate to the public
(cf. I-6; I-8; I-12; I-14; I-19).

149

7 Results: Explanatory Factors

One interviewee pointed out that the 2030 Agenda is “quite a huge package” for a specialized
CSO first, to grapple with, second, to develop effective policy frameworks on and third, to focus
on as a whole (cf. I-6). For the respondent´s CSO, there are simply too many goals to deal with
them practically. Likewise, from a governments perspective, trying to create policy coherence between the 17 goals seems difficult, in their view (cf. Ibid.). A second interviewee described that
being so broad and universal would make it difficult for some people “to wrap their head around”
and sometimes making it “difficult to advocate on the SDGs because people either perceive them
as too big and scary or don’t see their relevance for their work” (I-8). Similarly, another interviewee
reported how the SDGs´ structural demand for policy coherence is difficult to communicate both
to policy makers and the wider public. The interrelationships among goals and targets are complex
issues that are “less suitable for emotional and effective campaigning” on the part of NGOs (I-19).
Interestingly, the same respondent cited the SDGs holistic approach that accounts for these interrelationships as a structural incentive for SDG engagement. This indicates that these difficulties
concerning effective communication and campaigning of the goals don’t pose barriers to SDG engagement per se but rather barriers to successful advocacy work.
Institutional Competition
The second finding on barriers to SDG engagement on the international level is that the SDG do
not take the focal position within the sustainable development governance architecture, at least
for some CSOs. This was reported by 4 four several interviewees as a distinct barrier to engaging
with the SDG to a greater extent (cf. I-6; I-8; I-13; I-14).
It was found that there is institutional competition to the extent that other institutional
frameworks, multi-lateral and hard-law regulatory frameworks that are more useful points of reference for CSOs to work with. This includes the UNFCCC and the Paris Agreement in the climate
domain, the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) in the biodiversity domain, but also hard law
regulations stemming from the WTO. These conventions and regulatory frameworks are more detailed, established and in some cases legally binding, which provides better angles for CSOs to use
in their advocacy work. This in turn, disincentivizes a more thorough engagement with the SDGs.
CSOs are limited in staff, time and resources and need to weigh the different frameworks as to
which one is the most promising to engage with in terms of prospective advocacy achievements
This central structural barrier to SDG engagement on the global level can be referred to as
institutional duplication, a lack of institutional integration or even institutional competition. Contrary to the researcher´s expectation that the 2030 Agenda, simply by being the most comprehensive and universally applicable agenda can be regarded as the focal entity within the sustainable
development governance architecture, some conventions and agreements were found to constitute more important points of reference in the day-to-day advocacy work of CSOs. According to
an interviewee that represented a CSO network in the climate sector, the primary frameworks for
their member organizations´ work are the UNFCCC, the Paris Agreement and the respective national governments´ translations into national legislation (cf. I-6). The interviewee made the argument that those frameworks are much more worthwhile to engage in than the SDGs, as they provide much more substance to work with. In their perception, the same would be the case for CSOs
working in the biodiversity domain, in which the CBD has much more international weight (cf.
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Ibid.). Likewise, a second interviewee referred to the Paris Agreement, the CBD and the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES) as important
agreements and conventions that their organization focuses on (cf. I-8). This case of other conventions being more important points of reference was not only found for the climate domain but for
the issue areas of social policy and development aid as well. First, one interviewee representing a
faith-based organization mentioned both the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) but
also the Convention of Rights of the Child (UN CRC) as important documents to be used in advocacy
(cf. I-14). From another interviewee, more hard law regulations stemming from the WTO were
mentioned as political tools to hold policy makers accountable (cf. I-13).
This lack of institutional coherence provided by the SDGs is particularly relevant in chapter
ten for assessing their effect on possibly reducing the degree of fragmentation of sustainable development governance, as institutional coherence is one of the three dimensions of fragmentation
in its conceptualization provided by Biermann et al. (2009).
Goal Incoherencies
Third, the continuous adherence to the paradigm of economic growth, as reflected in SDG, was
found to create goal incoherence’s within the 2030 Agenda. Criticisms directed towards goal 8 was
a common response to Q19, which asked for general criticism on the SDGs, but as a distinct factor
disincentivizing more thorough CSO engagement, it was mentioned by two interviewees (cf. I-6 &
I-13).
One interviewee pointed out that because of some inherent goal conflicts that their organization perceived, an organizational orientation in accordance the SDGs was never of high importance (cf. 13).The interviewee, in particular, referred to the inherent conflicts between achieving SDG 8 and SDG 10, that is, the inherent conflict between sustaining economic growth and reducing inequalities and between SDG 8 and SDG 12, that is, the inherent conflicts between sustaining economic growth while achieving sustainable consumption and production patterns (cf.
Ibid.). Similarly, the second interviewee raised the issue that the current manner in which the goals
and targets are conceptualized is inconsistent. They particularly pointed out how SDG 8 on economic growth and SDG 9 on infrastructure are inconsistent with the climate-related goals (SDG 1315) (cf. I-6).
However, directly following this criticism, the interviewee made a highly interesting remark:
“But you have to work with what you got”. For the researcher, this begs the question, whether
criticisms on inherent goal incoherencies, but also concerning other types of criticisms on the SDGs
actually indicate real barriers to engaging with the SDGs or whether they are merely criticisms. A
possible answer could be that these forms of criticisms constitute barriers to engaging with the
SDGs to a greater extent instead of constituting “red-line” barriers that preclude SDG engagement
of any type. After all, the respective interviewee articulated their criticisms with the postscript of
having to work with what you have as an answer to Q13, on whether they experienced any individual or structural barriers to SDG engagement.
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As a side observation, this aspect of goal incoherence, in addition to the factor of some CSOs
perceiving the SDGs as being too broad, corroborates the concerns raised by Underdal and Kim
(see page 32) as to the SDGs not constituting a small and manageable set of goals and lacking a
hierarchically ordered goal structure.
Shortness of Staff and Resources
Another factor that was found to constitute a major barrier to engaging with the SDGs is the shortness of staff and resources faced by CSOs. Although both of the two interviewees that mentioned
this aspect as a barrier to SDG engagement represented CSO networks that are predominantly
active in Europe (cf. I-13; I-14: I-16), this factor of shortness of staff and resources was listed as a
barrier on the UN-level instead of incorporating it into the “lack of funding” factor that will be
discussed in the next sub-section regarding the EU-level. This is the case because these two interviewees referred to being understaffed and being underfunded in a general sense, which arguably
applies to CSOs that are active on all levels, including the UN-level as well. In other words, their
testimonies allowed to derive a generalized statement for many CSOs, going beyond the spatial
scope of EU-level processes. Whereas the interview responses used in the “lack of funding” paragraph related to the EU-level always elaborated on the problems they experienced when trying to
apply for funding by the EU.
Stating that CSOs “are always understaffed”, the first interviewee explained that as a CSO,
you have to “make a balancing exercise regarding what you can do in terms of staff, funding,
resources etc. […] where it would have more political leverage to step in” (I-16). The other
interviewee explained that as a network having only a very small secretariat with two employees,
their engagement with the SDGs, but also with SDG Watch Europe “has been minimal” because
they “didn’t really have time to invest in it” (I-14). These examples illusrtate the finding that not
only individual CSOs but also networks that might even have a large number of member
organizations, as non-profit civil society actors without any income streams based on freeenterprise activities, shortness of staff and resources remains a gerenal problem that necessarily
limits the degree to which any CSO or CSO network can engage with any given topic issue from
among the range of issues the they seek to enage with simultaneously.
Weak Monitoring and Review Process
The last barrier to SDG engagement on the UN-level that emerged form interview responses was
the CSOs´ perception of the monitoring and review processes as being weak and not particularly
inviting to participate in. These points were raised by two interviewees in particular (cf. I-6 & I-12).
The first interviewee evaluated the UN-level monitoring and review process, for example in the
form of presenting VNRs at the HLPF as “quite weak”, whereas the they perceived the reporting
to be “very basic” (I-6). However, also relating to the EU-level, the interviewee assessed the Eurostat reports as “being very weak” (Ibid.). This ties into the aspect of institutional competition, because the interviewee referred to the CBD as having more international weight and thus providing
stronger incentives to engage with as a CSO.
The second interviewee further criticized that “deadlines for responses to the national
sustainability strategy or the HLPF and the VNRs are always on short notice” (I-12). Not knowing
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when a document, for example a country VNR would get published, in addition to not knowing the
amount of time that CSOs would have to prepare their repsonses or to write up their responding
stament papaers would make it very difficult to engage with these processes, because these
publicaitons have to go through multi-step clearance processes within each CSO (cf. Ibid.). This
interivewee´s experience suggests that altough the processes related to revising the national
sustainability strategies on the national level and preocess related to the the VNRs on the UN-level
are, in theory, supposed to be participatory process for CSOs, the short notice deadlines make it
hard to plan ahead and to allocate time and resources accordingly, thereby constituting a barrier
to SDG engagement.

7.3.2 EU-Level
On the European level, two major barriers to SDG engagement were identified. The first finding is
that both the general lack of SDG-earmarked EU-level funding and the process that CSOs have to
go through in order to acquire funding poses barriers to CSO engagement. CSOs are not commercially-driven enterprises that generate revenue to finance themselves. Instead, CSOs are usually
non-profit organizations that finance themselves through donations and public funding. For this
reason, funding is an issue of central importance for CSOs. As a consequence, a lack of (earmarked)
funding for SDG-related activities poses a central barrier to SDG engagement. A second finding
concerns a barrier not to initial but rather to continuous SDG engagement. The European Green
Deal, that was adopted in 2019 poses a problem of institutional competition and institutional duplication for the SDGs. CSOs that are active on the EU-level have better prospects to achieve their
advocacy aims when they align their advocacy work with those policy processes that are currently
high on the agenda in Brussels. Therefore, when the attention of the European Commission and
Parliament shifts from the 2030 Agenda to the European Green Deal, CSOs have an incentive to
shift their attention away from the SDGs as well.
Lack of Funding
Five different interviewees distinctly mentioned a lack of funding and problems with applying for
funding as central barriers for SDG engagement (cf. I-2; I-4 I-8; I-15; I-19). For this first finding, it
can be stated that both individual CSOs and SDG Watch Europe encountered difficulties when they
tried to apply to EU-funding for SDG-related activities. The problem for SDG Watch Europe was
that it simply was a novel structure and that with any new structure, according to one interviewee,
you need to start fundraising. According to one interviewee, EU funding reportedly never comes
as a 100% funding but there is always co-financing needed (cf. I-2). Hence, as a new structure that
does not have any co-funding to begin with, it is very difficult to apply for EU funding in the first
place. Likewise, it is difficult to engage in fundraising without having a secretariat and staff members specifically dedicated towards that task. All work for SDG Watch Europe is done voluntarily
by staff members of member organizations, but in order to effectively fundraise, as the interviewee highlighted, some people need to work specifically on that (cf. Ibid.). In addition, with respect to the quality and extent and advocacy work, both a single CSO and a CSO alliance can deliver, another interviewee pointed out that in order “to deliver more complex reports” (I-4), you
need the resources associated with that, both in terms of staff and funding.
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Institutional Competition
The second and barrier to SDG engagement is the EU´s shift in focus towards the European Green
Deal and the European Climate Pact. Despite the formal inclusion of the SDGs into the European
Semester, which happened around the same time, ever since the adoption of the Green Deal in
December 2019, the EU´s main focus has been on the Green Deal, which four interviewees reported as problematic with respect to the degree of engagement they were willing to dedicate to
the SDGs (cf. I-4; I-6; I-9; I-15). Disregarding the analytical aim of this thesis´ chapter, i.e., simply
explaining different degree of SDG engagement, but rather with regard to the political impact of
CSO engagement of any kind in general, this poses a problem because the Green Deal, as one
interviewee put it, is only “a cheap budget version of the 2030 Agenda” (I-9). The Green Deal´s
thematic scope is much narrower compared to the 2030 Agenda and social topics are strongly
underrepresented (cf. Ibid.). Understandably, the EU´s shift of focus on the Green Deal forces European CSOs to shift their attention towards the Green Deal as well. As one interviewee explained,
with regard to the general attention currently received by different political agendas, for every
CSO, there are “strategic considerations at play”, to the extent that “as a CSO with limited funding
you have to constantly reevaluate whether your resources might be better invested somewhere
else” (I-4).
One interviewee even raised the suspicion that it was probably not a coincidence that the EC
under the Presidency of Ursula Von der Leyen decided to focus on the Green Deal instead of the
2030 Agenda (cf. I-9). By creating a new institutional structure, the EC was able to define and tweak
the new framework as they pleased while the SDG framework was already decided upon and created more frictions with European policies (cf. Ibid). The interviewee suggested that by designing
a new reference framework for which CSOs didn’t already have established ideas of how issues
should be addressed, the EC was able to focus on issues that were more in alignment of issues the
EC was intending pursue anyways (cf. Ibid.). The interviewee stressed that a general big problem
that always arises when one political mega-project gets replaced by another political mega-project, is that you lose the focus and attention of the organizations involved (cf. Ibid.).
In sum, this development on the European level might not be described as a structural barrier
towards initial SDG engagement by CSOs, as it only took place in the past 2-3 years, but rather as
a structural barrier towards continuous SDG engagement by CSOs.

7.3.3 National-Level
As for the sub-sections on incentives on the national level, the main finding for barriers to SDG
engagement on the national level is that no generalizing statement regarding such barriers can be
made. The interview responses provided four different national barriers to SDG engagement,
whereas the first three out of those four barriers related heavily on the domestic political circumstances and cannot be used to make a generalized statement that applies to other domestic political contexts as well. These national barriers to SDG engagement were found to be first, weak
national implementation mechanisms, second a domestically different political focus, third, the
domestic conditions for CSOs in general and fourth, pressure by donors.
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Weak National Implementation Mechanisms
For the national context of Germany, an important finding reported by one interviewee is a strong
discrepancy between the level of CSO involvement in policy processes on the one hand and governmental efforts to actually implementing the SDGs on the other hand. Despite their CSOs comparatively privileged position in Germany in terms of access to policy makers and possibilities for
political participation, their advocacy work shows little impact because the implementation of the
SDGs was cast in ineffective political structure. In the context of this thesis, effective CSO engagement was conceptualized as engagement that incites governmental efforts to actual deliver on the
SDGs. Therefore, the finding is that ineffective political structures that CSOs have to engage with,
irrespective of the degree of engagement, poses a barrier to effective engagement.
The fundamental problem is that the German government decided to use the national sustainability strategy (“Deutsche Nachhaltigkeitsstrategie”) as the main tool for implementing the
SDGs. The national sustainability strategy was first formulated in 2002 and has, according to one
interviewee remained an ineffective, if not politically irrelevant tool ever since (cf. I-9). The government´s decision to, as the interviewee put it, “push the big new international agenda into this
rusty national tool”, turned out to be detrimental because the sustainability strategy remained
politically useless, despite its revisions (cf. Ibid.). The national sustainability strategy was revised
several times since the adoption of the SDGs, and incorporated the inputs from different CSOs,
thereby constituting an inclusive and participatory process from the civil society perspective. Several respondents that closely followed the revisions or even were involved in the revisions unanimously agree that, academically or intellectually speaking, it is a very well structured, elaborate
and considerate document, crafted by many highly intelligent, well-meaning and ambitious individuals (cf. I-7; I-9; I-10; I-12;) However, in terms of political impact, it remains useless and as one
interviewee put it “the SDGs got integrated into a useless document” (I-9).
This example illustrates the general experience shared by interviewees regarding SDG implementation in Germany. The respondents pointed out that CSOs in Germany are in the privileged
position to be well connected to the government and have, in comparison to other countries, easy
access to representatives of the government and the different ministries. Furthermore, the task of
implementing the SDGs is subject to the chancellery, i.e., the executive office of the Chancellor (cf.
Ibid.). This means that the task of SDG implementation is located at the highest possible administrative section of the government. However, all the inputs CSOs contributed to the ministries and
the resulting impulses didn’t lead to anything. The interviewee summarized CSO activities in the
past five years in the following way: “All the promising and important conversations with the ministries and policy makers translated into effectively nothing in terms of political impact” (Ibid.). In
addition, the interviewee assessed that “the SDGs are almost corrupted because they were cast in
political structures that are ineffective” (Ibid.).
For CSOs in Germany, according to the interviewee, this raises the question as to why they
should engage in a process they agree with on a normative level, but where their political counterpart, i.e., the government, forces it into a useless political mechanism (cf. Ibid.). While CSOs in
Germany believe in the content of the SDGs and want them to be implemented, they have to
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question whether it is still best to pursue sustainable development policy goals via the vehicle of
the SDGs or whether their time and efforts are better allocated on other frameworks (cf. Ibid.). As
a direct consequence, the problem arises that the above-mentioned processes for CSO participation constitute strong barriers to hold the German government accountable for their lack of action
regarding SDG implementation. When confronted, policy makers can counter criticism by pointing
out that first, the government has this central sustainability strategy that was revised to fit the
SDGs, second, the highest political office is in charge of the SDGs, third the CSOs are even in contact
with the chancellery and fourth, are able to take part in participatory processes (cf. Ibid.). These
counterarguments to criticism seem valid and “on paper” because it looks like the government is
strongly involved with the SDGs.
The same respondent who gave this rather pessimistic account of SDG implementation processes in Germany was also the one who mentioned negative ramifications of abandoning the
SDGs as structural incentives to remain engaged. In their view, CSOs in Germany are in this ambivalent position where they are caught between being confronted with political processes leading
nowhere on the one hand, and risking to lose contacts and improvements in conceptualizing sustainable development when they chose to abandon the SDGs on the other hand (cf. I-9).
Other National Policy Focus
Secondly, somewhat similar to the national ownership aspect mentioned as an incentive on the
national level, one interviewee reported that there was a strong national focus on the Paris Agreement in the aftermath of the Paris Climate Summit in December 2015, which led to a generally
very low level of attention directed at the 2030 Agenda adopted three months earlier (cf. I-5).
Domestic Conditions for CSOs
Thirdly, one interviewee spoke about shrinking societal spaces and political structures that were
restrictive towards CSO activities of any kind. Pointing towards Hungary, the Czech Republic but
also with regard to countries heavily affected by corruption such as Italy, the interviewee stressed
that also within Europe, countries exist in which the civil society faces oppression and repression
(cf. I-9). In addition, with regard to a “right-wing push” in countries such as Germany or the UK,
the interviewee warned that “At one point, civil society actors decide that there are more
important issues than the SDGs, e.g., Nazis in the parliament” (Ibid.). As for the examples of weak
governance mechanisms in Germany or the focus on the Paris Agreement in France, these
examples can hardly be generalized for all European countries. However, one generalizing finding
that can be derived from this interviewee´s statements is that in every country, there are a lot of
different issues that are relevant for the society as a whole, the civil society included, which in turn
compete for the attention of CSOs that have to weigh their priorities and make balancing decisions
on which topics to allocate their time, staff and ressources to. This arguably applies to every
country in Europe.30

30

If one were to look beyond the spatial scope of this thesis, i.e., beyond the scope of Europe, then the domestic
conditions for CSOs can be significantly more dangerous, compare to possible oppression and repression in
European countries. As the interivewee pointed out, civil society actors that are active in the environemntal domain,
are facing physical and even lethal threats because of their work in the Amazon rainforest (cf. I-9).
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Pressure by Donors
Finally, the last national barrier to SDG engagement that was found is linked to a change in the
donor´s preferences. The same CSO that initially was incentivized by its donors to engage with the
SDGs in the first place (see section 7.2.3) had to drop its focus after two years. While from 2017
onwards there was a strong desire for SDG-focused work on the part of the donors, their preferences changed in 2019, thenceforward the donors preferred the CSO to focus more on international cooperation rather than the SDGs (cf. I-11), which required the CSO to execute this shift of
focus. This example illustrates the problems that come along with financial dependency or earmarked funding, especially when a CSO is funded by only a small number of different donors, let
alone by a single donor.
Table 8 in the next section illustrates the findings regarding both incentives and barriers to
SDG engagement that were discussed in this chapter so far. The numbers in brackets indicate how
many different interviewees made reference to the respective incentive or barrier.
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7.4 Visualization of the Results
Table 8: Summary of the Findings Regarding Incentives for and Barriers to SDG Engagement. Own Illustration.

Universal Applicability [8]
Holistic Approach [7]
Negotiation Process [4]
UN-Level
Normative Guidance [4]
Follow-up Process of MDGs [2]
Incentives

Follow-up Process of Rio Process [2]
SDGs as a Tool [6]
EU-Level
As Preparation for MESA [1]
Sense of National Ownership [2]
National Level

Access to Funding [1]
Pressure by Donors [1]
SDGs are too broad [5]
Institutional Competition [4]

UN-Level

Shortness of Staff and Resources [3]
Goal Incoherencies [2]
Weak Monitoring and Review Process [2]

Barriers

Lack of Funding [5]
EU-Level
Institutional Competition [4]
Pressure by Donors [1]
Weak National Implementation Mechanisms [1]
National Level
Different Domestic Policy Focus [1]
Domestic Conditions for CSOs [1]
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7.5 Answering S-RQ1.3
To sum up the findings presented in this chapter so far and to answer S-RQ1.3, it was found that
there are two different categories of factors that can explain different degrees of SDG engagement
among different CSOs.
RQ1 To what extent do European CSOs engage with the SDGs and why?
- S-RQ1.1 What are the manifestations of SDG engagement by CSOs?
- S-RQ1.2 To what extent do the CSOs that were examined engage with the SDGs?
- S-RQ1.3 How can different degrees of engagement be explained?

The first category includes methodological factors related to how the researcher was able to collect the data (that is ultimately used to answer S-RQ1.3) and the decisions made by the researcher
on how to make use of that data. The circumstances of data collection and the choices by the
researcher on how to analyze this data can, to some extent, be used to explain different degrees
of SDG engagement, as measured by the researcher, irrespective of the CSOs´ factual engagement
with the SDGs. The first methodological explanatory factor, considering that the researcher used
only data obtainable on the respective CSO´s website, was found to be that not every CSO reports
on its SDG-related activities on its website to the full extent. Consequently, the degree of SDG
engagement that was measured for a certain CSO, irrespective of the specifics of the scale of measurement, might not always have been an accurate representation of their factual degree of SDG
engaging, if some of the factual engagement has not been reported on the CSOs website. Now,
the extent to which this factor applies to different CSOs can, again, to some extent, explain differences in the their respectively measured degree of SDG engagement, irrespective of their factual
differences in SDG engagement. The second methodological factor that can explain different CSOs´
varying degrees of SDG engagement is the set of decisions made by the researcher on how to
construct the scale according to which the degree of individual CSO´s engagement was measured,
but also according to which the distribution of different degrees of SDG engagement across the
entirety of the 67 CSOs was measured. The researcher made subjective decisions based on subjective lines of reasoning on how to measure a single CSO´s degree of SDG engagement, on how many
different categories to use for assessing the distribution of these categories among the 67 CSOs
and on how to set the boundaries of those categories.
The second category of factors that can explain different degrees of SDG engagement relates
to the actual incentive structures of the CSOs, that is, their reasons for engaging with the SDGs to
a lower or to a higher degree. The corresponding findings for their incentives for SDG engagement
on the one hand and the barriers to SDG engagement the CSOs encountered on the other hand,
were derived from 19 interview respondents. The findings were subdivided as to applying to the
UN-level, the EU-level or the national level.
With regard to of UN-level explanatory factors, the central finding is that CSOs were incentivized to engage with the SDG, particularly by those defining characteristics of the SDGs that set
them apart from the MDGs and illustrated their major advancement from the MDGs. These
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characteristics were first, their universal applicability which marked a major shift from the MDGs´
rather narrow applicability to the developing world, second, their holistic conceptualization of sustainable development, rendering the 2030 Agenda a true agenda for sustainable development,
compared to the rather one-dimensional development agenda of the MDGs, third, their inclusive
and participatory negotiation process, which set the SDGs apart from the MDGs, which were negotiated behind closed doors by a small group of people and fourth, the SDGs´ feature of constituting a comprehensive guideline or roadmap for what to achieve. All these features made the
SDGs attractive for CSOs to engage with. These are the findings for UN-level explanatory factors
for higher degrees of Engagement. With respect to the EU-level, higher degrees of SDG engagement can be explained by CSOs´ recognition of how they could use the SDGs a tool in their advocacy work. CSOs recognized that using the SDGs would strengthen their advocacy capabilities, because they were ablet to hold policy makers accountable to their commitments to delivering on
the SDGs and they could use the SDGs as a common language and reference point in their interaction with policy makers. For the national level, no generalizable examples for incentives to SDG
engagement were found.
With regard to barriers to SDG engagement found for UN level, the first central barrier that
emerged from the interviews was that the SDGs turned out to be too broad and complex for some
CSO to firstly, fully grasp, themselves, secondly, integrate into their work areas and thirdly, to communicate to the public. The second main barrier that can explain lower degrees of SDG engagement was the factor of institutional overlap or rather competition posed by other conventions,
multilateral agreements or even hard-law institutions in different issue areas covered by the SDGs.
Hard-law regulations or at least multilateral agreements with some legally binding elements provide more tangible entry points for CSOs with their advocacy work, because it allows them to articulate harder demands and be more confrontative in their interaction with policy makers because they had agreed to something that was legally binding. Other UN-level barriers to SDG engagement were found to be a general shortness of staff and resources on the one hand, and CSOs´
unfavourable evaluation of the UN-level monitoring and review processes, based on the HLPF and
the VNRs on the other hand. In addition, some CSOs perceived fundamental inherent goal conflicts
of the SDGs as reasons not to engage with them to a higher degree, especially concerning the goals
on economic growth (SDG 8) and infrastructure (SDG 9) on the one hand and the goals on climate
protection (SDG 13), the preservation of marine and coastal ecosystems (SDG 14) and putting a
halt to land degradation, habitat loss and biodiversity loss (SDG 15) on the other hand. Regarding
the EU-level, the central two barriers to SDG engagement that emerged were first, the lack of
available funding and difficulties encountered when applying for EU-level funding and second, institutional competition posed by the European Green Deal, which, as a new development agenda
applying to the EU-level, shifted the general political attention away from the SDGs. Again, for the
national level the only generalizable finding on barriers to SDG engagement is that, irrespective of
the domestic political circumstances, every CSO has only access to a limited amount of time and
resources to allocate on different work areas that are important from a civil societal perspective
and have continuously make a balancing decision as to where to allocate their time and resources
to. Therefore, this distributive problem under circumstances of shortage of staff and resources,
can explain why some CSOs decide to engage with the SDGs to a smaller extent.
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In sum, higher degrees of CSO engagement with the SDGs can be explained by their design
features of universal applicability, their holistic approach, their inclusive negotiation process and
their provision of normative guidance on the UN-level and by their usability as a tool for CSOs,
both in their direct advocacy work but also in their interaction with policy makers in general on
the EU-level. As for incentives to engage with the SDGs on the national level, no generalizing statement can be given, as no generalizable incentives were found.
In contrast, factors that can explain lower degrees of CSO engagement on the UN-level can
be summarized as first, the SDGs being too broad and complex for some CSOs to properly engage
with, second, that for some CSOs, the SDGs do not constitute the central (or focal) framework of
reference in their advocacy work, third, that some CSOs see fundamental inherent goal conflicts
in the SDGs, fourth, a general shortness of staff and resources that can, for example, lead to the
decision of allocating less time and efforts into engaging with the SDGs and fifth, a poor assessment of and subsequently skeptical attitude of some CSOs towards the UN-level review and monitoring processes. The two central factors that can explain lower degrees of engagement with the
SDGs on the EU-level were found to be a, according to the interviewees, very thorough and omnipresent lack of funding on the one hand, and institutional competition with the European Green
Deal on the other hand. Concerning the national level one general finding that can explain lower
degreees of SDG engagement are the domestic political circumstances that CSOs have to deal with.
This includes their relationship to policy makers, the degree to which they are able to participate
in national policy processes, in addition to the fact that there are a lot of different issues that are
of high societal importance simultaneously, which in turn compete for the attention of CSOs that
consequently have to weigh their priorities and make balancing decisions on which topics to
allocate their time, staff and ressources to.
It could be argued at this point, that listing shortness of staff and resources on the UN-level,
lack of funding on the EU-level and the third aspect of the domestic political cirumstances on the
national level as three different explanatory factors, although, in essence, they describe the same
phenomena, constitutes analytical inaccuracy on the part of the resreacher because these factors
were presented as three separate research findings, while exhibiting a considerable thematic
overlap. This criticism might be valid. However, in the view of the reseracer, firstly, the reoccuring
emphasis on the lack of “EU-level funding” justifies the the distinction between the lack of funding
on the EU-level on the one hand and the referall to a general shortness of staff and resources on
the UN-level on the other hand. Secondly, the relationship of CSOs to domestic policy makers and
their domestic opportunities for politicla participation as the other components of the explanatory
factor “domestic political circumstances” justifes making a distinction between this explanatory
factor concerning the national level and the two respective explanatory factors for the UN-level
and EU-level mentioned above.
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This chapter aims to answer the second research question, that is, to uncover the nature of the
SDG governance architecture, as experienced by CSOs. As the main theme of this thesis report is
to study engagement with the SDGs from a civil society perspective, the exploration of the nature
of the corresponding SDG governance architecture will inevitably be influenced by how those
CSOs, for which data was collected, experienced their interaction with this architecture. The general structure of this chapter will consist of firstly, presenting a brief recap on the literature review
regarding governance architectures (section 8.1), followed by discussing the empirical findings
concerning the various possible components and building blocks of the SDG governance architecture, based on the extensive document analysis presented in chapter five, but also based on interview responses (sections 8.2 – 8.5). These findings will be discussed, if applicable, with regard to
differences in the structure of the SDG governance architecture concerning the UN-level, the EUlevel and the national level. Subsequently, the findings on the nature of the SDG governance architecture will be visualized (section 8.6), followed by a brief summary statement as a concise answer to RQ2 (section 8.7).

8.1 Literature Recap
This section briefly summarizes the propositions provided by the literature reviewed concerning
the structure of governance architectures. In sub-section 2.2.1 of the literature review, the concept of an architecture, in the global governance context, was defined as “the overarching system
of public and private institutions, principles, norms, regulations, decision-making procedures and
organizations that are valid or active in a given area of global governance” (Biermann & Kim 2020b:
4). Drawing on this definition, in order to explore the nature of the SDG governance architecture,
it is necessary to identify the public and private institutions, the main principles and norms, the
decision-making process, the governance process and the organizations directly related to the
SDGs and their implementation. These are the fundamental components of the SDG governance
architecture. However, merely listing its fundamental components is not enough to explore the
nature of an architecture. It will also be crucial to understand how the different components are
interacting with each other. This list of “components” provided by Biermann and Kim´s (2020) definition, which basically refers to different institutions, norms, governance processes and actors,
also coincides with Bierman and colleagues´ (2009) framework for analyzing a governance architecture´s degree of fragmentation that was discussed in subsection 2.3.3. In that framework for
analysis, governance architectures were broken down into the three main structural dimensions
of institutions (“institutional integration”), norms (“norm conflicts”) and actors (“actor constellations”) as well (Ibid.).
In addition to the components already provided by Biermann and Kim´s definition mentioned
above, the literature review on governance architectures provided three main building blocks of
governance architectures. These were first, intergovernmental institutions, second, international
bureaucracies and third, transnational institutions and networks. For the following three sections,
the goal is to identify and discuss each one of these fundamental building blocks, when applied
the case of the SDG governance architecture, by using the data collected on the SDG engagement
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of the 67 CSOs examined in this thesis (section 8.2 – 8.4). Discussing how CSOs interacted with
these different building blocks will in turn facilitate an understanding of the role that CSOs play
within the SDG governance architecture. Should any of the components that were provided by
Biermann and Kim´s definition of architecture, turn out not to fit into one of the three categories
related to those building blocks, then they will be discussed in section 8.5 on “other components”.

8.2 Results: Intergovernmental Institutions
Intergovernmental institutions were introduced as the first and fundamental building block of governance architectures. This is the case because various institutions and their respective institutional interplay form the conceptual core of every governance architecture. Intergovernmental
institutions were defined as “cooperative arrangements” that were “specifically set up by national
governments as a collective effort to address joint problems” (Biermann & Kim 2020b: 7; Mitchell
et al. 2020:37). These cooperative arrangements can take more formalized forms such as legally
binding treaties and legal regimes, but also non-binding or more informal forms such as informal
or “unwritten norms, rules and decision-making procedures” (Ibid.: 38).

8.2.1 UN-Level
2030 Agenda and the SDGs
Applied to the case of the architecture of the SDGs, the intergovernmental institution that lies at
its conceptual core is undoubtedly the 2030 Agenda with its related 17 SDGs and 169 targets. While
the negotiation process involved non-state actors as well, the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs were
unanimously adopted by national governments in the UNGA as a collective effort to address joint
problems across the full thematic range of the 17 SDGs and to build upon and make up for mistakes
of the MDGs. Despite being legally non-binding, the 2030 Agenda takes the form of a formalized
internationally applicable development agenda that was accepted by 193 different countries and
adopted by the UNGA. As a result, it can be assessed that the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs match
the definition of an intergovernmental institution and lie at the absolute core of the SDG governance architecture. Naturally, they constitute the main SDG-related intergovernmental institution
on the UN-level as well. In terms of direct CSO interaction with the SDG governance architecture
at this level, apart from having been involved in the negotiation process, those possibilities might
be limited to being granted observer status to the UNGA. However, there are many more possibilities for interaction with the SDG governance architecture at the UN level for CSOs, when it comes
to the HLPF as its main international bureaucracy, as discussed in section 8.3.

8.2.2 EU-Level
Parliament, Council and Commission
On the EU-level, the main intergovernmental institutions directly related to the SDG implementation process that appeared throughout the data collection and analysis were the EP, the EC and
the European Council. They may not fully match the definition of intergovernmental institutions
in the earth system governance context (as being set up to “to address transboundary environmental problems” (Mitchell et al. 2020: 37, see sub-section 2.2.2), but they are arguably the most
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important institutions with respect to governance processes on the EU-level. In terms of possibilities for CSOs to interact with this building block of the SDG governance architecture at that level,
CSOs can interact with MEPs directly in person, organize events at the EP or publish statement
papers, position papers or even open letters addressed to the EC or the EP in general or specific
individual members, including the President of the EC. In addition, one interviewee representing
an SDG Watch Europe member organization stated that SDG Watch Europe has helped many member organizations to “expand” their interaction with EU representatives and EU-level civil servants,
also referring to a broadening of the range of EU representatives related to these institutions.
(cf. I-15).

8.2.3 National Level
National Sustainability Strategies
In light of intergovernmental institutions´ defining feature of being intergovernmental cooperative
arrangements set up by different national governments, by definition, there are no intergovernmental institutions on the national level. However, using the definition of institutions in the global
governance context as clusters of rules, rights and decision-making procedures that steer actors´
behavior, for example by establishing social practices (cf. Biermann 2014: 24, see sub-section
2.2.1), it could be argued that national sustainability strategies, that is, national rules and decisionmaking procedures aimed at facilitating SDG-implementation, constitute important institutions
within the SDG governance architecture on the national level.

8.2.4 An Unsolved Question: Avenue for Further Research
Lastly, one theme from the literature review on architectures that the researcher found very difficult to fathom in the context of the SDGs, let alone apply to mapping the SDG governance architecture, was the notion of institutional clusters or regime complexes as being parts of governance
architectures. In the conceptualization of governance architectures, it was stated that the institutions as an architecture´s conceptual core, rarely exist in isolation but interact with other institutions acting in the same issue areas, ultimately forming institutional clusters, i.e., “complex webs
of rules and claims to authority” (Biermann 2014: 81). In the same vein, various of these institutional clusters or regime complexes, which were defined as “loosely coupled set[s] of specific regimes” (Keohane & Victor 2011: 7, regimes being tantamount to institutions in this context) were
described as being components or features of architectures as well (cf. Biermann 2014: 81). In subsection 2.2.3, regime complexes were discussed as structural features of governance architectures, referring to the connections, interlinkages, and interactions of two or more institutions in a
given issue area. Figure 2 with the visualization of governance architectures also indicated several
regime complexes to be components of a single architecture (see page 12). Now, for the researcher
who seeks to uncover the nature of the SDG governance architecture, these theoretical propositions provided by the literature inevitably raise the question whether the SDG governance architecture contains various institutional clusters or regime complexes as well, and if yes, which ones
and to which other institutions or regimes are they related? The researcher was not able to come
up with a single sound and conclusive answer to this question, but wants to share some considerations that might serve as inspiration or an entry point for further research projects.
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One rather simple and straightforward line of reasoning would be to argue that the SDG governance architecture, defined as consisting of only those institutions, actors, rules and decisionmaking procedures linked directly to the 2030 Agenda and SDG-implementation is a rather narrow
type of architecture, wherein the 2030 Agenda as its institutional core, instead of forming institutional clusters or loosely coupled arrangements with other institutions, such as the Paris Agreement, the CBD or the CITES Agreement, rather finds itself in a situation of institutional competition
with the above-mentioned institutions. Following this line of reasoning, one might argue that the
SDG governance architecture is a rather compact and close-knit type of architecture that, in terms
of institutional complexity, is maybe even closer to a regime complex than a full-fledged architecture itself and, using the terminology of Biermann et al.´s framework for analyzing fragmentation,
exhibits a synergistic degree of institutional integration.
A second, rather diametrically opposed line of reasoning would be to argue that the SDG
governance architecture is in fact made up of a large number of different institutional clusters and
regime complexes, because of the broad range of issue areas reflected in the broad thematic range
of the 17 different goals. Following this line of reasoning, it could be argued that SDG 13 on climate
action, together with the Paris Agreement, the UNFCCC and other climate-related institutions,
form a loosely-coupled set of climate related-institutions, or in other words, a regime complex for
climate action within the SDG governance architecture. Likewise, it could be argued that SDG 14
on life below water and SDG 15 on life on land, together with the CBD, the CITES Agreement and
other biodiversity-related institutions form a regime complex for biodiversity and species protection. Other possible combinations for forming hypothetical regime complexes would be SDG 1 on
ending poverty with the UDR and the CRPD forming a regime complex on poverty eradication. In
fact, combinations of this sort that could give rise to hypothetical regime complexes can be found
for every single SDGs. As pointed out by one interviewee, the Danish Institute for Human Rights
created “The Human Rights Guide to the Sustainable Development Goals”, which is an interactive
SDG-Human Rights Data Explorer that lists for every single SDG and for 168 out of the 169 targets
their distinct links to other conventions, agreements, declarations and covenants of rights, in short,
the links between the SDGs and other institutions (cf. I-17, Danish Institute for Human Rights). This
means that every SDG and almost every target is linked to other institutions, hence forming a vast
array of institutional clusters and regime complexes.
The important question, however, is whether all of these institutional clusters and regime
complexes have to be considered as parts of the SDG governance architecture. After all, all of these
institutions that might indeed be related to the SDGs in varying degrees, all pursue their own
agenda and individual goals on their own. Hence the question stands, whether they fit the definition used in this thesis for the SDG governance architecture as including only those actors, institutions, rules and decision-making procedures that are directly linked to the 2030 Agenda and SDG
implementation. These considerations ultimately raise the question whether it is possible to have
full-fledged governance architectures (e.g., relating to climate action or biodiversity) on the one
hand, and co-existing regime complexes dealing with the same issues, but as mere components of
different full-fledged architectures on the other hand. The researcher is not able to answer this
question within the scope of this thesis report. These considerations came to light too late in the
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research process, hence there was no time to reach out to academic experts in the field related to
governance architecture and regime complex theory. However, these questions appear interesting
enough to pursue further in other research projects and might even contribute to theory development. For this reason, they were included in this section in order to point them out as possible
avenues for further research.

8.3 Results: International Bureaucracies
The second fundamental building block of governance architectures that was introduced in the
literature review were international bureaucracies. They were defined as administrative entities
set up by governments to support intergovernmental institutions and organizations, whereas that
support was defined as serving “to pursue organizational objectives or to assist in policy implementation” (De Wit et al. 2020:59). Another important defining feature of international bureaucracies was them being “beyond direct formal control of any single government” (Ibid.).

8.3.1 UN-Level
High-Level Political Forum
On the UN-Level, the main administrative entity set up to support the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs
by pursuing their organizational objectives and assisting in policy implementation is without doubt
the HLPF. Its functions range from overseeing the follow-up and review process to, via its yearly
meeting, providing a platform for best-practice sharing, for presenting the country VNRs, the respective shadow reports from CSOs and ultimately, providing a platform for connecting and networking for a multitude of state-representatives and non-state actors. For UN-accredited CSOs,
the HLPF provides various opportunities to participate, from organizing side events to raise awareness for their particular set of interests, to participating as members of UN Major Groups or even
fulfilling representative functions as Organizing Partners of their respective Major Group, to participating as members of their respective national country delegation and supporting them in the
presentation of their country´s VNR or even presenting shadow reports to those VNRs.
However, the empirical data gathered from interviewing staff members of CSOs that have
been involved with the HLPF, does not allow for an unequivocal assessment regarding the HLPF´s
importance and usefulness from a CSO perspective. Instead, the experiences and opinions expressed by interviewees regarding the HLPF varied from a high regard and yearly participation to
critical viewpoints and a discontinuation of participation. One interviewee, for example, reported
that their organization´s advocacy team would participate at the HLPF every single year in order
to “bring the voices of marginalized people to the HLPF” (I-5), which would be part of their organization´s identity. Likewise, interviewee expressed a high regard for the relevance of the HLPF, as
their organization has always been very active by organizing side events, developing recommendations, particularly for those SDGs under review in the current year and advocating towards the
ministerial declarations (cf. I-8). In contrast, another interviewee, who´s organization wo participated at the 2019 HLPF because it was commissioned to assist a country with its VNR, reported
that they were not sure at the time whether the HLPF would be an appropriate forum for their
organization because they had heard a lot of criticism about the HLPF. These criticisms concerned
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the VNRs not being legally binding and not being used as originally intended, that is, to report on
the country´s progress of SDG implementation, but rather being misused to sugarcoat the country´s implementation efforts, irrespective of the actual domestic implementation progress (cf. I15). Following their participating at the HLPF that year, the CSO decided not to invest anymore
time into the HLPF (cf. Ibid.). Similarly, another interviewee expressed concerns about the carbon
emissions of “conference tourism” and that although they would follow the HLPF closely, they had
not attended it personally because they assessed its impact as being not significant enough to
offset flying from Europe to the US and back (cf. I-7).
In sum, while the HLPF might be the most important and prominent international bureaucracy tasked with facilitating the SDG-implementation process and constitute a major building
block of the global SDG governance architecture, its ultimate relevance from a civil society perspective, remains questionable, despite its various opportunities for CSO participation.
High-Level Group to the 2030 Agenda
In addition to the HLPF, in section 5.2.2. that described options for CSOs to participate in other
UN-level processes, there was a brief mentioning of the High-Level Group to the 2030 Agenda
initiated in September 2015 by nine aspiring front-runner countries, which was accompanied by
the Civil Society Group to the High-Level Group. Although the High-Level Group and its accompanying Civil Society Group ceased their activities after one year, for the time being, it constituted a
cooperative arrangement by national governments that aimed to demonstrate leadership in the
early SDG-implementation phase. Therefore, the High-Level Group, for the time being, constituted
noteworthy building block of the SDG governance architecture.

8.3.2 EU-Level
In terms of international bureaucracies on the EU-level, two administrative entities that arguably
fit its definition were touched upon in chapter five within the section regarding participating in
policy processes, which are the MSP and the public consultations by the EC. A third international
bureaucracy related to the SDG governance architecture on the EU-level that was brought up by
four different interviewees is the European Semester.
Multi-stakeholder Platform on the SDGs
Firstly, as a brief recap, the MSP was created by the EC as a platform for knowledge and best practice sharing regarding SDG implementation across all sectors and policy levels, from local to regional, national and EU level. Apart from that, the purpose of the MSP was to advise and consult
the EC on the European SDG implementation strategy and to write a report as a contribution to
the Vice President´s reflection paper on the SDGs (cf. EC a, see section 5.2.3). The MSP might not
have been set up by national governments but by the EC, whereas each one of its commissioners
is from a different EU member state, which arguably comes pretty close to being set up by national
governments. Moreover, the MSP was set up to support an intergovernmental institution, in this
case the EC, with the purpose consulting the EC on EU-level SDG-furthering policy implementation.
In sum, the MSP matches the definition of international bureaucracies provided by the literature
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and during its mandate between May 2017 and December 2019, it constituted an important building block of the SDG governance architecture on the EU-level.
However, due to its limited number of 25 member organizations and networks, the possibility
for CSO participation was considerably low and depended, naturally, on either being among the
member organizations or on being a member organization of the MSP´s member networks.
Public Consultations
Secondly, the EC was already mentioned as an important intergovernmental institution within the
SDG governance architecture on the EU-level, but what might be considered as an international
bureaucracy, i.e., an administrative entity set up by the EC to help pursue its organizational objectives and to assist with policy implementation, are the public consultations by the EC. As discussed
in the related section in chapter five, different CSOs were able to submit their contribution first,
to consultations on the EC´s Neighborhood, Development and International Cooperation Instrument, which set out to promote the EU’s interests, including the implementation of the SDGs,
second, to the EC´s trade policy review, in which they proposed ways how trade policy can further
the implementation of the SDGs, third, to the EC´s proposal for an Initiative on Sustainable Corporate Governance, in which they highlighted the connection between animal welfare and the SDGs
and fourth, to a public consultation of the European Union´s Agency for Fundamental Rights, which
called for contributions for its 2019 Fundamental Rights Report that included a chapter on SDG
implementation from a fundamental rights perspective. As such, provided that they have a direct
thematic link to the SDGs, public consultations by European institutions constitute a relevant building block of the SDG governance architecture on the European level and an important opportunity
for CSOs to interact with EU-level governance processes.
European Semester
Thirdly, the European Semester, which was a pivotal part of European governance processes to
begin with, has become a crucial building block of the European SDG governance architecture following its reform to include a focus on SDG implementation as well. The European Semester is the
EU´s main economic monitoring process that requires member states to submit information about
their domestic economic, employment and social policy-related status to the EC, followed by a
review of the country reports and country-specific recommendations by the EC (cf. EC 2019; SOLIDAR 2020; I-6). In a 2019 communication to the Parliament, the Council and other important European institutions, the EC assessed that the European Semester “has established itself as the key
tool for the coordination of national economic and employment policies” (EC 2019: 13). In its policy
brief on the connection between the European Semester and the SDGs, SOLIDAR assesses that the
European Semester “is the EU's most powerful tool to steer Member States’ national policies (cf.
SOLIDAR 2020: 3).
Now, this pivotal tool for EU-level policy making and policy coordination has been reformed
to include a push for SDG-implementation and monitoring in member states. In her 2019 political
guidelines document, which laid out her political agenda for the upcoming five years, at the time
presidential candidate Von der Leyen already expressed her intentions to “refocus the European
Semester into an instrument that integrates the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals”
168

8.3 Results: International Bureaucracies

(Von der Leyen 2019: 9). Following Von der Leyen´s election as President of the EC, in late 2019
the European Semester was reformed to integrate the SDGs in many steps of the upcoming 2020
European Semester cycle. The country reports were expanded to include mandatory analysis and
monitoring of the domestic SDG implementation progress and Eurostat SDG indicators were added
in the annex for each member state (cf. EC 2019: 13; SOLIDAR 2020: 2). Moreover, the countryspecific recommendations were to be changed to emphasize policies that would contribute towards SDG implementation (cf. SOLIDAR 2020: 3). Equally important, EC President Von der Leyen
mandated all of the 27 Commissioners to mainstream the SDGs into their work areas, which means
looking for and pursuing the integration of the SDGs into their respective work areas (cf. EC 2020:
2).
One of the interviewees reported that in their perception, this inclusion of the SDGs into the
European Semester caused an immense shift concerning the visibility of the SDGs in the EU (cf. I18). Including the need to monitor and to report on domestic SDG progress would not only create
responsibility for (and put pressure on) the member states but would also constitute a huge step
forward in terms of the visibility of the SDGs (cf. Ibid.). A different interviewee pointed out the
pivotal role that SDG Watch Europe played in pushing for that- reform of the European Semester.
According to the interviewee, SDG Watch Europe was one of the first organizational networks to
identify the governance mechanism of the European Semester as a possible tool for pushing SDG
implementation in the EU and to point out the need for reforming the European Semester process
to realize the potential of this tool (cf. I-15). As result of that reform, the European Semester, which
started as an administrative entity set up by the EC to support the coordination of economic, employment and social policies in the EU, became an administrative entity that assisted and supported the coordination and monitoring of SDG implementation in EU member states, thereby
perfectly fitting the definition of an international bureaucracy mentioned at the beginning of this
section. As such, the European Semester can be regarded as an important building block of the
SDG governance architecture on the European level.
However, two out of the four interviewees that mentioned the European Semester also
raised some points of criticism. One interviewee pointed out that merely changing the name of
the European Semester´s “Annual Growth Survey” to “Annual Sustainable Development Strategy”
and that simply adding the Eurostat SDG report (which itself doesn´t shine a bright light on the EU)
to the annex of the European Semester reports was done as a sugar-coating exercise to convey
the message that the EU would be doing a lot of work on the SDGs, when in reality, very little was
being done (cf. I-2). When asked whether the interviewee would compare this to practices of
“green washing”, “social washing” or “blue washing”, the interviewee responded that the EU was
definitely doing “SDG washing” (cf. Ibid.). The interviewee summarized that although the European
Semester is, in theory, supposed to be the tool to implement the SDGs at the EU level, a lot would
be written about it but little would be actually done. A second interviewee positively acknowledged that President Von der Leyen mandated the Commissioners to mainstream the SDGs into
their work areas (cf. I-6; EC 2020: 2). However, as the interviewee pointed out, there are no governance arrangements or monitoring processes in place to check up on the Commissioners or to
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ultimately ensure that they actually pursue the integration of the SDGs into their respective work
areas (cf. I-6).
Finally, it is unclear to what extent CSOs have the opportunity to interact with this part of the
SDG governance architecture. Given its status of an administrative entity reviewing country reports of national governments, options for direct CSO involved appear limited. What is always possible though, is advocacy work directed towards the relevant EC civil servants themselves, by publishing policy briefs, statement papers and positions papers demanding for an even stronger integration of the SDGs into the European Semester process and of course, by calling upon their national governments to living up to their commitments of not only monitoring but also pushing for
SDG implementation domestically.

8.3.3 National Level
National Public Consultations
On the national level, the only entities set up by governments to pursue organizational objectives
and assisting in policy implementation, that came up throughout the mapping of different types
of SDG engagement, were the public consultations held in Switzerland. The organizational objective in this case, would be for political decisions to represent the majority of the population´s interest and to provide an opportunity for the public, including CSOs, to actively participate in the
policy process. One aspect of public consultations that does not really fit the definition of international bureaucracies is that they are not “beyond direct formal control of any single government”.
The responses to the public consultations are arguably beyond the direct formal control of the
Swiss government, but what is indeed within the government´s control is the topics the government decides to have a public consultation on.
This criterium of being “beyond direct formal control of any single government” was also the
reason why national sustainability strategies were put in the category of the national level for intergovernmental institutions in section 8.2. National sustainability strategies are of course also
entities set up by the government to pursue organizational objectives or to assist in policy implementation. However, they may not be administrative entities beyond the direct formal control of
the respective government and hence, to the researcher, their categorization as an intergovernmental institution at the national level seemed more adequately justified.
Cases That Were Not Included
In the section on participation in policy processes, sub-section 5.2.5 discussed two examples of
CSOs that participated in national policy process. First, the Lithuanian NGDO Platform´s participation in a working group related to domestic SDG implementation in Lithuania and second, the Coalition 2030´s participation in the Irish national SDG stakeholder forum. In the view of the researcher, these two examples are too unique and particular, concerning that there were no comparable cases in other countries so that they could not be generalized for other countries. For that
reason, that the researcher decided not to include them as building blocks of the SDG governance
architecture on the national level.
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8.4 Results: Transnational Institutions and Networks
The third major building block governance architectures that was discussed in the literature review
were transnational institutions and networks, which were defined as institutions and networks
created and driven by non-state actors with marginal to no involvement of state actors (cf. Biermann & Kim 2020b: 7). As such, they were described as exemplifying transnational governance,
which was defined as “the transboundary institutional arrangements emerging from the interaction among private actors or between private and public actors that steer actors´ behavior in an
issue-specific area” (Kalfagianni et al. 2020: 75). A second defining characteristic of transnational
institutions and networks, apart from the focal position of on-state actors and the marginal role of
states, was their voluntariness and reliance on non-binding enforcement mechanisms such as market mechanisms or public scrutiny (cf. Ibid.).

8.4.1 UN-Level
Throughout the mapping of different types of SDG engagement in the fifth chapter, CSOs were
found to engage with several UN-level transnational institutions and networks related to the SDG
governance architecture.
UN Major Groups and other Stakeholder Groups
Firstly, Several of the CSO examined in this thesis were members of UN Major Groups and other
Stakeholder Groups (MGoS). These included for example, the Women´s Major Group, the Farmer´s
Major Group or the Global Stakeholder Group of Persons with Disabilities. These groups match the
definition of transnational institutions as networks as they were created and driven by non-state
actors and are active in the SDG governance architecture by being present at the HLPF and by
engaging in several SDG-related advocacy activities. MGoS, according to the UN SDG website,
“were integral to the development and adoption of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.
Since its adoption, MGoS have been actively working towards its implementation, through projects, initiatives, advocacy, knowledge-sharing, and monitoring of the 2030 Agenda” (UN i). As
such, UN Major and other Stakeholder Groups constitute an important building block of the SDG
governance architecture at the UN-level.
Sustainable Development Solution´s Network
Secondly, the UN SDSN was mentioned as mobilizing “global scientific and technological expertise
to promote practical solutions for sustainable development, including the implementation of the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)” and “working closely with United Nations agencies, multilateral financing institutions, the private sector, and civil society” (UN SDSN a). One interviewee
highlighted the SDSN as “an important avenue to pursue the SDGs” (I-10). Despite being launched
under the auspices of the UN-General, it is nowadays a “a membership-based alliance of top-tier
knowledge-generating institutions focused on sustainable development, organized in national and
regional clusters “, having “over 1,600 members in 47 networks across 137 countries” (UN SDSN
a). Hence, although the criterium of marginal to no involvement of state actors might not be fully
met, the SDSN constitutes an important transnational network within the SDG governance architecture on a global scale.
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Action For Sustainable Action Network
Another second important transnational network is the Action for Sustainable Action Network
with over 3000 member organizations, representing “155 countries (over 80% in the Global
South)” (Action4SDG a). The network mobilizes “civil society so that it plays an active role in keeping the spotlight on the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development”, including providing access to
information related to the 2030 Agenda, supporting the civil society in advocacy towards and participation in the 2030 Agenda at all levels, for example by actively supporting participation and
representation of the civil society at the HLPF (cf. Action4SDG b).
UN Global Compact
The third SDG-related transnational network active on the UN-level is the UN Global Compact,
which is a non-state actor network that was initially founded to encourage business actors to commit themselves to the MDGs but remained active after the adoption of the SDGs and nowadays, is
the world´s largest corporate sustainability initiative, with over 10.000 companies and 3.000 nonbusiness participants that proactively align their activities with the SDGs (cf. UN Global Compact
2020: 4). The UN Global Compact´s website lists various possibilities for different types of nonbusiness actors to participate, ranging from academic institutions to cities and municipalities, public sector organizations and CSOs (cf. Ibid. a). CSOs, for example, could contribute by proposing
and implementing partnerships, supporting business actors in their implementation and reporting
efforts or joining issue platforms and workstreams related to the SDGs (cf. Ibid.). As a result, although being by its very nature a business network and this chapter was set out to explore the
nature of the SDG governance architecture from a CSO perspective, in light of those participation
possibilities for CSOs, the UN Global Compact was listed here as an important transnational network and relevant building block of the SDG governance architecture at the UN-level.

8.4.2 EU-Level
SDG Watch Europe
The central SDG-related transnational network on the European level that was a central point of
reference on many occasions throughout this thesis report is SDG Watch Europe. Consisting of
over 80 member organizations and member networks, representing several thousand individual
organizations across Europe, SDG Watch Europe is Europe´s largest transnational network aiming
to advocate for the SDGs and as the “Watch” in the name suggests, to fulfil a watchdog role. In the
document that lays out its governance structure and arrangements, SDG Watch Europe states that
“Its goal is to hold EU institutions and the governments of EU Member States to account for the
commitments they made when they adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The
alliance aims to ensure a central role for civil society in the implementation of the SDGs” (SDG
Watch Europe 2016b). This approach of holding political decision makers to account for their commitments and bringing those commitments to the awareness of the public, thereby increasing the
pressure on policy makers to act upon their commitments, illustrates the meaning of relying on
non-binding enforcement mechanisms such public scrutiny depicted as a defining feature in the
definition of transnational institutions and networks. The various merits of SDG Watch Europe will
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be discussed further in section 9.X, which will explore the extent to which SDG-specific CSO alliances, as represented by SDG Watch Europe can be explained as orchestrating CSO activities. For
the purpose of this section, it can be stated that SDG Watch Europe matches the definition of a
transnational network provided by the literature and can be considered as a major building block
of the European SDG governance architecture, especially from the perspective of CSOs.

8.4.3 National Level
Lithuanian Sustainable Development Goals Expert Network
The Lithuanian NGDO Platform was mentioned as “co-founder, member and interim coordinator
of the Sustainable Development Goals Expert Network” (NGDO Platform a). The network brings
together more than 30 experts, ranging from NGOs, to academia, the private and the public sector
with the goals of “SDG monitoring and research, public interest representation and advocacy for
political change, competence development and public involvement in the implementation of
SDGs” in Lithuania (NGDO Platform d). By way of pursuing such a broad range of SDG-related activities, the Sustainable Development Goals Experts Networks can be considered a major building
block of the SDG governance architecture on in Lithuania.
SDG Watch Austria
Analogous to SDG Watch Europe, SDG Watch Austria is a national civil society network, having over
215 CSO and non-profit member organization that combine their strength to advocate for more
decisive SDG implementations efforts and to hold Austrian policy makers to account to their commitments regarding the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs (cf. SDG Watch Austria b).
Plattform Agenda 2030
Lastly, another national SDG-specific network that was also examined in this thesis as one of the
67 CSO and CSO networks is the Swiss network Plattform Agenda 2030. The Plattform Agenda 2030
is a network consisting of roughly 50 Swiss associations, CSOs and labor unions that joined forces
to jointly advocate the implementation of the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs in Switzerland (cf. Plattform Agenda 2030 a). Not only does network participate in national policy processes, connect
Swiss civil society actors and hold the Swiss administration and policy makers to account (cf. Ibid.).
As such, the Plattform Agenda 2030 constitutes an important building block of the Swiss SDG governance architecture.
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8.5 Results: Other Components
Apart from the various examples of intergovernmental institutions, international bureaucracies
and transnational institutions and networks discussed so far, at least two further elements of the
SDG governance architecture should be mentioned because they, despite maybe not constituting
fundamental building blocks, nevertheless are important components that are necessary to understand the nature of the SDG governance architecture as a whole. These are first, the individual
actors interacting with the SDGs on their own, but also interacting with each other and secondly,
the norms and linguistic patterns that underlie and shape the interactions happening throughout
the SDG governance architecture as a whole.
Individual Actors and their Interactions
The definition of governance architectures given at the beginning of this chapter referred to all
public and private institutions, main principles and norms, decision-making process, governance
process and organizations that are active in a given issue area as the fundamental components of
any governance architecture. Consequently, all the individual organizations, both from the civil
society but also from the private sector that actively engage with the SDGs but also interact with
each other in the form of SDG-related partnerships, campaigns or PPPs have to be acknowledged
as constituting elements of the SDG governance architecture.
Norms and Language Patterns
Likewise, the normative and language change brought about by the introduction of the SDGs
should be considered as important components of the SDG governance architecture. Examples
include the phrase of “leaving no one behind”, but also the rather holistic, cross-sectoral approach
of thinking about sustainability-related issues that provided an alternative to the old silo-approach
of addressing different issue areas individually without accounting for their complex interconnectedness and interdependencies. These normative and linguistic impacts of the SDGs will be discussed in more detail in chapter nine concerning the normative guidance of the SDGs and furthermore in chapter ten in the context norm conflicts as a dimension for measuring different degrees
of fragmentation.

8.6 Visualization of the Results
For the visualization of the results that were presented in this chapter so far, the researcher decided to deviate from the schematic illustration of governance architectures as provided by Biermann and Kim (2020b: 8) that was shown in figure 2 on page 12. There are two reasons for this.
First, with regard to the unanswered question as to whether the SDG governance architecture is
made up of different types of regime complexes (and if yes, of which ones) as elaborated on in
section 8.2.4, the researcher neither felt comfortable nor confident using a schematic illustration
that basically illustrates governance architectures as a cluster of different regime complexes, as
done in figure 2. Instead, the researcher decided to use a simple four-tier illustration based on the
four different types of components of the SDG governance architecture for which the findings
were discussed: intergovernmental institutions, international bureaucracies, transnational institutions and networks and finally, other components that did not fit into one of the three categories
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above. Second, given that the results, at least for the three main building blocks of the SDG governance architecture, were segmented with respect to the UN-level, the EU-level and the national
level, in order to maintain at least some degree of clarity and comprehensibility, the researcher
decided to visualize the results using three instead of one illustration – one illustration for each
level of policy making (figure 29 – figure 31). The blue rectangles with rounded edges refer to the
respective building blocks of the SDG governance architecture. The grey ellipses and the green and
orange rectangles with rounded edges illustrate the findings concerning these building blocks of
the SDG governance architecture for the respective policy level. The dotted rectangles with sharp
edges summarize the possibilities for CSOs to interact with the respective building block, i.e., their
possibilities for direct participation within that governance architecture.
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8.6.1 SDG Governance Architecture - UN-Level
Intergovernmental Institutions

2030 Agenda
17 SDGs

Involvement in Negotiation Process
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International Bureaucracies

(discontinued)

Transnational Institutions and Networks

MGoS

Global
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SDSN

Generating and sharing knowledge
Mobilizing scientific and technological expertise
Mobilizing, supporting and representing the civil society
Supporting business actors

Act4SDGs

Other Components
cso

Unilateral SDG Engagement

cso

cso

Bilateral SDG initiatives

Figure
176 29: Illustration of the SDG Governance Architecture on the UN-Level. Own Illustration.

Norms and Language Patterns

HLG

Participating as Member of MGoS
Participating as Member of
Country Delegation
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Presenting Shadow-Reports

HLPF
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8.6.2 SDG Governance Architecture - EU-Level
Intergovernmental Institutions

European
Commission

European
Council

European
Parliament

Advocacy and lobbying in directed at the institutions in general or at EU civil servants specifically
Organizing Events at the EP
Networking

International Bureaucracies

(discontinued)

Consulting and advising the EC
Contributing towards the
Vice-President´s reflection paper

Possibilities for direct
participation are unclear
Advocacy and lobbying directed
at national governments
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the public consultations

Transnational Institutions and Networks

SDG Watch Europe

Norms and Language Patterns

Public
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European
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MSP

Generating and sharing knowledge
Advocacy and Lobbying
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Figure 30: Illustration of the SDG Governance Architecture on the EU-Level. Own Illustration.
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8.6.3 SDG Governance Architecture - National Level
National Institutions

National Sustainability Strategies
(if domestically present)

Depending on the national governance mechanisms, possibly participating in the
revisioning, editing and formulation process of the national sustainability strategy.

National Bureaucracies

National Public Consultations
Norms and Language Patterns

(if domestically present)

Submitting contributions to the national public consultations

(Other) National Institutions and Networks

National SDG Expert Networks

National SDG CSO Networks

(if domestically present)

(if domestically present)

SDG monitoring and research
Advocacy and public interest representation
Competence development and public involvement in SDG implementation

Advocacy
Watchdog Role: Holding national governments
accountable to their commitments
Participating in national policy processes

Other Components
cso

Unilateral SDG Engagement

cso

cso

Bilateral SDG Initiatives

Figure 31: A generalized Illustration of a possible SDG Governance Architecture on the National Level.
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8.7 Answering RQ2
Having both discussed and visualized the findings regarding the different building blocks and components of the SDG governance architecture for three different levels of policy making, including
the possibilities for CSOs to interact with this governance architecture, it should be now possible
to answer the second research question, at least to some extent.

RQ2 What is the nature of the SDG governance architecture, as experienced by CSOs?

The nature of the SDG governance architecture, as experienced by CSOs is highly likely to be more
complex than the researcher was able to describe in sections 8.2 – 8.6 and to illustrate in figures
29 – 31. An open question that remains to be scrutinized and answered by other research projects,
is whether the SDG governance architecture is made up of different regime complexes, and if yes,
whether these regime complexes are each composed of individual SDGs and thematically related
other institutions, or whether the SDG governance architecture is a rather close-knit governance
architecture with the 2030 Agenda as one strong institutional core with only few other looselycoupled sets of related institutions.
However, based on the data that was collected and analyzed throughout this thesis project,
the results that can be reported concerning the nature of the SDG governance architecture, as
experienced by CSOs are the following: the nature of the SDG governance architecture could be
explored using the conceptualization of governance architectures provided by Biermann and Kim
(2020b), particularly using their categorization of the three fundamental building blocks that every
governance architecture is made up of. The nature of the SDG governance architecture, as it presented itself throughout the CSOs´ interactions with it, can be understood using the three building
block categories of intergovernmental institutions, international bureaucracies and transnational
institutions and networks. The intergovernmental institutions, international bureaucracies and
transnational institutions and networks that were identified for the SDG governance architecture,
differed depending on the level of policy making, i.e., the UN-level, the EU-level and the national
level, and so did the possibilities of CSOs to interact with these parts of the architecture.
On the UN-level, the central intergovernmental institution is the 2030 Agenda with its related
17 SDGs and 169 targets. It forms the conceptual core of the SDG governance architecture. CSOs´
opportunities for direct participation on the UN level seemed limited, apart from participating in
the SDGs´ negotiation process or being granted the observer status to the UNGA. The main international bureaucracy on the UN-level is the HLPF, which provides several opportunities for CSOs
to participate, ranging from participating as members of UN Major Groups or other Stakeholder
Groups, as members of national country delegations, to organizing events, presenting shadow reports or simply establishing connections with other actors at the UN level. As for the third building
block, the main transnational institutions and networks identified at the UN-level were the UN
Major Groups and other Stakeholder Groups, the Sustainable Development Solutions Network,
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the Action for Sustainable Action Network and the UN Global Compact. These transnational institutions and networks provide a broad range of possibilities for CSOs to interact, ranging from expertise and knowledge transfer, to mobilizing, supporting and representing the interests of the
civil society or supporting business actors in their reporting on and implementing of their SDGrelated activities. Parts that reach beyond the categorization of those three building blocks, but
nevertheless constitute important components of the SDG governance architecture, are the individual organizations that unilaterally pursue and advocate for the SDGs on the UN level, as well as
bilateral SGD initiatives that cannot be considered as transnational networks yet. Finally, what extends beyond, or rather permeates all other components of institutions, bureaucracies, networks
and organizations are the norms and language patterns introduced by the SDGs. Phrases such as
“leaving no one behind” and new patterns of conceiving sustainable development issues in a more
interconnected and holistic way, permeate all the other parts of the SDG governance architecture
mentioned above and their respective interactions with each other.
On the EU-level, the main intergovernmental institutions are the EC, the EP and the European
Council, which provide the opportunities traditional advocacy and lobbying activities for CSOs. The
currently central international bureaucracy tasked with implementing the SDGs on the European
level is the European Semester, which via its nature of being a process that is centered around
national governments, makes it unclear how CSOs can participate directly with it, apart from advocacy and lobbying activities addressed at the respective governments involved in the European
Semester process. In addition, the EC occasionally calls for submissions to public consultations,
which provides an opportunity for CSOs to participate with the European SDG governance architecture at the international bureaucracy level, of course only provided that the content of the
public consultation is linked to the SDGs. An important SDG-related international bureaucracy on
the EU level was the EC´s High-Level Multi-stakeholder Platform on the SDGs, which was established May 2017 and got discontinued in December 2019. Unfortunately, the EC decided not to
prolong its mandate. The central SDG-related transnational network on the European level is the
CSO alliance SDG Watch Europe, whose members organizations account for over half (41 out of
67) of the CSOs that were examined in this thesis. From sharing knowledge and expertise to joining
forces in advocacy and lobbying, to fulfilling an important role in holding policy makers accountable to their commitments, or simply broadening the range of issue areas that are being worked on
represented by SDG Watch Europe, this network provides ample opportunities for CSOs to participate. With regard to norms and language patterns, unilateral SDG engagement by individual organizations and bilateral SDG-related initiatives on the EU-level, the same arguments for considering them as important components of the SDG governance architecture on the EU-level apply as
did for the UN-level.
Finally, with respect to describing the nature of the SDG governance architecture on the national level, the results presented in this thesis are considerably less specific and more speculative,
as it is not scientifically sound to make generalized statements for national governance structures,
based on a small number of examples stemming from different countries. Referring back to the
definition of governance architectures used so far, it needs to be acknowledged that the national
circumstances regarding the overarching system of public and private institutions, principles,
norms, regulations, decision-making procedures and organizations that are valid or active related
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to the SDGs, may differ greatly from country to country, including the possibilities of CSOs to interact with those elements of the national SDG governance architecture. For this reason, in figure
28, which illustrates a generalized overview of possible elements of a national SDG governance
architecture, each finding regarding the three main building blocks was complemented with the
caveat “if domestically present”. The findings presented in the respective sub-sections for the national level in this chapter and illustrated in figure 31, are based on the interactions of different
CSOs with different national SDG governance architectures. Therefore, in contrast to the rather
broadly-applicable findings for the SDG governance architecture on the UN-level and the EU-level,
for a hypothetical national SDG governance architecture, it is only possible to list building blocks
and components that could possibly be present, depending on the national governance arrangements, including possible options for CSOs to participate, depending on the domestic relationship
between the government and CSOs.
In terms of national institutions, a possible candidate would be a national sustainability strategy, provided that it is aligned with or at least inclusive of domestic SDG implementation efforts.
A national bureaucracy was empirically found only for the case of Switzerland with its national
public consultation. Hence, regarding EU member states, it has to be assessed that the researcher
was not able find any national bureaucracies in place that matched the definition of (inter-)national bureaucracies provided by the literature. Regarding national networks involved with the
SDGs, possible building blocks of a national SDG governance architecture could be national CSO
networks and alliances or SDG expert networks. In these cases, opportunities for CSO participation
would from SDG monitoring and research, competence development and public involvement in
domestic SDG implementations, to the traditional forms of advocacy and lobbying described
above. Lastly, unilateral or bilateral SDG initiatives by organizations operating at the national level,
in addition to the norms and language patterns, which are arguably universally the same for the
SDGs around the world and not dependent on national circumstances, will be components of any
given national SDG governance architecture.
As a final remark, the many uncertainties regarding the nature of national SDG governance
architectures provide promising avenues for further research, particularly taking the civil society
perspective, as used for this thesis. As mentioned in section 1.2, comprehensive studies of comparing national SDG implementation efforts have been done already and as described in the paragraph on the European Semester, governments are already mandated to yearly report on their
domestic SDG implementation efforts as well, but the role of the civil society in these processes
and, as exercised for second research question of this thesis, the nature of the national SDG governance architectures as experienced by CSOs still appear to be understudied. A possible research
project could conduct a comparative case study analysis, scrutinizing different national SDG governance architectures and the domestic opportunities for CSOs to interact with these architectures. A research project of this kind could constitute a valuable contribution to the existing literature and to the general understanding of the specifics of SDG governance architectures on the
national level.
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9 Results: SDGs as Orchestrators
This chapter will answer the third research question as to what extent the SDGs and their steering
effects on CSOs be explained in terms of orchestration theory. In doing so, it will seek to validate
or falsify the first central hypothesis of this thesis, i.e., that CSO engagement with the SDGs can
indeed be explained in terms of orchestration theory.

H1 CSO engagement with the SDGs can be explained in terms of orchestration theory.

To that end, the chapter starts with a brief literature recap that summarizes the key propositions
provided by orchestration theory in the literature review (section 9.1) that shall now be put to the
test as to whether they can adequately explain CSO engagement with the SDGs in general (section
9.2) and CSOs joining forces in the SDG-specific CSO alliance SDG Watch Europe that, as hypothesized, acts as an orchestrator itself (section 9.3). Finally, considering the double link between orchestration and governance through goals, that is, that SDGs act as orchestrators themselves,
while orchestration is the central SDG implementation strategy, as indicated in the literature by
Abbott et al. (2020), the final section will examine whether first, the conditions for successful goal
setting provided by Young (2020) and second, the set of conditions for successful orchestration
through goal setting provided by Underdal and Kim (2020), are met by the CSO engagement patterns that were observed throughout the thesis and the characteristics of the SDGs, as experienced
by CSOs (section 9.4).

9.1 Literature Recap
This section provides a brief recap of the various propositions and conditions provided by orchestration theory that were discussed in greater detail in section 2.4. This includes first, a brief recap
on the conceptualization of the orchestration process as a governance strategy, second, the type
of actors involved in orchestration, third their varying incentives for engaging in an orchestrating
arrangement, fourth, the possible effects of orchestration for reducing fragmentation and finally,
the conditions for successful orchestration. An illustrative overview of these propositions can be
found in table 4 that illustrates the analytical framework (section 3.3). The reason for providing
this brief recap is first, that all of these propositions and conditions will be used in the remainder
of this chapter to answer RQ3 by analyzing whether they prove to be suitable to explain CSO engagement with the SDGs in general (S-RQ3.1) and CSO engagement with SDG Watch Europe in
particular, (S-RQ3.2) and second, for the convenience of the reader, considering that the comprehensive discussion of orchestration theory was delivered 150 pages ago.
Conceptualization and Actor Constellations
Orchestration, next to governance through goals, is arguably the central and mostly empirically
scrutinized theoretical concept of this thesis. It lies at the core and center the this thesis´ main
hypothesis that the SDGs and their steering effects on CSOs can be studied through the lens of
orchestration theory. In section 2.4, it was conceptualized as a strategy of promoting common
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standards, providing resources, support and legitimacy to governance initiatives and furthermore
“shaping competition and collaboration” between those initiatives in order to address forum shopping and excessive fragmentation (cf. Hale & Roger 2014: 60-64, 69). In doing so, orchestration is
a means for guiding, broadening and strengthening governance schemes, thereby increasing governance effectiveness (cf. Ibid.). In order to illustrate the type actors involved in orchestration, the
O-I-T model was introduced, according to which “one actor (the orchestrator) enlists one or more
intermediary actors (intermediaries) to govern a third set of actors (targets) in line with the orchestrator´s goals” (cf. Abbott et al. 2015, as cited in Abbott et al. 2020: 233). Sometimes, intermediaries may even enlist sub-intermediaries, hence acting as orchestrators themselves (cf. Abbott et al. 2012: 6). Finally, orchestration was conceptualized as both an indirect mode of governance, because the orchestrator enlists intermediaries instead of governing the target actors directly, and as a soft mode of governance, because the orchestrator lacks the enforcement power
to impose mandatory regulations on the intermediaries, but has to rely on soft incentives such as
leadership or material and ideational support to enlist the intermediaries´ voluntary cooperation
(cf. Abbott et al. 2012: 2-3; Abbott 2018: 194; Abbott et al. 2020: 233).
Incentives for Orchestration
In terms of the incentives for orchestrators to enlist intermediaries to begin with, orchestration
theory posits that they benefit from orchestration because intermediaries possess certain governance capabilities that the orchestrator lacks. These capabilities can include technical expertise,
contacts, local knowledge or access to and authority vis-à-vis target actors (cf. Abbott et al. 2012:
3; Abbott 2018: 194; Abbott et al. 2020: 236). In terms of incentives for intermediaries, orchestration theory presumes that intermediaries engage in orchestration because they largely share the
orchestrator´s goals and receive material and ideational support, which strengthens their governance capabilities (cf. Abbott et al.2012: 3-10; Abbott et al. 2020: 235). Ideational support can take
the forms of public support, using the orchestrator´s convening powers to connect intermediaries
with other powerful actors or normative guidance, i.e., shaping priorities and strategies, for example by pointing out relevant issues that need to be addressed collectively (cf. Ibid.). Material support could take the form of financial or administrative assistance. Abbott et al. (2012) particularly
point out the linkage between global agenda setting and orchestration to the extent that global
agendas such as the MDGs, or in the case of this analysis, the SDGs, provide normative guidance
by pointing out relevant issues and policy responses, thereby shaping the priorities and strategies
of intermediaries (cf. Abbott et al. 2012: 10).
Again, the working hypothesis of this thesis is that the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs act as
orchestrators that enlist CSOs as intermediaries in order to govern state actors to implement the
SDGs. The governance aim in this case is to deliver on the SDGs, for example through ambitious
national implementation policies. The UNGA cannot govern state actors directly because the 2030
Agenda is not legally binding. Conducting and analyzing the interviews aimed at exploring what
kind of resources, support, legitimacy and other resources the SDGs provided for CSOs that
strengthened their governance capabilities, for them to decide to engage in this orchestrating arrangement (S-RQ3.1), as the conceptualization put it. The same applies for the incentives SDG
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Watch Europe provided for CSOs, for them to decide to and engage with this SDG-specific CSO
alliance (S-RQ3.2)
Orchestration and Fragmentation
The potential of orchestration for reducing fragmentation was already hinted at in its conceptualization as guiding, broadening and strengthening governance schemes and furthermore as shaping
competition and collaboration by promoting common standards, providing resources, support and
legitimacy to the intermediaries. According to the literature, the orchestrator can possibly promote the reduction of governance overlaps and the filling of governance gaps on the part of intermediaries by means of persuasion, providing material support in the form of financial or administrative assistance or providing ideational support through normative guidance or via its convening
powers (cf. Abbott et al. 2012: 11; Abbott 2018: 195). In the same way, the orchestrator can incite
conflict management or even cooperation among intermediaries, thereby improving governance
coherence and possibly reducing the degree of fragmentation of the issue area, or broader, the
governance architecture that the intermediaries are active in (cf. Ibid).
All these intricacies of orchestration theory were condensed and visualized in figure 6 in section 2.4.4 (see page 26). Figure 32 is a modified version of figure 6, wherein the boxes that represented the intermediaries´ incentives to engage in the orchestration arrangement (left boxes of
each color) and the boxes that represented the possible effects on reducing fragmentation (right
boxes of each color) have been left blank.
Indirect governance
orchestrates
enlists

Orchestrator
2030
Agenda
SDGs

orchestrates
enlists

Intermediaries
Individual CSOs
CSO Networks
CSO Alliances

Some of them
form / join

govern

Incentives for
Orchestration
(S-RQ3.1)

Effects on
Fragmentation
(S-RQ3.1)

Figure 32: Template for Illustrating Answers to RQ3.

184

New
Intermediary
(Acts as new
Orchestrator)
SDG Alliance:
SDG Watch
Europe

governs

Incentives for
Orchestration
(S-RQ3.2)

SubIntermediaries
SDG Alliance
Member
Organizations

Targets
National Governments
MPs
EU Parliament
EU Commission
MEPs

govern

Effects on
Fragmentation
(S-RQ3.2)

9.1 Literature Recap

Exploring the extent to which orchestration theory can be used to understand and explain
CSO engagement with the SDGs in general, i.e., answering S-RQ3.1, will correspond to first, examining whether the incentives for the CSOs to engage with the SDGs match the propositions provided by orchestration theory regarding the intermediaries´ incentives to engage in an orchestrating arrangement and second, examining whether their experiences of engaging with the SDGs as
providing normative guidance, managing conflicts, inciting cooperation or shaping their interaction with other CSOs in any other fragmentation-reducing manner, matches the propositions by
orchestration theory concerning orchestration´s possible effects on fragmentation. Visually, this
would correspond to filling in the left blue box of figure 32 with the findings regarding incentives
for engagement and filling in the right blue box with the findings for the effects on fragmentation.
Likewise, exploring extent to which orchestration theory can be used to understand and explain CSOs joining SDG-specific CSO alliances, as represented by SDG Watch Europe, i.e., answering
S-RQ3.2, involves firstly, examining whether the incentives for joining SDG Watch Europe match
the propositions posited by orchestration theory and secondly, whether the effects of joining SDG
Watch Europe on shaping their engagement to the extent of reducing the overarching sustainable
development governance architecture´s degree of fragmentation match the propositions of orchestration theory on the orchestration’s possible effects on fragmentation. Visually, this would
correspond to filling in the left orange box of figure 32 with the findings regarding incentives for
engagement and the filling in the right orange box with the findings for the effects on fragmentation. The final answers to S-RQ3.1 and S-RQ3.2 will be visualized using this template.
Conditions for Successful Orchestration
Finally, as the last part of the literature recap and the third and final aspect of orchestration theory
that will be empirically tested with respect to its applicability to CSO engagement with the SDGs
are the conditions for successful orchestration provided by the literature on orchestration theory.
As posited by Abbott et al. (2012) and Abbott et al. (2020), conditions for successful orchestration
include a focal position of the orchestrator, a certain degree of legitimacy, moral, relational and
material authority on the part of the orchestrator in addition to network embeddedness, certain
organizational characteristics such as risk affinity, creativity or the willingness to learn from other
organizations and finally, the ability to use instruments backed by regulation or the threat of regulation. Section 2.4.6 included table 3 that listed these conditions in juxtaposition with a preliminary assessment for the SDGs as potential orchestrators based on what was known and assumed
to be known about the SDGs, their characteristics and their related governance processes so far.
Replacing this preliminary assessment, this chapter will provide an empirical assessment as to
what extent both the SDGs in general (S-RQ3.1) and SDG Watch Europe as an SDG-specific CSO
alliance (S-RQ3.2) manage to fulfil these conditions. This assessment will also be based on the interview data, that is, how the interviewees reported on have experienced such possible characteristics of the SDGs throughout their engagement with the SDGsTable 9 is a modified version of table 3 and will be used as a template for illustrating the
findings regarding the extent to which the SDGs and SDG Watch Europe manage to fulfil this set of
conditions for successful orchestration.
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Table 9: Template for Illustrating the Answers to RQ3.

Condition
(For Orchestrator)

Empirical Assessment for SDGs (S-RQ3.1) and SDG Watch Europe (S-RQ3.2)
Based on Data Collection and Analysis

Focal position of potential
orchestrator

Legitimacy

Moral authority

Relational authority

Network embeddedness

Material authority

Resource endowment
Organizational characteristics: risk affinity, creativity,
experimentation and willingness to learn
Use of instruments backed
by regulation or threat of
regulation

In other words, both section 9.2 that answers S-RQ3.1 and section 9.3 that answers S-RQ3.2
will involve a filled-in version of this template that illustrates the findings on the extent to which
the SDGs and SDG Watch Europe were empirically assessed to fulfill this set of conditions.
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9.2 Results: SDGs as Orchestrators
This section will answer the question to what extent orchestration theory can be used to understand and explain CSO engagement with the SDGs in general. This corresponds to answering SRQ3.1. In order to determine the extent to which orchestration theory can be adequately used to
explain SDG engagement of CSOs, this chapter will take the three components of orchestration
theory that are the most relevant for this thesis, that is, the incentives for intermediaries to engage
in orchestration (sub-section 9.2.1), the effects of orchestration on fragmentation (sub-section
9.2.2) and the conditions for successful orchestration (sub-section 9.2.3) and examine the extent
to which they can adequately explain the incentives for and experiences of CSOs engaging with
the SDGs, based on the data gathered from the interviews. Finally sub-section 9.2.4 will provide a
brief summarizing answer to S-RQ3.1.

9.2.1 Incentives for Orchestration
In order to keep the analysis of the various possible incentives for intermediaries to engage in
orchestration lucid and organized, some of the incentives were neatly organized in duets or triplets. These were first, the orchestrator´s importance, legitimacy and focality, second sharing the
orchestrator´s goals, third, material support in the form of administrative or financial assistance,
fourth, ideational support in the form of normative guidance and fifth, ideational support in the
form of convening powers.
Orchestrator´s Importance -Legitimacy – Focality
A first general type of incentive that orchestrators provide for intermediaries, according to orchestration theory, is the orchestrator´s perceived importance, legitimacy and focality. Although technically, these are three different incentives, they were grouped together into a triplet of incentives
for reasons discussed above. The findings on the extent to which the SDG´s importance, legitimacy
and focality constituted incentives for the SDGs to engage with them were derived from Q1 on the
interviewee´s perception of their importance and legitimacy and Q2 on whether they perceive the
SDGs as the focal entity within the field of sustainable development.
Findings – Summary
The for central finding for this triplet of conditions postulated by orchestration theory, is that the majority of the
interviewees assessed the importance and especially the
legitimacy of the SDGs as high enough to be incentivized
to engage with them, although the majority of the interviewees did not consider the SDGs to be the focal entity
within their governance domain. Therefore, it can be concluded at least for two thirds of this condition triplet, orchestration theory can adequately explain CSO engagement with the SDGs.

Figure 33: Findings S-RQ3.1 - Incentives for
Orchestration: Orchestrator´s
Importance, Legitimacy and Focality.
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Findings - Importance
The general finding for perceived importance is that the SDGs are perceived as predominantly
highly important, although for some CSOs, the importance seems to have been decreasing over
time following the perception of a weak implementation efforts and a sense of disillusionment
that set in after a while. Out of 19 responses, the SDGs´ importance was described seven times as
high, two times as medium and three times as low, whereas two respondents perceived their importance to be increasing while five responses perceived their importance to be decreasing.
The interviewees who perceived the SDGs´ importance as high explained their evaluation
with reference to the SDGs being the follow-up process of the MDGs (cf. I-7), being the follow-up
process of the Rio process that started in 1992 with the famous Rio conference (cf. I-9), or because
they constitute an highly important guide or compass for sustainable development (cf. I-19). One
interviewee even referred to the SDG as “THE31 multilateral achievement” (I-10) that managed to
uphold the belief in the multilateral system. The interviewee also thinks that “the SDG negotiation
process contributed to and laid the foundation for the international trust that allowed to achieve
the Paris Agreement” (Ibid.).
The two interviewees who perceived the SDGs to be of medium importance reported that
they were not engaging with the SDGs as a whole but only engaged with some selected goals (cf.
I-13) or that the SDGs were merely complementing their work instead of being a focus area (cf. I18). The evaluations of the SDGs as being of low importance came from interviewees, whose main
frameworks primary international processes that they engage with are simply not the SDGs, but
rather the UNFCCC and the Paris Agreement (cf. I-6) for example or the UN CRC and the CRPD (cf.
I-14). The latter interviewee stated that for them “the SDGs are just another topic on the table”
(cf. Ibid.).
There was one interviewee worth mentioning who, for whom two codes related to the perceived importance of the SDGs was coded, because they shared two different assessments for the
SDGs´ importance for their organization, depending on the national context. The interviewee reported a high importance of the SDGs in Ireland where he used to work for his organization for a
period of time, whereas they reported an increasing importance for France, where their organization is also located (cf. I-5). The interviewee reported that in France there was almost not attention
given to the SDGs at the beginning because the national political attention was directed almost
exclusively at the Paris Agreement, but they recently noticed a change to the extent that the importance of the SDGs is increasing in France (cf. Ibid.). The other interviewee who perceived their
importance to be increasing stated that they haven´t perceived the SDGs as being an important
topic after their adoption, but once the EU committed to them,32 they engaged more heavily with
them.
The five responses of interviewees who perceived the SDGs´ importance to have been decreasing all shared the same theme of explanation. They reported that while adopting agreements
might be easy, it becomes trickier once they have to be implemented (cf. I-4) and that a certain
31
32

Emphasis added by the researcher to reflect the tonality of the interviewee.
Assumed to be referring to the inclusion of the SDGs into European Semester Process.
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“euphoria” was very present following the adoption while afterwards, a “certain type of disillusionment set in” (I-12). Likewise, another interviewee also specifically referenced to a “disillusion”
that set in at some point (I-15), while a final interviewee succinctly summarized their perception
that “in general, the newer something is, the higher the excitement […] and the longer it lasts and
the weaker the implementation is, the excitement might decrease” (I-16).
Findings - Legitimacy
The central finding for the SDGs´ perceived legitimacy is that all of the interviewees assessed the
SDGs to have a high degree of legitimacy resulting from the inclusive negotiation process, their
holistic conceptualization of sustainable development and the shift of thinking that they marked
regarding the dynamics between the Global North and the Global South. Five out of five interviewees emphasized the inclusive and participatory negotiation process and pointed out that, in comparison to the MDGs, the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs would be much broader, while acknowledging goal interdependencies and constituting an important step to moving beyond the previous
conception of sustainable development being something applicable only to the Global South
(cf. I-3, I-9, I-10, I-11, I-13). The shift from the MDGs being a mere development agenda for the
Global South towards the SDGs as an agenda of sustainable development that pointed out the
need for industrialized countries to initiate domestic policy changes as well, was also mentioned
as a source of legitimacy of the SDGs (I-13).
Findings - Focality
The central finding on the perceived focality of the SDGs is that, by a large majority of the interviewees, they are not perceived to be the focal entity within the governance architecture of sustainable development. Out of twelve interview responses, eight interviewees evaluated the SDGs´
focality as low, three interviewees perceived their focality as decreasing and one single interviewee perceived their focality as high. An interesting finding worth pointing out, is that none of
the interviewees reported to perceive the SDGs´ focality as increasing.
The explanations given by the interviewees who assess the SDGs´ focality as low are closely
linked to the aspect of institutional competition that was discussed as a barrier to SDG engagement, both on the UN-level and the EU-level, in chapter seven. Again, the UNFCCC and the Paris
Agreement, as well as the CBD and the CITES were referenced as the primary frameworks of engagement for the respective interviewee´s organizations (cf. I-6 & I-8). Likewise, another interviewee assessed that “[i]n Europe, the SDGs are definitely not the central point of reference” (I12) and added that the European Greal Deal would be more relevant than the SDGs. A different
type of explanation was given by the interviewee who earlier, in sub-section 8.2.4, referred to the
“The Human Rights Guide to the Sustainable Development Goals” that was created by the Danish
Institute for Human Rights, which showed that for every single SDG and for 168 out of the 169
targets, there are distinct links to other conventions, agreements, declarations and covenants of
rights that are already in place. The subsequent argument of the interviewee was that neither the
2030 Agenda nor the SDGs contained anything really new and that they basically “contain

189

9 Results: SDGs as Orchestrators

commitments and pledges that were already made elsewhere […] also, in the context of legally
binding agreements and conventions” (I-17).
The three interviewees who evaluated the SDGs´ focality as decreasing shared the overall
impression that, although there was substantial political interest in the SDGs following their adoption, the interest has gone down over the past years (cf. I-4; I-9; I-14). The interviewees specified
that initial political engagement has evolved “to a pretty disappointing process over time” (I-9) and
that many governments are now “just using SDG language without really changing how they work”
(I-4). Finally, in the perception of one single interviewee, the SDGs are and have been a very important and focal point of reference from the beginning (cf. I-10). It should be noted that this was
the same interviewee who considered the SDGs as “THE multilateral achievement” (Ibid.) that laid
the foundation for the international trust that ultimately enabled reaching the Paris Agreement.
In sum, based on the findings derived from the interview data, it can be assessed that the condition
of intermediaries perceiving the orchestrator as a focal entity as an incentive to engage in orchestration it not the case for CSO engaging with the SDGs.
To sum up the findings for this triplet of conditions postulated by orchestration theory, it was
found that all interviewees assessed the legitimacy and importance of the SDGs as high enough to
feel the need to engage with them, even when they did not consider them to be the focal entity
within their governance domain. As a result, it can be assessed that, at least for two thirds of this
condition triplet of importance, legitimacy and focality, orchestration theory can adequately explain CSO engagement with the SDGs. Incentives for CSOs to engage with the SDGs that go beyond
these three conditions were discussed in more detail in chapter seven.
Largely Sharing the Orchestrator´s Goals
A second incentive for intermediaries to engage in an orchestrating arrangement, according to
orchestration theory, is that they share the orchestrator´s goals. To allow for a more accurate assessment of orchestration theory´s adequacy for explaining CSOs engaging with the SDGs, it should
be pointed out that Abbott and colleagues (2012: 3-10; 2020: 235) used the specific wording that
intermediaries “largely” share the orchestrator´s goals. The findings on whether the CSOs largely
shared the SDG´s goal was derived from answers to Q3 on whether the interviewees (unequivocally) shared the goals of the SDGs and if not, on which ones of the SDGs they would disagree with.
The central finding is that the majority of the interviewees indeed largely shared the SDG´s goals. However, they did not unequivocally share the SDGs´ goals
as some themes of criticism was found to be shared by
some interviewees as well. Three out of seven respondFigure 34: Findings S-RQ3.1 - Incentives for
ents fully shared the goals of the SDGs, while two re- Orchestration: Sharing the Orchestrator´s
spondents largely shared the goals of the SDGs with the Goals.
caveat of criticizing SDG 8 for including economic
growth. One interviewee still shared most of the goals but pointed towards inherent goal incoherencies of the SDGs, while one single interviewee was found to deliver a high degree of criticism
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concerning not only the SDGs, but also their monitoring and review process in addition to their
lack of bindingness.
Three interviewees reported to fully share the goals of the SDGs, although they would have
liked to have seen an extra SDG on animal welfare to be included (cf. I-1 & I-19). Also, one interviewee argued that they wouldn’t dwell on what they would criticize and improve, as that would
hinder their work, they would rather focus on what the agenda says “[b]ecause the agenda is actually a pretty good agenda” (I-8).
The two interviewees who largely shared the goals but expressed a low degree of criticism
criticized SDG 8 on economic growth as “contradicting the aim of the SDGs as whole” (I-7) and the
SDGs´ general reference to generating more material output as a desirable aim (cf. I-3). However,
as the second interviewee pointed out, a possible solution to “escape the dilemma” of contradicting SDGs is to put hierarchize the SDGs instead of conceiving them as “horizontal, next to each
other” (Ibid). The interviewee referred to the SDG Wedding Cake Graph from the Stockholm Resilience Center that indicates a certain hierarchization of the SDGs, whereas SDGs related to biosphere constitute the foundation, upon which the second layer with SDGs related to the society
rests, upon which the SDGs related to the economy rest as the third and least foundational layer
(see figure 35). This indicates a hierarchization of the SDGs related to the biosphere over the SDGs
related to society and so on.
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Figure 35: SDG Wedding Cake Illustration. Source: Stockholm Resilience Center 2016.

The one interviewee who expressed a general agreement with the goal and commended that
“in their function as a common normative value platform, the SDGs are incredibly important and
not to be underestimated in their significance” (I-13), nevertheless pointed out inherent conflicts
between achieving SDG 8 and SDG 10, that is, the inherent conflict between sustaining economic
growth and reducing inequalities and between SDG 8 and SDG 12, that is, the inherent conflicts
between sustaining economic growth while achieving sustainable consumption and production
patterns, as already discussed in sub-section 7.3.1 as an UN-level barrier to higher degrees of SDG
engagement.
Lastly, one interviewee expressed a high degree of criticism that can be assessed as not
largely sharing the SDGs´ goals. Also referring to SDG 8, they argued that any goal that includes
GDP growth, especially “for an overdeveloped overindustrialized region like the EU” (I-4) goes
contrary to the goal of sustainable development. The interviewee continued by critizising the
SDGs´ lack of legal bindingsness in addition to heavly critizising the monitoring and reivew process
based on the HLPF and the VNRs, followed by pointing out the lack of enforcement mechanisms
of any kind. As the interviewee put it “there is weak enforcement mechanisms and there is no
enforcement mechanisms, which is the case for the Agenda 2030” and with respect to the VNRs
“there is not even a specific format given, they can come up with whatever kind of report they
want”, further critizising the short time slots for VNR presentations and the few opportunities for
CSOs to critically react to VNR presentations (cf. Ibid.).
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In sum, while acknowledging the small sample of only seven responses, nevertheless, based
on the data available to the researcher it can be assessed that the majority of the interivewees
largely, but not unequivocally shared the goals of the SDGs.
Material Support – Administrative and Financial Assistance
Orchestration theory posits that a third type of incentive that orchestrator´s provide to intermediaries is material support, which can take the form of administrative or financial assistance. The
findings on whether this proposition is applicable to adequately explain CSOs engagement with
the SDGs, was derived from answers to Q14 on whether interviewees allocated their time and
attention differently following the adoption of the SDGs and from answers to Q15 on whether they
allocated their financial and other material resources differently as a response to the SDGs.
Findings - Summary
The central finding is that the proposition regarding
the orchestrator´s provision of material support in
the form of administrative or financial assistance is
not applicable to the case of CSOs engaging with the
SDGs. CSOs experienced financial support to be
largely absent and administrative assistance was not
provided in a generally-occurring manner but rather
Figure 36: Findings S-RQ3.1 - Incentives for
depended on the individual circumstances of the Orchestration: Material Support - Financial and
SDGs. Therefore, it can be assessed that the propo- Administrative Assistance.
sition of the orchestrator as providing material support cannot be adequately used to understand and
explain the experiences of CSOs that engaged with the SDGs.

Findings – Financial Support
With regard to the SDGs providing financial support, or even inciting the national governments
that are ultimately responsible for their implementation to provide financial support, the central
finding based on the interview data is that financial support was largely completely absent. The
DGs were not found to provide or incite the provision of financial support to CSOs. Out of eight
interview responses, four interviewees reported financial support to be completely absent, one
interviewee got incentivized by their donors to engage with the SDGs, which implies some SDGrelated funding or at least the condition of SDG engagement for receiving funding in general and
one interviewee at least indicated that their organization reallocated its financial resources to create an SDG-specific job post. One interviewee, for which Financial Support – Medium was coded,
reported to actually have been able to receive funding for an SDG-related campaign, while one
final interviewee expressed their subjective impression of being sure that SDG-related funding
available (see figure 36).
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The four interviewees who experienced financial support to be completely absent referred
to their experience of a complete lack of funding for SDG-related activities (cf. I-14; I-15; I-18;
I-19).33 The two interviewees that experienced low degree of financial support include the one
interviewee whose donors first incentivized them to engage with the SDGs but later on incentivized them to pursue other topics (cf. I-11) and another interviewee who reported that their organization established a job post specifically dedicated to the SDGs, which either indicates that they
managed to acquire some funding or at least re-allocated their own financial resources (cf. I-12).
However, noted that their organization is an umbrella organization with many member organizations themselves, the interviewee reported that many of their member organizations would not
have SDG-specific job posts, so “it would appear that there are no SDG-specific funding pots”
(Ibid.). For one interviewee, the code Financial Support – Medium was coded, because the interviewee´s organization actually managed to acquire funding for a brochure campaign that they did
on the SDGs (cf. I-7). However, the interviewee reported that the funding came from general a
funding pot for CSOs from the Federal Ministry of Environment, that is, not from an SDG-earmarked funding pot. And although “[t]he ministry articulated great interest in funding something
SDG-related", the interviewee beliefs that if they “had applied for a non-SDG project, there´s a
good chance that [they] would have received funding out of this pot as well” (Ibid.). At last, one
single interviewee reported not their experience but rather their subjective impression or feeling
that SDG funding would be highly available. To cite them directly, the interviewee was “sure that
there was a lot of public funding concerning SDG implementation” (I-13). However, the
interviewee did not further elaborate, neither did the interivewee provide any examples or
experiences.
Findings - Administrative Assistance
For the possible incentive of administrative assistance, the main finding is that the provision of
administrative assistance was highly likely not a relevant factor for incentivizing CSOs to engage
with the SDGs. The data does not allow for a conclusive statement on whether the SDGs provided
administrative assistance to a general extent or not, as its provision appears to have been dependent on the individual circumstances of the CSOs. In other words, based on the interview data, the
provision of administrative assistance was not a generally occurring or structural incentive for CSOs
to engage with the SDGs. Out of eight responses, the administrative assistance has been reported
to have been both high three times but also to have been completely absent tree times. Likewise,
it was reported to have been low once and to have been medium once again (see figure 36).
The three interviewees who reported the complete absence of administrative assistance referred to their general lack of staff and resources but also reported on their perceived lack of

33

The researcher coded S-RQ3.1 Financial Support – Absent only for those interview responses in which the interviewees referred to a general or national lack of funding but not for those interviewee responses in which the interviewees specifically referred to a lack of EU-funding. This is the case because the researcher simply was not sure
whether or not it is the orchestrators´, in this case the SDGs or the UNGA responsibilities are in terms of incentivizing
the EU to provide SDG-earmarked funding. To the researcher, the relationship of responsibility between the SDGs
and the UNGA and the national governments the concerning inciting national funding for SDG-related activities appeared to be clearer because it the UNGA that is constituted by its 193 national member states that adopted the
SDGs, while the EU in itself is not a member of UNGA and hence did not formally adopt the SDGs.
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interest in engaging with the SDGs on the part of the EU and hence on not receiving any administrative assistance for engaging with the SDGs at all (cf. I-11; I-12; I-14). With regard to a low level
administrative assistance, one interviewee reported that the SDGs “didn´t have a huge impact on
the planning or the financial aspects” (I-18). The code for a medium level of administrative assistance
was coded for one interview response in which the interviewee stated that their organization “was
very lucky because they could participate in a consortium” led by another orgnaizaiton that
allowed them “to have a sustainable development officer for 3 years” (I-15). So even though they
could not acquire additional funding itself, they received adminsitrative assistance in the form of
the possibility to join a consortium and having an sustainable devlepment officer. In terms of high
administrative assistance, one interviewee reported that in 2015, their organization was mainly
focused on traditional social goals, whereas if one were to look at their organization’s strategy
today, one would see the organization reorientation in terms of “that the core element is the
concept of just transition, meaning the connection between social objectives and policies and
environmental policies. This is a merit of the 2030 Agenda and also being an active member of SDG
Watch Europe” (I-15). This means that by engaging with the SDGs, the organiziaton has expanded
its understanding of the interrelationship between social policies as their intitial focuss area to a
more holistic strategic orientiation. Another interviewee reported that ther job post was created
for SDG-specific work specificially and that in “[i]n certain phases, an additional assistant is
employed (e.g. to help with events” (I-19). This indicates that for this specific CSO, the SDGs did
indeed provide a high level of administrative assistnace. In sum, it can be assessed that although
adminsitrative assistance was provided by the SDGs to some interviewees, it seems to have been
dependent on the CSOs´ individual circumstances instead of being a gerneally occuring factor that
incentivized SDG engagement.
To sum up the findings concerning the orchestrator as providing material support in the form
of financial support or administrative assistance in order to incentivize intermediaries to engage
in orchestration, it can be assessed that this was not the case for CSOs that engaged with the SDGs.
This means that this proposition of orchestration theory cannot be used to adequately understand
and explain the experiences of CSOs that engaged with the SDGs.
Ideational Support – Normative Guidance
A fourth way for orchestrators to enlist intermediaries is to provide ideational for example in the
form of normative guidance. In order to account for the various manifestations that normative
guidance can take in the case of CSOs that are engaging with the SDGs, this proposition was reflected in two different interview questions. Firstly, the respective findings were derived from answers to Q5 on whether interviewees experienced a change in the discourse or language on sustainability topics or whether they experienced the introduction of certain norms or terms as a
result of the SDGs. Secondly, findings on whether CSOs perceived the SDGs to provide normative
guidance were derived from answers to Q16 on whether they perceived the SDGs to provide normative guidance for example in the form of the SDGs facilitating decision-making or providing
more direction for their work in general.
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Findings - Summary
The central finding regarding the provision of ideational support in terms of
normative guidance is that out of all
possible incentives for intermediaries
to engage in orchestration that were
postulated by orchestration theory,
normative guidance is the aspect that Figure 37: Findings S-RQ3.1 - Incentives for Orchestration:
was referenced by the largest number Ideational Support- Normative Guidance
of interviewees and also appeared to
have been provided in largest number of different manifestations. The orchestrator´s provision of
normative guidance as incentivizing intermediaries´ engagement is the proposition of orchestration theory that fits the best, i.e., is the most applicable to adequately explain and understand the
experiences of CSOs that engage with the SDGs. This is a pivotal finding for the ninth chapter as
such but also for the thesis as a whole. The provision of normative guidance is one of the central,
if not THE central accomplishment of the SDGs in terms of inciting SDG engagement. Almost every
single interviewee emphasized the provision of normative guidance as the main achievement that
the SDGs have brought.
In light of the large amount of interviewee statements on the many different manifestations
of normative guidance that they received by the SDGs, but also considering that the steering effects of normative guidance will be further discussed in sub-section 9.2.2, in addition to the main
assessment of the SDGs´ effects of normative guidance as possibly reducing the sustainable development governance architecture’s degree of fragmentation in chapter ten, this paragraph will confine itself on presenting the findings on the general themes that emerged from the interview data
without providing interviewee quotations for every single manifestation of normative guidance
that they experienced.
Normative guidance came in the form of first, shaping the discourse on sustainable development and providing a common language as reported by nine interviewees (cf. I-2; I-3; I-8; I-9; I-11;
I-12; I-13; I-14; I-17). Second, the SDGs provided normative guidance inf the form of a common
framework for reference that improved CSOs´ ability to advocate and interact with policy makers,
as reported by nine interviewees (cf. I-2; I-3; I-7; I-8; I-10; I-12; I-13; I-18; I-19). Third, normative
guidance came in the form of providing a common understanding of sustainable development
among CSOs themselves, as reported by two interviewees (cf. I-3 & I-10). Fourth, CSOs received
normative guidance by the holistic conceptualization of sustainable development that accounts
for the many interrelationships and interdependencies of the different issue areas related to sustainable development, as emphasized by eleven interviewees (cf. I-2; I-3; I-4; I-5; I-6; I-8, I-9; I-13;
I-14; I-15; I-18). In particular, the shift to move beyond the traditional development conception of
industrialized countries being donors of development aid aimed at lifting countries in the global
South out of poverty, was found to be widely considered as one of the main normative achievements that the SDGs have brought. Fifth, twelve interviewees reported that by providing a common language, understanding and framework of reference, it enabled them to improve their
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existing cooperation with other CSOs, but also opened up possibilities to establish new connections and join forces with organizations that operate in different issue areas which whom they
would not have gotten in contact without that normative umbrella provided by the SDG (cf. I-2; I3: I-4; I-5; I-7; I-8; I-11; I-12; I-13; I-15; I-16; I-19). This means that the by providing a common
framework of references, the SDGs managed to break up previously existing boarder between
CSOs in different issue areas and incited more cross-sectoral cooperation. Also, related to the
change of language and discourse around sustainable development issues, eight interviewees reported to have experienced the introduction and re-occurring usage of the phrase of “leaving no
one behind” (cf. I-5; I-6; I-7; I-8; I-9; I-11; I-17; I-19).
Finally, two interviewees shared their experiences of what might be considered as norm conflicts with regard to the SDGs. First, one interviewee reported that among German CSOs, there is
a debate centered around the term “social-ecological transformation”, which they perceived as
not being related to the SDGs (cf. I-7). Another interviewee observed a similar development in
Northern European countries, which is “the merging of the social justice narrative and the climate
justice narrative” (I-5). This appears to be related to the social-ecological transformation narrative
mentioned by the first interviewee. In terms of a possible norm conflict, the second interviewee
reported that in his perception “many people who are the strong voices for social justice, climate
justice and environmental justice are not those ones who are putting forward the Agenda 2030”
(Ibid.). Furthermore, the at the 2018 HLPF, the interviewee heard “some strong NGOs say that the
leave no one behind-narrative weakens the inequality narrative […] because the leave no one
behind narrative wouldn’t question the wealth of the rich”. Therefore, although it was only
reported by two interviewees, an important finding is that there are contemporary, if not even
competing narratives and discourses, next to the discourse around the SDGs and sustainable
development. Hence, an interesting avenue for further research would be to conduct a
comparative discourse analysis to study how these different narratives are taken up and used for
example the social justice movement or the environmental justice movement, but also how these
different narratives or discourses are distributed and either contemplentary or mutuallyexclusively used for example within academic literature, CSO advocacy publciaitons, news and
media or social media.
Nevertheless, the central finding on orchestration theory´s proposition on the orchestrator’s
provision of normative guidance as incentivizing intermediaries to engage in orchestration arrangements is that this is fully applicable to the case of CSOs engaging with the SDGs. CSOs received normative guidance in the form of a common language on and holistic understanding of
sustainable development, a common framework for reference, improved cooperation with other
CSOs and even incentives to engage in new cross-sectoral cooperative arrangements that would
otherwise not have happened. As a result, it can be assessed that proposition of orchestration
theory can be adequately used to understand and explain SDG engagement by CSOs.
Ideational Support - Convening Powers
The final incentive that orchestrators can use to enlist intermediaries, according to orchestration
theory, is to provide normative guidance in the form of its convening powers to connect the
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intermediaries with other powerful actors. In order to inquire whether this was the case for CSOs
engaging with the SDGs, interviewees were asked in Q18, depending on whether they participated
at the HLPF, in the MSP or other SDG-related forums where different kinds of actors came together
due to the SDGs, whether they were able to connect with other (powerful) actors.
Findings – Summary
The central finding for the proposition of the orchestrator´s for provision of ideational support in
the form of convening powers is that this applies to the case of CSOs that engaged with the SDGs
to a high degree. Eight different interviewees reported on how they could connect with other actors in a rich variety of different forms, that is, via many different forums where actors came together as a result of the SDGs.
First, one interviewee reported on how their participation in the MSP allowed them to connect to many
different stakeholders, including other CSOs, but also Figure 38: Findings S-RQ3.1 – Ideational
business actors and unions (cf. I-2). Second, with regard Support - Convening Powers
to the MESA project (see section 5.6.3), one interviewee
reported that it “strengthened and encouraged the development of similar coalitions at national level
[…]”, that they “reached out to many different policy makers”, both on the EU-level and the
national level and that ultimately, “[T]he project triggered a lot of action around the SDGs and helped
to raise awareness among policy makers and the wider public” (I-4). Third, two interviewees mentioned
how participating at the HLPF allowed them to connect to different actors, for example via
organizing side events or advocating towards the ministerial declaralations (cf. I-5 & I-7). One of
the interviewees, for example, stated that one of their organization´s aims for participating at the
HLPF is to create more long-term spaces for participation (cf. I-5). Fourth, although it was
abandoned after one year, participating at the Civil Society Group on the High-Level Group on the
2030 Agenda enabled another interviewee to connect with many different actors (cf. I-9). Sixth,
one interviewee reported on their participation in the Stakeholder Group of Persons with Disabilities, which, according to the interviewee was created to follow the HLPF, which also connected
them to many other actors (I-11). Seventh, another interviewee reported that attending the UN
Working Group on Social and Solidarity Economy Conference on the implementation of the SDGs
in 2019 was “kind of a revolution” for them, “it was an exchange of huge and important practices”
and influenced their work via “gaining knowledge and pushing forward that there are other actors
that are contributing to the economy, inclusion and the SDGs” (I-18). Finally, the last respondent
reported that the SDGs allowed them to connect with many other powerful actors, e.g., “particular
representatives from federal ministries and the federal chancellery, as well as stakeholders from academia”
(I-19).
In conclusion, it can be summarized that the SDGs led to many different working groups,
stakeholder groups, projects and other types of events or forums where different kind of actors
came together, which provided CSOs the opportunity to connect with different types of actors,
both with other CSOs but also business actors, state representatives or actors from academia.
Therefore, it can be assessed that orchestration theory´s proposition regarding the orchestrator
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as providing normative guidance in the form of convening powers can be adequately used to understand and explain the SDG engagement of CSOs.

Findings – Caveat
Before moving on to the summary of this sub-section, one important caveat needs to be addressed. The different propositions of orchestration theory that were examined in this sub-section
referred to the orchestrator´s incentives for intermediaries to engage in the orchestration arrangement. According to the researcher´s general understanding of the concept of being incentivized to
engage in a process of any kind, the incentive must be present, understood and accepted by the
actor who is incentivized to engage in a process before the actor decides upon engaging that process. For the cases of perceiving the SDGs as important and legitimate, for largely sharing the SDGs´
goals and for most, but not all of the different types of normative guidance that were discussed, it
can be genuinely argued that these incentives could have all been present, understood and accepted by the respective CSOs, that, as a result of these incentives, subsequently decided to engage with the SDGs. With respect to the convening powers of the SDGs, this argument appears to
be much harder to defend. One has to ask whether the CSOs were actually able to recognize the
SDGs´ convening powers prior to their engagement with the SDGs and subsequently able to reasonably anticipate their ability to participate in the different types of working groups, stakeholder
groups or other forums and then base their decision to engage with the SDGs on these anticipatory
considerations. A different way to understand and explain the SDGs´ convening powers to connect
CSOs with other actors that seems more plausible to the researcher is that they were a result of
engaging with the SDGs, i.e., that these convening powers were recognized by CSOs after they
already engaged with the SDGs. In short, it could be argued that the convening powers of the SDGs
were not incentives for CSO engagement but the result of their engagement. A similar argument
could be made for the normative guidance´s manifestation of improved cooperation.
As a possible counter-argument, it could be argued that CSOs observed at least some forms
of convening powers of the SDGs applying to other CSOs that they were in contact with prior to
their own decision to engage with the SDGs and hence based their decision to engage with the
SDGs on their observation of other CSOs´ experiences. Despite acknowledging the contestability
of this counter-argument, the researcher decides to accept it and therefore, to assess the proposition of the orchestrator´s convening powers as applicable to the case of CSOs engaging with the
SDGs. Nevertheless, the researcher deemed it as important and relevant with respect to scientific
accuracy to share these considerations with the reader.
Findings of Sub-section 9.2.1 - Summary
To sum up the findings of this sub-section so far, it was assessed that orchestration theory´s propositions regarding the orchestrator´s perceived importance (1) and legitimacy (2), the orchestrator’s provision of ideational support in the form of normative guidance (3) and convening powers
(4) and that the intermediaries largely share the orchestrator´s goals (5), as incentives for intermediaries to engage in orchestration arrangements, indeed are applicable to adequately
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understand and explain the engagement of CSOs with the SDGs. Orchestration theory´s propositions on the orchestrator´s perceived focal position (1) and the orchestrator´s provision of material
support in the form of administrative and financial assistance (2) were assessed not to be applicable to the case of CSOs engaging with the SDGs and hence cannot be used to adequately understand CSO engagement with the SDGs. Expressed in numerical terms, five out of the seven possible
incentives that orchestrators can provide for intermediaries to engage in orchestrating arrangements, according to orchestration theory, were found to be applicable to adequately understand
and explain SDG engagement by CSOs while two out of seven possible incentives were found not
to be applicable. After discussing the applicability of orchestration theory to the effects of the
CSO´s engagement with the SDGs on possibly reducing the degree of fragmentation of the sustainable development governance architecture in the next sub-section, the findings will be visualized
using the template for the general orchestration process, as introduced in section 9.1.

9.2.2 Orchestration and Fragmentation
Orchestration theory proposed four possible ways of how the orchestrator´s promotion of common standards and the provision of resources, support and legitimacy to the intermediaries could
possibly reduce the degree of fragmentation of the issue area or governance architecture that the
intermediaries are active in. These effects were the first, the reduction of governance overlaps,
second, the filling of governance gaps, third, conflict management and fourth inciting cooperation
among intermediaries. This sub-section provides the empirical assessment on whether these possibly fragmentation-reducing effects occurred with regard to the sustainable development governance architecture as a result of CSOs engaging with the SDGs. In addition, figure 38 shows the
exchange of knowledge and expertise as a fifth aspect that emerged from the data analysis. The
researcher decided to list it as a separate finding, although it could be argued that the lack of
knowledge and expertise or rather, the asymmetrical distribution of knowledge and expertise
among different governance actors could be considered a governance gap, depending on the conceptualization of governance gaps. The findings on whether these effects of shaping intermediaries´ competition and collaboration occurred for CSOs as a result of engaging with the SDGs were
derived from interviewee responses to the interview questions on normative guidance (Q5 & Q16),
on whether their interaction with other CSOs changed due to the introduction of the SDGs or SDG
Watch Europe (Q8), on whether they formed or joined any other SDG-related CSO alliances apart
from SDG Watch Europe (Q9) and on what they took away from the respective SDG-related forums
of actors that they participated in (Q18).
Findings – Summary
The central finding of this sub-section is that
all four possible ways that orchestration theory postulated on how orchestration can have
possibly fragmentation-reducing effects on
the issue areas or governance architectures
that the intermediaries are active in, are appli- Figure 39: Findings S-RQ3.1 - Orchestration and
Its Effects on Fragmentation.
cable for the case of CSOs engaging with the
SDGs. CSOs experienced, both the SDGs as inciting cooperation, particularly across previously
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existing boundaries of issue areas, as reducing governance overlaps in the form of reducing overlapping advocacy efforts, as filling governance gaps in the form of closing the gaps with regard to
the accessibility and receptiveness of policy makers and as managing conflicts, both with regard
to norm conflicts and conflicts related to their approach on sustainable development issues. Therefore, it can be assessed that with regard to its propositions on orchestration´s possible effects on
reducing fragmentation, orchestration theory can be adequately used to understand and explain
the experiences of CSOs engaging with the SDGs.
Findings - Inciting Cooperation
The central finding for the first proposition of the orchestrator as inciting cooperation among intermediaries is that the SDG indeed incentivized CSOs to join forces and to cooperate, particularly
on cross-sectoral issues, i.e., across issue areas, which was not common for CSOs before the adoption of the SDGs. Therefore, a secondary finding to the increased cooperation among CSOs in general is that the SDGs incited cross-sectoral cooperation particularly among those CSOs that operated in different issue areas and otherwise, wouldn’t have cooperated with each other, without
having the overarching framework of the SDGs.
The SDGs, by providing normative guidance in the form of an overarching but also holistic
framework that pointed out the connection between different issue areas allowed for this crosssectoral cooperation among CSOs to emerge. Subsequently, not only the general increase of cooperation among CSOs, but also this newly-emerged cross-sectoral cooperation as a direct result
of the SDGs, arguably contributed to reducing the degree of fragmentation of the sustainable development governance architecture, at least with respect to CSO activities. These findings are
closely related to the effects of filling governance gaps as well, because inciting cross-sectoral cooperation among CSOs where there was little to none cross-sectoral cooperation, can be regarded
as filling a governance gap itself.
The experience of strengthening and inciting new cooperative arrangements was reported
by eight interviewees (cf. I-2; I-3; I4; I-7; I-8; I-11; I-16; I-19). One interviewee, for example incited
the creation of a new forum for CSOs to come together to work on the SDGs. The interviewee
reported to have been the co-founder of the “Hungarian Roundtable of Civil Society Organizations
for the SDGs”, in which they collaborated with other Hungarian CSOs “to promote the SDG to
enhance this structured dialogue among stakeholders in Hungary” (I-3).
In the view of the researcher, particularly those new collaborations that the SDGs incited
among actors from different sectors and issue areas are important to point out. This is the case
because, using the terminology provided by Biermann et al.´s (2009) framework for analyzing fragmentation, these new cross-sectoral connections constitute a reduction of fragmentation of the
sustainable development governance architecture on the dimension of actor constellations, in this
case, the actor constellations of CSOs interacting with each other. One interviewee, for example,
shared her experience that they didn’t perceive a lot of “cross-issue / cross-policy domain interaction between CSOs” before the SDGs were adopted, but “because of the variety of the topics and
the way the SDGs are designed and structured, different NGOs now have the possibility to work
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on cross-sectoral issues and sit on different sides more easily […] this is something that the SDGs
have brought to us” (I-2). Likewise, other interviewees pointed out that “the SDGs helped CSOs
from different sectors and movements come together” (I-4) and that “working on the SDGs also
brought [them] together with new and more different organizations” (I-7).
In sum, it can be assessed that orchestration theory´s proposition on the orchestrator inciting
cooperation among intermediaries, which can have a possibly fragmentation-reducing effect, is
fully applicable to the case of CSOs engaging with the SDGs. With respect to this proposition on
orchestration’s effects on fragmentation, it can be assessed that orchestration theory can be used
to adequately understand and explain the engagement of CSOs with the SDGs. The increased cooperation, in particularly the newly-emerged cross-sectoral cooperation among CSOs, as incited
by the SDGs, arguably led to a reduction of the sustainable development governance architecture´s
degree of fragmentation on the dimension of CSO actor constellations.
Findings - Filling of Governance Gaps
The main finding concerning the filling of governance gaps as the second possibly fragmentationreducing effect of orchestration is that for CSOs that engaged with the SDGs, this filled, or at least
”closed” the gap of being able to reach and influence policy makers with their demands. This finding is closely related to the finding of the SDGs inciting collaboration among CSOs discussed above.
In other words, engaging with the SDGs strengthened their position as representatives of different
parts of the civil society but it also, by way of joining coalitions with other CSOs and bundling their
advocacy efforts, made policy makers more receptive, i.e., more open and willing to listen to their
demands.
Four out of five interviewees reported that joining forces had a significant impact on not only
the quality of advocacy documents and initiatives they could produce but also the on the receptiveness of policy makers to listen to their demands because, by way of joining forces, their demands represented a broader mandate (cf. I-1; I-2; I-3; I-6). One interviewee described it in the
following way. “From policy makers´ points of view, they always were approached by specialized
CSOs that tried to lobby and push their own agendas without stepping outside of their area of
interest” (I-3). And then suddenly, policy makers got approached by alliances with broad constituencies that delivered advocacy documents that already provided a holistic view on a given issue
that accounted for the interests of many different organizations (cf. Ibid.). This was very much
appreciated by policy makers because now, they didn’t have to reconcile the various interests
brought to their attention on a daily basis themselves anymore. The effort of reconciling various
interests was done for them by the CSOs themselves. Therefore, it can be stated as a finding that,
by joining forces and providing advocacy documents that represented a broader spectrum of interests coming from CSOs of different issue areas, the engagement with the SDGs closed the governance gap to the extent that it closed the gap for CSOs actually reach policy-makers with their
demands and being taking seriously with their demands by policy makers as well.
In addition, one interviewee who didn’t join any coalitions experienced more recognition of
their views as a CSO from policy makers as well, which can also be regarded as closing the governance gap between CSOs and policy makers. The interviewee, whose organization is not a member
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of SDG Watch Europe, reported that engaging with the SDGs opened the doors to policy makers
that “they have never spoken to before” (I-11). Their organization´s members in France wanted to
get in touch with the ministry focused on persons with disabilities to inquire how the French government could become more active in delivering on the SDGs, but said ministry had little
knowledge on the topic. Hence, the interviewee reported, they approached the ministry on environment, which was in charge of implementing the SDGs in France and the ministry of environment was very welcoming and eager to hear their organization´s perspective on how to move forward with the SDG, despite their organization’s focus lies on persons with disabilities and not on
environmental issues(I-11). This example also constitutes a case where engagement with the SDGs
closed the gap between CSOs and policy makers and furthermore can be assessed as reducing the
degree of fragmentation on the dimension of actor constellations, but in this case, not only among
CSOs but also the actor constellation between CSOs and government representatives.
In sum, it can be assessed that orchestration theory´s proposition on the filling of governance
gaps as a possibly fragmentation-reducing effect of orchestration fully applies to the case of CSOs
engaging with the SDGs. Subsequently, it can be assessed that with respect to this proposition
orchestration theory can be used to adequately explain and understand the SDG engagement by
CSOs. Again, the filing of governance gaps as described above, arguable led to a reduction of the
sustainable development governance architecture´s degree of fragmentation on the dimension of
actor constellations, but not only the constellations among CSOs but also the constellations between CSOs and policy makers.
Findings - Reduction of Governance Overlaps
The central finding regarding the reduction of governance overlaps, as the third proposition of
orchestration theory on the effects of orchestration on fragmentation, is a direct result of the improved cooperation among CSOs discussed above, which is the reduction of overlapping advocacy
efforts towards policy makers.
The effects of cooperation, reducing governance overlaps, filling governance gaps and managing conflicts are certainly intertwined and maybe even overlapping, so in order to avoid an overlap in coding too many different codes for the same statements, this code for reduction of overlaps
was coded for only three interviewees (cf. I-2; I-15; I-16), although it probably applies to the experiences a larger number of them. One interviewee shared that “they know from informal conversations with policy makers that they ask CSOs to stop being so decentralized and start mobilizing
themselves and to start talking with one voice” (I-16). According to another interviewee “It sounds
ridiculous but when you sit down and write to the EC or a big institution, they are more open to
listen to you because you have a broader representation […] When you knock on the door, they
are more willing to open when you have a broad representation” (I-2). Therefore, it can be stated
as another finding that not only did the increased cooperation of CSOs lead to a reduced overlap
of their advocacy efforts, thereby reducing the fragmentation among CSOs´ governance efforts in
general, but it also strengthened their governance capabilities because it increased the political
weight of their demands and advocacy efforts.
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At this point, the researcher has to acknowledge that there is a certain ambiguity in coding
both the codes for the filling of governance gaps and the reduction of governance overlaps for
basically the same phenomenon, that is, CSOs joining forces to improve their interaction with policy-makers. This is the case, because one can view it from both perspectives. One the one hand,
the overlap of individual CSOs trying to advocate for their particular organization´s interest was
reduced by joining forces and on the other hand, the governance gap in terms of accessibility of
policy makers to CSOs has been closed. The researcher tried to account for this problem by selectively coding either one of the respective codes, depending on the thematic emphasis on either
one of the two codes of the respective quote, in order to avoid double codings.
In sum, it can be assessed that orchestration theory´s proposition of orchestration possibly
reducing fragmentation by reducing governance overlaps is applicable to the case of CSOs engaging with the SDGs. As a finding, it can be stated that orchestration can be adequately used to understand and explain CSOs engagement with the SDGs with regard to this particular proposition.
In addition, it can be argued that by reducing overlapping advocacy efforts, or put differently, fragmented advocacy efforts, the reducing of governance overlaps reduced the degree of fragmentation related to the actor constellations of the CSOs for which this case applies.
Findings - Conflict Management
For the possible effect of orchestration as managing conflicts among intermediaries as a possible
way to reduce fragmentation, it can be assessed that, although the data basis of only one interviewee reference is scientifically rather thin, the effect of the SDGs on managing conflicts, both
normative and work-wise has occurred. Therefore, although based on a small amount of data, it
can be assessed that the proposition on managing conflicts as a possible way for orchestration to
reduce fragmentation applies to the case of CSOs engaging with the SDGs.
Of course, the code for conflict management could have been coded for all the interviewees
who reported to have joined forced and formed coalitions in order to produced advocacy document that represented a broader mandate of different interests, because the process of sitting
together with CSOs from different issue areas and reconciling all the particular interests involved
in order to come up with a collaboratively-produced document necessarily involved deliberative
efforts and efforts of managing the varying conflicting interests. However, as stated before, the
four processes of inciting cooperation, reducing governance overlaps, filling governance gaps and
managing conflicts are certainly intertwined, if not overlapping to some degree and the researcher
wanted to avoid double codings, i.e., coding different codes for the same responses and phenomena. For this reason, the code regarding conflict management was coded for only one interviewee
that reported how the SDGs brought about “more coherence” for actors on how to approach sustainability topics (cf. I-18).
When asked whether the holistic and integrative approach to sustainable development was
something genuinely new that the SDGs have introduced, the interviewee responded that this was
definitively the case. To quote the interviewee, “[t]he SDGs put a framework, a roof on top of that
[…] it is always good when something gets institutionalized, structured and formalized […] because
it brings more coherence […] and it is more clear for actors on how to better approach it” (Ibid.).
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This indicates that by providing a common framework for reference and a commonly shared understanding of sustainable development issues, the SDGs not only reduced norm conflicts, but also
conflicts with regard to how CSOs would approach sustainable development issues in their day-today work as CSOs. In terms of fragmentation, this indicates at least so some extent, a reduction of
the sustainable development governance architecture´s degree of fragmentation for the dimension of norm conflicts. In sum, it can be assessed that, although the data basis of only one interviewee reference is scientifically rather thin, the effect of the SDGs on managing conflicts, both
normative and work-wise has occurred. Therefore, although based on a small amount of data, it
can be assessed that the proposition on managing conflicts as a possible way for orchestration to
reduce fragmentation applies to the case of CSOs engaging with the SDGs. Again, orchestration
theory can be adequately used, although to a lesser extent, to understand and explain the engagement of CSOs with the SDGs. In particular managing norm conflicts arguably led to a reduction of
the degree of fragmentation for the dimension of norm conflicts.
Findings - Exchange of Knowledge and Expertise
Finally, as an additional factor that probably had an effect on reducing fragmentation that was not
postulated by orchestration theory, it was found that two interviewees (cf. I-1; I-2) reported that
by joining forces with other CSOs, they were able to share their own expertise and knowledge,
but also benefitted from “having access to the knowledge of other member organizations” because as a single CSO it is not possible to follow all the relevant topics and it is “useful to sit down
with people who are up to date on all the different topics and make use of their views and
knowledge on what it going on in the EU” (I-2).
Although this exchange of knowledge and experience not necessarily fits on of the three dimensions for assessing changes in fragmentation, i.e., institutional integration, norm conflicts and
actor constellations, it still constitutes a reduction of asymmetrically distributed, that is, fragmented access to knowledge and expertise among CSOs.
Findings of Sub-section 9.2.2 - Summary
To sum up the findings of this sub-section so far, it was assessed that all four possible ways that
orchestration theory postulated on how orchestration can have possibly fragmentation-reducing
effects on the issue areas or governance architectures that the intermediaries are active in, occurred for the case of CSOs engaging with the SDGs. CSOs experienced the SDGs both, as inciting
cooperation, particularly across previously existing boundaries of issue areas, as reducing governance overlaps in the form of reducing overlapping advocacy efforts, as filling governance gaps in
the form of closing the gaps with regard to the accessibility and receptiveness of policy makers
and as managing conflict, both with regard to norm conflicts and conflicts related to their approach
on sustainable development issues. In conclusion, it can be assessed that with regard to its propositions on orchestration´s possible effects on reducing fragmentation, orchestration theory can
be adequately used to understand and explain the experiences of CSOs engaging with the SDGs.
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Findings – Visualization
Following the findings of sub-sections 9.2.1 and 9.2.2, they can be visualized by using the template
for the orchestration process as introduced in the literature recap by filling in the findings on the
incentives that CSOs received as intermediaries by the SDGs as the orchestrator (left blue box) and
filling in the findings on the effects of the CSOs activities on reducing the degree of the sustainable
development governance architecture´s degree of fragmentation (right blue box). In general, it can
be accessed that CSO engagement with the SDGS, both with regard to their incentives for engagement but also with regard to their engagement´s effects on fragmentation, can be explained in
orchestration theory and hence can be visualized using this template for the general orchestration
process.
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Individual CSOs
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Figure 40: Visualization of the Results for the Applicability of Orchestration Theory to CSOs Engaging with
the SDGs.
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9.2.3 Conditions for Successful Orchestration
As it was the case in sub-section 9.2.1 on the incentives for orchestration, in this sub-section on
the conditions for successful orchestration, some conditions were neatly organized in duets or
triplets of conditions for the sake of lucidity as well. Another reason is that those duets and triplets
of conditions will be empirically tested for the case CSOs engaging with the SDGs by analyzing the
responses to the same interview questions. Likewise, it should be pointed out that the interview
questions on which the empirical assessment of the SDGs as meeting the conditions for successful
orchestration is based on, are, to varying extents, the same interview questions that were used in
sub-section 9.2.1 for assessing the adequacy of orchestration theory´s propositions on intermediaries´ incentives for orchestration. As a consequence, for the convenience of the researcher, the
same responses to the same respective interview questions were used to derive the findings for
this sub-section as well. Accordingly, the codings in Atlas.ti that illustrate the findings, as depicted
in figures 41 – 43, are, again, to varying extents, the same codings as shown in figures 33 – 3934
that illustrated the findings in sub-section 9.2.1.
The triplets and duets of conditions for successful orchestration that will be discussed in this
sub-section are first, the orchestrator´s legitimacy and moral authority, second, the orchestrator´s
focality, relational authority and network embeddedness and third, material authority and resource endowment.
Orchestrator´s Legitimacy and Moral Authority
The findings for the first duet of conditions for successful orchestration, i.e., the orchestrator´s
perceived legitimacy and moral authority were derived from interviewee responses to Q1 on how
they perceived the importance and legitimacy of the SDGs and to Q3 on whether they (unequivocally) shared the goals of the SDGs, and if not, which goals or targets they would disagree with.
As established in sub-section 9.2.1, for the condition of legitimacy it can be assessed the SDGs
are unanimously perceived as highly legitimacy resulting from the inclusive negotiation process,
their holistic conceptualization of sustainable development and the shift of thinking that they
marked regarding the dynamics between the
Global North and the Global South (cf. I-3, I-9, I-10,
I-11, I-13). Therefore, it can be assessed that the
condition of the orchestrator’s legitimacy is fully
met. Based on the findings presented in sub-section 9.2.1, it can be assessed that that the majority Figure 41: Findings S-RQ3.1 - Conditions for
of the interviewees indeed largely shared the Successful Orchestration: Legitimacy and Moral
Authority.
SDG´s goals growth (cf. I-1; I-8; I-9), although some
criticisms were raised, particularly concerning SDG 8 on economic growth (cf. I-3; I-7; I-13). If one
were to assess the orchestrator´s, in this case the SDGs´, moral authority based on both the legitimacy and the intermediaries largely sharing the orchestrator’s goals, as the researcher decides to
34

Except Figure 35 on the SDG Wedding Cake.
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do, then despite the moderate amount of criticism regarding SDG 8, the condition of moral authority can still be assessed to be met, especially considering their high degree of perceived legitimacy.
Orchestrator´s Focality, Relational Authority and Network Embeddedness
The findings for the triplet of conditions for successful orchestration on the orchestrator´s focality,
relational authority, and network embeddedness were derived from interview data gathered from
Q1 and Q2.
First, regarding focality, it was established that the SDGs are by a large majority of
the interviewees, not perceived to be the focal
entity within the governance architecture of
sustainable development. Other conventions
and agreements such as the Paris Agreement,
the UNFCCC, the CBD, the CITES, but also the
European Green Deal were pointed out as
much more important reference frameworks Figure 42: Findings S-RQ3.1 - Conditions for Successful
for the day-to-day advocacy work of the CSO. Orchestration: Focality, Relational Authority and
This condition can be assessed to be not met. Network Embeddedness.
Based on the conceptualization of Hale and Roger (2014: 67), relational authority and network embeddedness was conceptualized in section 2.4.6 as being a central node in a network, i.e.,
being connected to many other actors, which could allow a potential orchestrator to exert power
and influence. Considering the 2030 Agenda´s lack of focality, but also considering their lack of
legal bindingness, this indicates that the conditions of relational authority and network embeddedness are not met. The 2030 Agenda appears not to be a central node in a network of other
international conventions or multilateral agreements. However, considering the finding that the
SDGs were perceived as predominantly highly important by most CSOs, although for some CSOs
their importance has appeared to been decreasing over time, at least some degree of influence of
the SDGs can be assessed with regard to CSOs. Nevertheless, in light of Hale and Roger´s emphasis
of being a central node in a network as a defining characteristic of relational authority and network
embeddedness, both respective conditions have to be assessed as not to be met by the SDGs.
Orchestrator´s Material Authority and Resource Endowment
The second and last duet of conditions for successful orchestration that was empirically tested
concerning its applicability to the case of CSOs engaging with the SDGs was the orchestrator´s
material authority and resource endowment. The respective findings were derived from interview
data gathered for Q14 and Q15 on whether interviewees reallocated their time and attention their
financial or material resources differently as a response to the adoption of the SDG.
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In sub-section 9.2.1, it was found that the propositions for the orchestrator´s provision of material
support regarding both for administrative assistance
and financial support were not applicable to the case
of CSOs engaging with the SDGs. CSOs experienced
financial support to be largely absent and administrative assistance was not provided in a generallyoccurring manner but rather depended on the indi- Figure 43: Findings S-RQ3.1 - Conditions for
vidual circumstances of the SDGs. Subsequently, Successful Orchestration: Material Authority and
both conditions for material authority and resource Resource Endowment.
endowment can assessed to be not met by the SDGs.
Finally, given their legal non-bindingness, it can be assessed the SDGs do not meet the condition of being able to use instruments backed by regulation or the threat of regulation. Likewise,
as pointed out in section 2.4.6, an empirical assessment of the SDG´s organizational characteristics
that goes beyond the preliminary assessment based on what was already elaborated on the SDG
in the introduction is not possible.
Findings – Summary
To sum up the findings of this sub-section so far, it can be assessed that the SDGs meet only two
out of the seven conditions for being a successful orchestrator that were empirically analyzed using interview data. The SDGs meet the conditions of being perceived as highly legitimate by their
intermediaries, i.e., the CSOs, and were assessed to have a high moral authority among their intermediaries as well. However, neither were the SDGs perceived to be the focal entity within the
governance domain that the interviewees´ organizations were active in, nor does the 2030 Agenda
constitute a central node in the network of other multilateral conventions and agreements. Finally,
the conditions of possessing material authority and resource endowment were assessed not to be
met as well. This leads to the final assessment that, at least according to the conditions provided
by orchestration theory, the SDGs cannot be assessed to be a successful orchestrator.
Relevance for Answering S-RQ3.1
However, in the view of researcher, this is not a relevant factor for assessing whether the engagement of CSOs with the SDGs in general can be adequately understood and explained by orchestration theory. The analysis conducted in this sub-section was not an assessment of the applicability
of orchestration theory for explaining CSO engagement with the SDGs. Instead, it was an application of orchestration theory. The conditions proposed by orchestration theory concerning the conditions that an orchestrator has to meet in order to be a successful orchestrator were not critically
examined, they were simply applied. The relevant assessments of the applicability of orchestration
theory to adequately understand and explain CSO engagement with the SDGs, i.e., for answering
S-RQ3.1, were conducted in sub-sections 9.2.1 and 9.2.2. Consequently, the general assessment
that CSO engagement with the SDGs can indeed be understood and explained by orchestration
theory, as it was derived from the results presented in those two preceding sub-sections and as it
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will be summarized in sub-section 9.2.4, is not affected by the findings that the SDGs do not meet
most of the conditions to be a successful orchestrator.
Findings - Visualization
The findings of this sub-section are visualized in Table 10.
Table 10: Empirical Assessment For the SDGs Meeting the Conditions for Successful Orchestration.

Condition
(For Orchestrator)

Empirical Assessment for SDGs to be a Successful Orchestrator
Based on Data Collection and Analysis

Focal position of potential
orchestrator

Not perceived to be the focal entity

Condition not met

Legitimacy

Unanimously high perception of legitimacy

Condition met

Moral authority

High perceived moral authority

Condition met

Relational authority

Not a central node in the network of agreements

Condition not met

Network embeddedness

Not a central node in the network of agreements

Condition not met

Material authority

Administrative assistance and financial support
largely absent

Condition not met

Resource endowment

Financial support largely absent

Condition not met

Organizational characteristics: risk affinity, creativity,
experimentation and willingness to learn

Empirical assessment not possible

Unclear

Use of instruments backed
by regulation or threat of
regulation

SDGs are legally non-binding

Condition not met
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9.2.4 Answering S-RQ3.1
Before answering S-RQ3.1, the one last aspect of orchestration theory can be discussed with regard to its applicability to the case of CSOs engaging with the SDGs as well.
Mutual Dependency as the Core of the Orchestration Model
In the literature review on orchestration theory, Abbott et al. (2012: 12) were referenced as pointing out that it was the aspect of mutual dependency, in which neither the orchestrator nor the
intermediary would be able to achieve their governance goals independently, that lies as the core
and center of the O-I-T model of orchestration. Initially, the researcher would have included a
section on this aspect in chapter nine as part of the assessment of orchestration theory´s applicability to the case of CSOs engaging with the SDGs. As a final step of the assessment regarding orchestration theory´s applicability to the case of CSOs engaging with the SDGs, it can be assessed
that this core element of orchestration theory is indeed applicable. The UNGA or the SDGs as the
orchestrator and the CSOs as the intermediaries depend on each other in order to effectively govern state actors as the target actors in this orchestration arrangement.
First, delivering on the SDGs ultimately depends on government action. Without government
action, there is no SDG implementation. The UNGA, however, needs the CSOs as intermediaries to
“govern” the national governments, i.e., to put pressure on them and to hold them accountable
to their commitments as it does not have any enforcement mechanisms to govern state actors
itself. Therefore, one could argue that the UNGA or the SDGs, as the orchestrator meet the condition of depending on the intermediaries´ governance capabilities. The CSOs, it could be argued
need the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs as a point of reference that they can use as a tool in their
advocacy work. As it was established, the 2030 Agenda provides them CSOs with a tool they can
use to hold governments accountable to their commitments but also as provides a common language and a common, more holistic understanding of the complex interdependencies of sustainability issues. Therefore, it can be assessed that the aspect of mutual dependency, which lies as the
core of orchestration theory, is applicable to the case of CSOs engaging with the SDGs.
Following the findings that were discussed in the sub-sections 9.2.1 and 9.2.2 and the results
on the applicability of the aspect of mutual dependency on the case of CSOs engaging with the
SDGs, S-RQ3.1 can be answered in the following way.
RQ3 To what extent can the SDGs and their steering effects on CSOs be explained in terms of
orchestration theory?
- S-RQ3.1 To what extent can CSO engagement with the SDGs in general be
explained in terms of orchestration theory?
- S-RQ3.2 To what extent can CSO engagement with SDG-specific CSO alliances, as
exemplified by SDG Watch Europe, and their steering effects on their member organizations be explained in terms of orchestration theory?
As the central finding it can be stated that CSO engagement with the SDGs can be explained in terms of
orchestration theory to a very high extent.
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With regard to orchestration theory´s propositions on the different possible incentives that
an orchestrator can use to incentivize possible intermediaries, it was found that five out of seven
possible incentives were applicable to the case of CSOs engaging with the SDGs and hence could
be used to adequately understand and explain CSO engagement with the SDGs in terms of orchestration theory. CSOs were found to perceive the SDGs as important (1) and legitimate (2), received
ideational support in the form of normative guidance (3) and convening powers from the SDGs (4)
and largely shared their goals (5). However, they did not perceive the SDGs to be the focal entity
within their governance domain (6) and did not receive material support in the forms financial
support or administrative assistance (7).
With regard to orchestration theory´s propositions on the ways how orchestration can have
possibly fragmentation-reducing effects on the issue areas or governance architectures that the
intermediaries are active in, it was found that all four different ways proposed by orchestration
theory were applicable to the case of CSOs engaging with the SDGs. In other words, orchestration
theory was fully applicable to understand and explain the experience of CSOs engaging with the
SDGs with regard to fragmentation-reducing effects of engaging with the SDGs. CSOs experienced
SDGs as inciting cooperation (1), particularly across previously existing boundaries of issue areas,
as reducing governance overlaps in the form of reducing overlapping advocacy efforts (2), as filling
governance gaps in the form of closing the gaps with regard to the accessibility and receptiveness
of policy makers (3) and as managing conflicts, both with regard to norm conflicts and conflicts
related to their approach on sustainable development issues (4).
Put in numerical terms, CSO engagement with the SDGs in general could be explained in
terms of orchestration theory to the extent that nine out of eleven propositions postulated by
orchestration theory were applicable to understand and explain CSO engagement with the SDGs.
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9.3 Results: SDG Alliances as Orchestrators
This section will answer the question as to what extent orchestration theory can be used to understand and explain CSOs joining and engaging with SDG-specific CSO alliances, as exemplified by
SDG Watch Europe. This corresponds to answering S-RQ3.2. Similar to section 9.2, in order to determine the extent to which orchestration theory can adequately explain CSOs joining and engaging with SDG Watch Europe, this chapter will examine the extent to which orchestration theory´s
propositions on the incentives for intermediaries to engage in orchestration (sub-section 9.3.1)
and the effects of orchestration on fragmentation (sub-section 9.3.2) can be used to adequately
explain and understand the responses from interviewees, who shared their experiences with engaging with SDG Watch Europe. Furthermore, the conditions for successful orchestration will be
applied to SDG Watch Europe as well (sub-section 9.3.3) to examine whether SDG Watch might be
considered as a more successful orchestrator in comparison to the SDGs, as assessed in sub-section
9.2.3. Finally sub-section 9.3.4 will provide a brief summarizing answer to S-RQ3.2.
Prior to presenting these findings, two aspects need to be pointed out with regard to the
interview data on which these findings are based. First, the data basis is smaller compared to answering S-RQ3.1, because the interview responses of only eleven interviewees were used for coding, as only eleven out of the 19 organizations for which interviews were conducted, were members of SDG Watch Europe. Second, the data basis on which the results of this sub-section are
based on is even further narrower because it draws on only three out the 19 interview questions,
that is, those interview question that are directly related to SDG Watch Europe. These were Q6 on
why the interviewee´s organizations decided to join SDG Watch Europe, Q7 on whether they
achieved what they hoped to achieve by doing so, i.e., if they were satisfied with the process so
far and Q8 on whether and how their interactions with other CSOs changed as a result of joining
SDG Watch Europe. For these reasons, there were less quotations coded on which the results of
sub-section 9.3 are based compared to 9.2, and the discussion of the respective findings will be
comparatively less elaborative as well.

9.3.1 Incentives for Orchestration
Orchestrator´s Importance -Legitimacy – Focality
Fingings – Summary
The central finding for the first triplet of conditions proposed by orchestration theory, regarding the orchestrator´s perceived importance, legitimacy and focality as being an incentive for intermediaries to engage in orchestration, is that this proposition is fully applicable to the case
of CSOs joining and engaging with SDG Watch Europe. SDG
Watch Europe was found to be considered by the majority
of interviewees as highly important, highly legitimate and Figure 44: Findings S-RQ3.2 - Incentives for
as the focal entity within the field of CSOs in Europe that Orchestration: Orchestrator´s Importance,
are engaging with the SDGs. Therefore, it can be assessed Legitimacy and Focality.
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that, with regard to this first set of propositions, CSO engagement with SDG Watch Europe can be
adequately understood and explained in terms of orchestration theory.
Findings – Importance
The general finding for the perceived importance of SDG Watch Europe by its member organizations is that it is largely perceived to be highly important. Out of seven interview responses, five
interviewees reported to perceive SDG Watch Europe as highly important (cf. I-2; I-3; I-4; I-8; I-9),
while only one interviewee perceived its importance as moderate (cf. I-1), while another one single
interviewee perceived its importance as low, at least with regard to their engagement with it (cf.
I-14).
Regarding the perception of SDG Watch Europe as being highly important, interviewees responded that “when SDG Watch Europe was formed it created such a fantastic opportunity to
collaborate more closely with the other organizations beyond the environmental sphere” (I-3) or
explained the rationale of creating “the coalition as the main platform to come up with joint
proposals and ideas […] practically, to be stronger and have more impact” (I-4). It was a general
theme among the interviewees that they pointed out how useful and important it was to have the
opportunity to come together with many other CSOs, particularly from different issue areas than
their own, as a result of joining of SDG Watch Europe. The one interviewee, for which the code for
a medium degree of portance was coded reported that they “first joined SDG Watch Europe to
observe a little bit [… ] But ever since this year, they started to engage more” (I-1). Lastly, one
interviewee pointed out that their engagement with SDG Watch Europe “has been minimal
because they didn’t really have the time to invest in it” (I-14).However, in sum, it can be assessed
that the majorty of the interviewees acknowledged the importance of having a central platform to
coordinate CSO activities, as provided by such a broad alliance like SDG Watch Europe as being
high.
Findings – Legitimacy
The central finding regarding the perceived legitimacy of SDG Watch Europe is that it was unanimously perceived to be highly legitimate, particularly because it created this new opportunity for
CSOs to break through the previously-prevailing silo-approach of CSOs, that is, focusing only on
their particular advocacy aims without engaging in cross-sectoral collaborations. The code for a
high degree of legitimacy was coded for all four responses that referred to the legitimacy of SDG
Watch Europe (cf. I-2; I-4; I-8; I-9). One interviewee, whose organization was one of the co-founders of SDG Watch Europe and who sits in the steering committee of SDG Watch Europe themselves,
explained that their organization decided to promote SDG Watch Europe because, particularly in
Brussels , CSOs had “a tendency to work in silos […] So there are the environmental NGOs and the
social NGOs etc. and everyone is working on their little policy field” (I-2), but with the
establishment of SDG Watch Europe as a common platform , this allowed to bring the different
actors together for a common aim.
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Findings – Focality
With regard to focality, the main finding is that SDG Watch Europe is unanimously perceived to be
the focal entity among European CSOs that are engaging with the SDGs. Five out of five respondents who addressed the focality of SDG Watch Europe assessed it as the central CSO alliance when
it comes to engaging with the SDGs (cf. I-2; I-3; I-4; I-8; I-9). As referenced in the introduction, SDG
Watch Europe is “Europe’s largest cross-sectoral civil society alliance for sustainable development,
bringing together more than 5,000 organisations, local authorities, cooperative enterprises and
universities across the EU […] SDG Watch Europe´s mission is to ensure that the EU and its member
states fully implement the SDGs by 2030” (SDG Watch Europe 2021: 2f.).” (SDG Watch Europe
2021: 2f.). Again, one interviewee explained the rationale of establishing SDG Watch Europe as
creating a “main platform to come up with joint proposals and ideas” (I-4). Another interivewee
pointed out that “the big success of SDG Watch Europe” lies in incorportaing “Brussel networks
and national CSO organizations into the civil societal process around the SDGs” (I-9). In sum, it can
be assessed that there is no other CSO alliance that constitutes a more central platform, or
referring to the wording of relational authority and network embeddedness, there is no other node
in the network of European CSOs that engage with SDGs that is as central as SDG Watch Europe.
Largely Sharing the Orchestrator´s Goals
With regard to the proposition of the intermediaries
largely sharing the orchestrator´s goals as an incentive
to engage in the orchestration arrangement, it is not
possible to state a central finding that is derived from
analyzing interview data, as it was conducted up until Figure 45: Findings S-RQ3.2 - Incentives for Orthis point. The interview transcripts did not include any chestration: Sharing the Orchestrator´s Goals.
quotes that made a specific reference as to whether the
interviewees shared the goals of SDG Watch Europe. In other words, there were no distinct quotes
that could be coded with regard to specifically sharing the goals of SDG Watch Europe. There was
only one single interviewee that expressed a low degree of criticism to the extent that “some of
the statements that come from SDG Watch Europe are quite strong in a way that [interviewee´s
organization] might have managed the language a little bit”, they wouldn’t want to “say
confrontational” (I-14).
Evidently, it could be argued that all member organiazations of an CSO alliance that is based
on voluntary membership decided to join that alliance because they largely share the goals of that
alliance. As stated above the overarching goal or “mission” of SDG Watch Europe is to ”ensure that
the EU and its member states fully implement the SDGs by 2030” (SDG Watch Europe 2021: 2f.)”
and it can be reasonably assumed that all CSOs that engage with and advocate for the implementation of the SDGs largely share this goal. However, this is merely a subjective assumption by the
researcher and not a finding derived by the method of qualitative data analysis via Atlas.ti.
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A possible way to solve this methodological problem would be to apply the method of
conceptual content analysis in a broader fashion than merely deriving findings from the occurrence
and frequency of codes in Atlas.ti, as it was conducted up until this point. If the reseach method
of conducting a conceptual content analysis is understood as applying structure to qualitative data
by identifying concepts, themes and patterns emerging from the data and ultimately extracting
meaning from the data, the following can be stated as a finding derived by conducting a conceptual
content analysis of the interview transcripts in a broader way: From the qualitative data that was
analyzed so far, three patterns emerged that were first, the CSOs that were members to SDG
Watch Europe consider it as highly important and second, as highly legitimate because creates a
central platform for CSOs to come togther and third, consider it as the focal entity within the
network of European CSOs. The concept of SDG Watch Europe being a big success in bringing
different actors together to push for SDG implementaiton emerged from the data, as well as the
concept of SDG Watch Europe being a fantastic opportuntiy for advocating for SDG
implementation together with other actors. From these themes and concepts that emerged from
the interview data, the meaning can be extracted that the interviewees who shared their
evaluations regarding the importance, legitimacy and focality of SDG Watch Eruope also largley
share the goals of SDG Watch Eruope, particularly its central goal to ensure that the SDGs get
implemented by the EU and its member states.
In conclusion, it can be assessed that the different patterns that emerged from the interview
data allow to derive the finding that the inverviewees largely share the goals of SDG Watch Europe.
Therefore, it can be assessed that orchesrtation theory´s proposition on the intermediaries largely
sharing the orchestrator´s goals is applicable to the case of CSOs engaging with SDG Watch Europe.
With respect to this proposition, it can be assessed that orchestration theory can be adequately
used to understand and explain CSOs engagnig with SDG Watch Europe.
Material Support – Administrative and Financial Assistance
There is one difference between the examination whether the provision of material support in the
form of financial and administrative assistance as an orchestrator´s incentive is applicable for the
SDGs and for SDG Watch Europe, that is, that the researcher added an additional code for administrative assistance in the form of improved advocacy. Compared to engagement with the SDGs in
general, the engagement with and through SDG Watch Europe was reported by many interviewees
as strengthening, facilitating and generally improving their advocacy abilities to a significant extent, such that the researcher decided to take this as a separate finding and to assign a distinct
code for that kind of administrative assistance.
Findings – Summary
The general finding on the proposition of the orchestrator providing material support in the form
of administrative assistance or financial support to incentivize the engagement of possible intermediaries is not applicable to the case of CSOs engaging with SDG Watch Europe. It was found that
many organizations benefited from engaging with SDG Watch Europe because it strengthened
their advocacy capabilities but, in the view of the researcher, this is not enough to assess that the
proposition on providing material support is applicable to the case of SDG Watch Europe.
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Therefore, it can be assessed that with regard to the orchestrator’s provision of material support
as incentivizing intermediaries to engage in orchestration, orchestration theory cannot adequately
explain the engagement of CSOs with SDG Watch Europe.
Findings – Financial Support
With regard to the provision of financial support, based on the two interview quotes that
specifically referenced to financial support
from SDG Watch Europe, it can be assessed
that SDG Watch Europe did not provide financial support to its member organizations in
general or to a noteworthy extent. The one interviewee, for which Financial Support – Low
was coded, mentioned that through the Figure 46: Findings S-RQ3.2 - Incentives for Orchestration:
Material Support - Administrative and
three-year funding that MESA received from Financial Assistance.
the DEAR program, some resources went into
strengthening SDG Watch Europe (cf. I-4). However, this highly likely means that the financial support went towards SDG Watch Europe itself, instead of being allocated towards its member organizations. As a result, it can be assessed that the provision of financial support was not an incentive
for CSOs to engage with SDG Watch Europe.
Findings - Administrative Assistance
With regard to the provision of administrative assistance, the main finding is that apart from the
widespread improvement of member organization´s advocacy capabilities, SDG Watch Europe was
not found to provide any other administrative assistance in a meaningful way.
Out of the nine interview quotes for which codes related to administrative assistance were
coded, seven interviewees reported on their improved advocacy abilities (cf. I-3; I-4; I-6; I-8; I-14;
I-15; I-19). All of those interviewees referred to aspects that have already been discussed before
in greater detail. These include being able to produce better advocacy documents that represent
a broader mandate of interests, having better access to high-level policy-makers because these
prefer to interact with one broad CSO alliance instead of having to interact with many different
individual CSOs, but also the broadening of their horizon beyond the scope of their own issue area,
which, in turn, improved their advocacy capabilities (cf. Ibid.).
One interviewee reported administrative assistance to be completely absent and instead indicated that it was SDG Watch Europe that required administrative assistance from their member
organizations. According to that interviewee, SDG Watch Europe “doesn’t have a secretariat or its
own specific staff […] It is made up only of member organizations´ staff that do SDG Watch Europe
work voluntarily” (I-2). This indeed indicates that it is the member organizations that provide their
administrative assistance to SDG Watch Europe on a voluntary basis instead of receiving
administrative assistance themselves.
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There was one single interview response for which a high level of administrative assistance
was coded. The interviewee explained that the creation of SDG Watch Europe as an institutionalized platform provided administrative assistance or guidance by establishing a coalition with a
“long breath” (I-4). To quote the interviewee, “knowing that the implementation phase would be
the difficult period […] to ensure that implementation would actually take place, they knew they
needed long breath to follow up, hence creating such a platform would be a good idea” (Ibid.).
This suggests that by being a large alliance of many CSOs working on the same topics and towards
reaching the same goal, SDG Watch Europe has a certain institutional “stamina” that incentivizes
those members to stay engaged with the SDGs that would have lost motivation or interest in engaging with the SDGs otherwise.
Ideational Support – Normative Guidance
For the aspect of ideational support in the form of normative guidance, as provided by a CSO alliance such as SDG Watch Europe, it was harder to identify any manifestations of normative guidance that the alliance provides in itself. The various manifestations of normative guidance that the
SDGs provide to CSOs who engage with them are applying to those CSOs who decide to join a SDGspecific CSO alliance to bundle their forces just as well. The provision of a shared understanding
and language for sustainability topics or a common framework of reference are all manifestations
of normative guidance that also brought the member organizations of SDG Watch Europe together, but these forms of normative guidance were still provided by the SDGs, not by SDG Watch
Europe as an umbrella alliance under which those CSOs who receive these forms of normative
guidance come together and join forces. Nevertheless, the researcher was able to identify two
aspects that were mentioned by interviewees as important incentives for engaging with SDG
Watch Europe that could be considered as ideational support in the form of normative guidance.
These are first, its high reputation, which could also be called normative radiance or normative
charisma and second, its holistic approach on how to conduct advocacy work.
Findings – Summary
As the central finding, it can be stated that, although the variety of manifestations was
smaller compared to the case of the SDGs, orFigure 47: Findings S-RQ3.2 - Incentives for
chestration theory´s proposition regarding the Orchestration: Ideational Support - Normative Guidance.
orchestrator as providing normative guidance
to incentivize its intermediaries to engage in the orchestration arrangement is applicable to the
case of SDG Watch Europe as well. SDG Watch Europe as the orchestrator incentivized its member
organizations, i.e., its intermediaries to engage with it by providing normative guidance in the form
of its good reputation, or normative radiance among policy makers and in the form of its unprecedented holistic approach to conducting advocacy work. In conclusion, it can be assessed that,
with respect to its proposition on the orchestrator providing normative guidance, the engagement
of CSOs with SDG Watch and its steering effects on its member organizations can be adequately
explained by orchestration theory.
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Findings – High Reputation
As one main finding concerning the incentive factor of providing normative guidance, it can be
assessed that via its good reputation, particularly among policy makers at the EU-level, SDG Watch
Europe incentivized the engagement of its member organizations. Two interviewees specifically
referred to the “good name” or the high reputation of SDG Watch Europe within the arena of EUlevel policy making, which improved their access to and the receptiveness of policy-makers, even
at the highest level. As one interviewee reported, “[c]oming with demands of over a hundred
member organizations of SDG Watch Europe ensured that they were really listened to at the
highest level […] Frans Timmermans, the Vice-President of the Commission came to the launch of
SDG Watch Europe, which is not easy to get, if you don’t have a high reputation” (I-15). Likewise,
the second interviewee shared their experience that “[p]olicy makers like it when they can consult
with an umbrella organization or an organization that represents a whole sector […] They can
simply speak with SDG Watch Europe and kind of consult the whole civil society” (I-8). Therefore,
the interviewee assessed that investing their time in engaging with SDG Watch Europe “can be
really beneficial by having that name recognition from policy makers” (Ibid.).
Findings – Holistic Approach to Advocacy
As the second finding, it can be stated that SDG Watch Europe incentivized the engagement of its
member organizations by providing a form of normative guidance via exhibiting an unprecedented
holistic approach to conducting advocacy work. This aspect was mentioned by three interviewees
(cf. I-4; I-8; I-15). One interviewee reported that although some CSO alliances had existed before,
what was really new about SDG Watch Europe was the breadth of its approach, “[t]he idea was to
translate the whole concept of the SDGs (a holistic take on sustainable development) to their work
[…] To put into reality what they wanted on a conceptual level with the 2030 Agenda” (I-4).
Likewise, another interviewee reported that “CSO coalitions are not new per se”, but that for the
SDGs with SDG Watch Europe “it´s the broadest coalition though […] that´s due to the fact that the
SDGs are so unversal and holistic” (I-8).
Ideational Support - Convening Powers
One incentive factor that is inherent to actor alliances of
any kind, is that it provides the member organizations with
the possibility to connect with the other members of that Figure 48: Findings S-RQ3.2 alliance. Therefore, an unsurprising finding is that orches- Incentives for Orchestration:
Ideational Support - Convening Powers.
tration theory´s proposition of the orchestrator providing
ideational support in the form its convening powers to connect intermediaries to other actors as
an incentive for the intermediaries to engage in orchestration, is fully applicable to the case of
CSOs joining and engaging with SDG Watch Europe as the biggest SDG-specific CSO alliance in Europe. Hence, it can be assessed that, with respect to the orchestrator’s provision of ideational
support in the form of convening powers, orchestration theory can be used to understand and
explain the engagement of CSOs with SDG Watch Europe. Four interviewees made specific references to the merit of engaging with SDG Watch Europe because it allowed them connect with
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other organizations (cf. I-2; I-3; I-4; I-9). As discussed before, it is the distinct aspect of being able
to connect with organizations beyond one´s own horizon in terms of the issue area or governance
domain that the own organization is active in, i.e., the cross-sectoral and cross-issue-area collaboration, that was pointed out as a particular merit of SDG Watch Europe (cf. Ibid.). This aspect was
highlighted by all four interviewees for which the code for convening powers was coded.
Findings of Sub-section 9.3.1 - Summary
To sum up the findings of this sub-section so far, it was assessed that orchestration theory´s propositions regarding the orchestrator´s perceived importance (1), legitimacy (2), focality (3), the orchestrator’s provision of ideational support in the form of normative guidance (4) and convening
powers (5) and that the intermediaries largely share the orchestrator´s goals (6), as incentives for
intermediaries to engage in orchestration arrangements, indeed are applicable to adequately understand and explain the engagement of CSOs with SDG Watch Europe. Orchestration theory´s
propositions on the orchestrator´s provision of material support in the form of administrative and
financial assistance (1) were assessed not to be applicable to the case of CSOs engaging with SDG
Watch Europe and hence cannot be used to adequately understand and explain CSO joining and
engaging this SDG-specific CSO coalitions. Expressed in numerical terms, six out of the seven possible incentives that orchestrators can provide for intermediaries to engage in orchestrating arrangements, according to orchestration theory, were found to be applicable to adequately understand and explain CSOs joining and engaging with SDG Watch Europe while one out of seven possible incentives were found not to be applicable.
The next sub-section will present the findings on the applicability of orchestration theory to
the effects of the CSO´s engagement with SDG Watch on possibly reducing the degree of fragmentation of the sustainable development governance architecture, which then can be used to fill in
the two remaining boxes in the visualization of the orchestration process, as shown at the end of
sub-section 9.2.2.

9.3.2 Orchestration and Fragmentation
Findings - Summary
The central finding with regard to the applicability of orchestration theory´s propositions on the possibly fragmentation-reducing effects of orchestration to the case of
CSOs engaging with SDG Watch Europe is
that all four proposed ways were found to Figure 49: Findings S-RQ3.2 - Orchestration and Its Effects
occur, in addition to the effect of the ex- on Fragmentation.
change of knowledge and expertise that was
added as fifth effect in sub-section 9.2.1.
Similar to the assessment regarding CSOs engagement with the SDGs, in the case of CSOs
joining and engaging with an SDG-specific CSO alliance, particularly the biggest one in Europe, as
it is the case with SDG Watch Europe, CSOs experienced a filling of governance gaps by having
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better access to policy makers, a reduction of governance overlaps by way of bundling their advocacy efforts, more cooperation, particularly more cross-sectoral cooperation with CSOs they would
not have cooperated with otherwise and also conflict management. Furthermore, given the
breadth of SDG Watch as a CSO alliance, it can be argued that CSOs experienced these effects to
even greater degrees than compared to CSOs engaging with the SDGs in general without joining
SDG Watch Europe. A secondary finding is that SDG Watch Europe certainly contributed towards
a reduction of the degree of fragmentation on the dimension of actor constellations in the case of
CSOs that joined SDG Watch Europe. In general, it can be assessed that with regard to its propositions on the possibly fragmentation-reducing effects of orchestration, orchestration theory can be
adequately used to understand and explain CSOs joining and engaging with SDG Watch Europe.
Findings - Inciting Cooperation
An inherent aspect of actor coalitions is the cooperation of its members, at least to some extent.
The aspect of SDG Watch Europe inciting cooperation was highlighted by nine different interviewees, which is a very large number of references, considering the data basis of only eleven interview
transcripts in total (cf. I-2; I-3; I-4; I-6; I-8; I-9; I-14; I-16; I-19). Again, the main aspect concerning
the cooperation that resulted from engaging with SDG Watch Europe was the breaking up of the
silo-approach to advocacy and starting to cooperate across issue areas and across policy domains.
As one interview put it “[s]o when SDG Watch Europe was formed, it created such a fantastic
opportunity to collaborate more closely with the other organizations beyond the environmental
sphere” (I-3). This applies of course not only to environmental CSOs that joined SDG Watch Europe
but also CSOs from the social policy domain, the developmental domain and others.
Findings - Exchange of Knowledge and Expertise
The second possibly fragmentation-reducing effect of engaging with SDG Watch Europe was the
broad exchange of knowledge and expertise. This aspect was also mentioned by nine out of eleven
possible interviewees (cf. I-1; I-2; I-3; I-4; I-6; I-8; I-9; I-15; I-16). This high percentage of interviewee
references indicates that the exchange of knowledge and expertise was one of the central benefits
that organizations received from joining SDG Watch Europe. This applies not only to knowledge on
sustainability-related topics but also being up to date on the relevant governance processes. As
one interviewee put it, “it is useful to sit down with people who are up to date on all the different
topics and make use of their views and knowledge on what it going on in the EU” (I-2). Another
important aspect of knowledge sharing relates to the different national governance processes and
domestic conditions for CSOs. One interviewee highlighted that “[a]mong the nation states, SDG
Watch Europe aims to maintain those collaborations and to share learnings from national
experiences among SDG Watch Europe members” (I-9).
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Findings - Filling of Governance Gaps and Reduction of Governance Overlaps
With regard to the filling of governance gaps and the reduction of governance overlaps, the findings are similar to what was found in section 9.2.2, but also to what was discussed as improved
advocacy as a form of providing administrative assistance. In other words, the themes emerging
from the data are starting to overlap, also because the data basis is rather narrow particularly for
the analysis of transcripts from SDG Watch Europe members.
The common theme among interview responses that refer to the filling of governance gaps
(cf. I-2; I-3; I-6; I-8; I-15; I-16), but also with regard to reducing advocacy overlaps (cf. I-2; I-9; I-15;
I-16) is the previously-discussed phenomenon of a better and more collaborative interaction with
policy makers. The commonly-expressed experience was that policy makers appreciate the decreased effort of having to interact with only one alliance that already represents a broad mandate
of interests compared to having to interact with many different CSOs and having to do the synthesizing work of the different interests themselves. As quoted before, “[w]hen you knock on the
door, they are more willing to open when you have a broad representation” (I-2). Especially this
aspect of the CSO alliance doing the work of syntehsizing different interests into one common set
of demands or one systemic view on a specific topic was reported to be very much appreciated by
policy makers. As one interviewee elaborated, “it was very good to send decision makers
documents that provides a systemic view on the EU budget. They actually very much appreciated
them. Because from decision a makers point of view, these particular CSO interests are this tiny
thing in the whole and because of the daily grind, you cannot really reflect on the thing you're
doing from a systemic point of view in its complexity” (I-3).
Findings - Conflict Management
As mentioned before, the aspects of cooperation, reducing governance overlaps, filling governance gaps and managing conflicts were found to be intertwined and even overlapping to some
extent. Many of the quotes that were coded with codes for inciting cooperation, filling governance
gaps or reducing governance overlaps could have also been coded with the code for conflict management because all three of the previously-mentioned aspects involve CSOs with different interests to come together and to reconcile their various and sometimes contrary interests in order to
produce collaborative advocacy documents that represent a broad mandate, which can be understood as a form of conflict management. However, in order to avoid double codings, the code for
conflict management was coded only for one specific quote that refers to breaking up the previously-prevailing silo approach, which arguable constitutes a main achievement in terms of conflict
management (cf. I-2). According to the interviewee, “NGOs in Brussels have a tendency to work in
silos. So, there are the environmental NGOs and the social NGOs etc. and everyone is working on
their little policy field. But the SDGs bring everything together for a broader goal: That’s why [their
organization] engaged in SDG Watch Europe and why they are using the SDGs as a tool” (Ibid.).
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Findings of Sub-section 9.3.2 - Summary
To sum up the findings of this sub-section so far, similar to the assessment for CSOs engaging with
the SDGs, it was assessed that all four possible ways that orchestration theory postulated on how
orchestration can have possibly fragmentation-reducing effects on the issue areas or governance
architectures that the intermediaries are active in, were found to be occurring for the case of CSOs
that joined and engaged with SDG Watch Europe.
Again, CSOs experienced an incitement of cooperation, particularly cross-sectoral cooperation, a reduction of governance overlaps by reduced overlapping advocacy efforts, a filling of governance gaps in the form of better accessibility and receptiveness of policy makers and conflict
management as a result of joining and engaging with SDG Watch Europe. In conclusion, it can be
assessed that with regard to its propositions on orchestration´s possible effects on reducing fragmentation, orchestration theory can be adequately used to understand and explain the experiences of CSOs that joined and engaged with SDG Watch Europe.

223

9 Results: SDGs as Orchestrators

Findings – Visualization
Following the findings of this section, the template for the orchestration process as introduced in
the literature recap can be fully filled in by including the findings on the incentives that CSOs received as intermediaries of SDG Watch Europe as the newly-created intermediary that acts as an
orchestrator itself (left orange box) and the findings on the effects of the CSOs activities in the
context of engaging with SDG Watch Europe on reducing the degree of the sustainable development governance architecture´s degree of fragmentation (right orange box). In general, it can be
accessed that both CSO engagement with the SDGs in general, but also with regard to their engagement with SDG Watch Europe as an SDG-specific CSO alliance can be explained in orchestration theory and hence can be visualized using this template for the general orchestration process.
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Figure 50: Visualization of the Results for the Applicability of Orchestration Theory to CSOs Engaging with both
the SDGs in general but also with SDG Watch Europe.

224

9.3 Results: SDG Alliances as Orchestrators

9.3.3 Conditions for Successful Orchestration
As conducted in sub-section 9.2.3 with respect to the SDGs in general, this sub-section will not
examine the conditions for successful orchestration as provided by orchestration theory concerning their applicability to SDG Watch Europe, but rather directly apply them to SDG Watch Europe.
In other words, this section takes the conditions postulated by orchestration theory as given and
simply applies them to SDG Watch Europe in order to assess whether SDG Watch Europe meets
the conditions to be a successful orchestrator. As it was the case with all findings related to examining SDG Watch Europe as a possible orchestrator, the relevant findings had to be derived from a
smaller data basis, consisting of eleven interviewee responses to Q6, Q7 and Q8. Accordingly, the
subsequent assessment is less comprehensive, compared to the assessment of the SDGs meeting
the conditions for successful orchestration. Likewise, the conditions will again be discussed in triplets and duets of conditions for successful orchestration These were first, the orchestrator´s legitimacy and moral authority, second, the orchestrator´s focality, relational authority and network
embeddedness and third, the orchestrator´s material authority and resource endowment.
Orchestrator´s Legitimacy and Moral Authority
With regard to the perceived legitimacy and moral
authority of SDG Watch Europe, it can be assessed
that these conditions are fully met. The relevant
code-categories for both of these conditions were
the codes related to the perceived legitimacy and
whether the intermediaries largely shared the orchestrator’s goals.
In section 9.2.1, it was established that the Figure 51: Findings S-RQ3.2 - Conditions for
Successful Orchestration: Legitimacy and Moral
CSOs that joined and engaged with SDG Watch Eu- Authority
rope unanimously perceived it to be highly legitimate, particularly because it enabled unprecedented cross-issue and collaboration and interaction
between CSOs that otherwise would not have come in contact with organizations operating outside of their own particular issue area. In short, a big factor that contributed to the highly perceived
legitimacy of SDG Watch Europe was its achievement of breaking down the previously-prevailing
silo-approach of CSOs, particularly in the EU-level policy arena based in Brussels. With respect to
whether the member organizations of SDG Watch Europe largely shared its goals, despite a lack of
distinct quotes that could be coded, using a broader application of a conceptual content analysis,
it was assessed that the theme of largely sharing SDG Watch Europe´s goals could be derived from
other themes and concepts that directly emerged from the interview data. Therefore, it can be
assessed, that for SDG Watch Europe the conditions for being a successful orchestrator of legitimacy and moral authority are fully met.
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Orchestrator´s Focality, Relational Authority and Network Embeddedness
Concerning the conditions of the orchestrator´s focality, relational authority and network
embeddedness, it can be assessed that, in
contrast to the assessment of the SDGs, SDG
Watch Europe meets all three of these conditions to a full extent.
From analyzing the interview data, the
finding was extracted that SDG Watch Europe
was unanimously perceived to be the focal en- Figure 52: Findings S-RQ3.2 - Conditions for Successful
tity among CSOs engaging with the SDGs in Eu- Orchestration: Focality, Relational Authority and Network
Embeddedness.
rope. Furthermore, SDG Watch Europe was
found to be perceived as highly important by the majority of the interviewees. Referring back to
Hale and Roger´s (2014: 67) conceptualization of relational authority and network embeddedness
as being a central node in a network, i.e., being connected to many other actors, which could allow
a potential orchestrator to exert power and influence, it can be assessed that SDG Watch Europe
certainly is the central node in the network of CSOs that are engaging with the SDGs in Europe and
can also exert a certain degree of influence. However, considering that it is a CSO alliance based
on voluntary membership, SDG Watch Europe can or cannot be assessed as being able to exert
some degree of power, depending on how which conceptualization of power is employed. Nevertheless, in sum, it can be assessed that SDG Watch Europe, in contrast to the SDGs, meets all three
conditions of focality, relational authority and network embeddedness.
Orchestrator´s Material Authority and Resource Endowment
For the last duet of conditions for successful orchestration regarding material authority and resource
endowment, it has to be assessed that these conditions are not met by SDG Watch Europe.
The central finding for financial support was
that SDG Watch Europe did not provide financial
support to its member organizations and the findings for administrative assistance indicated that, Figure 53: Findings S-RQ3.2 - Conditions for Successful Orchestration: Material Authority and Reother than improving the advocacy capabilities of its source Endowment.
member organizations, it did not provide any other
type of administrative assistance. One interviewee even pointed out that SDG Watch Europe does
not have a secretariat or specifically dedicated staff member on its own but was administratively
based on voluntary work contributed by its member organizations. In sum, both conditions of material authority and resource endowment can be assessed as not to be met by SDG Watch Europe.
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Findings - Summary
To sum up the findings of this sub-section so far, it can be assessed that SDG Watch Europe meets
five out of the seven conditions for being a successful orchestrator, based on the analysis of the
interview data. In comparison to the assessment of the SDGs´ potential for being a successful orchestrator, SDG Watch Europe meets the conditions of being recognized as a focal entity, and being a central node in the network of CSOs that are engaging with the SDGs in Europe, which checks
the conditions for both relational authority and network embeddedness. In addition, SDG Watch
Europe also meets the conditions of being perceived as highly legitimate and having a high perceived moral authority.
With regard to organizational characteristics as risk affinity, creativity, experimentation and
willingness to learn from other organizations´ experiences, no specific quotations were coded. For
this condition, an empirical assessment might have been possible based on a larger data basis or
further research efforts but at this point, the researcher is not able to provide an empirical assessment whether or not SDG Watch Europe meets this condition or not. Finally, as it is the case with
the SDGs, SDG Watch Europe is a CSO Alliance based on voluntary membership and cannot use
instruments backed by regulation or the threat of regulation.
In sum, SDG Watch Europe meets five conditions to be a successful orchestrator while the
SDGs in general were found to meet only two conditions, which means that, according to orchestration theory, it can be assessed as a better orchestrator than the SDGs themselves.
This finding points towards a verification of hypothesis postulated by Abbot and colleagues
(2020: 237) regarding the double link between orchestration theory and the SDGs to the extent
that first, the SDGs themselves act as orchestrators (within the fragmented sustainable development governance architecture) and second, that orchestration is a key strategy for implementing
the SDGs, which in this case applies SDG Watch Europe as a newly-created intermediary that acts
as an orchestrator towards its member organizations, i.e. its sub-intermediaries as well, thereby
using orchestration as a strategy for facilitating the implementation of the SDGs. In this case it was
assessed that the SDGs can be understood and explained as acting as orchestrators, but according
to the assessment via the conditions for successful orchestration, they are not very successful at
it. Therefore, they need new intermediaries that act as orchestrators themselves, for example
SDG-specific CSO alliances such as SDG Watch Europe, hence the need for orchestration as a central strategy for implementing the SDGs.
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Findings – Visualization
The findings of this sub-section are visualized in Table 11.
Table 11: Empirical Assessment For SDG Watch Europe Meeting the Conditions for Successful
Orchestration.

Condition
(For Orchestrator)

Empirical Assessment for SDG Watch Europe to be a successful
Orchestrator Based on Data Collection and Analysis

Focal position of potential
orchestrator

Perceived to be the focal entity among CSOs engaging
with the SDGs in Europe

Condition met

Legitimacy

Perceived as highly legitimate

Condition met

Moral authority

High perceived moral authority

Condition met

Relational authority

Central node in the network of CSOs engaging with the
SDGs in Europe

Condition met

Network embeddedness

Central node in the network of CSOs engaging with the
SDGs in Europe

Condition met

Material authority

Administrative assistance and financial support
largely absent

Condition not met

Resource endowment

Financial support absent

Condition not met

Organizational characteristics: risk affinity, creativity,
experimentation and willingness to learn

Empirical assessment is not possible based on the data
analysis by the researcher.

Unclear

Use of instruments backed
by regulation or threat of
regulation
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9.3.4 Answering S-RQ3.2
Following the findings that were discussed in in this section so far, S-RQ3.2 on the applicability of
orchestration theory for explaining CSOs joining and engaging with SDG Watch Europe can be answered in the following way.
RQ3 To what extent can the SDGs and their steering effects on CSOs be explained in terms of
orchestration theory?
- S-RQ3.1 To what extent can CSO engagement with the SDGs in general be explained in terms of orchestration theory?
- S-RQ3.2 To what extent can CSO engagement with SDG-specific CSO alliances, as
exemplified by SDG Watch Europe, and their steering effects on their member
organizations be explained in terms of orchestration theory?

Similar to the assessment concerning S-RQ3.1, the central finding for S-RQ3.2 is that CSO engagement with SDG-specific CSO alliances, as exemplified by SDG Watch Europe and their steering effects on their member organizations can be explained by orchestration theory to a very high extent.
With regard to orchestration theory´s propositions on the different possible incentives that
an orchestrator can use to incentivize possible intermediaries, it was found that six out the seven
possible incentives were applicable for the case of CSOs that joined and engaged with SDG Watch
Europe. CSOs were found to perceive SDG Watch Europe as highly important (1), legitimate (2), as
the focal entity among CSOs that engage with the SDGs in Europe (3), they received ideational
support in the form of normative guidance (4) and convening powers (5) largely shared the goals
of SDG Watch Europe (6). However, CSOs were found not to perceive material support in the form
of administrative and financial assistance (7). Expressed in numerical terms, six out of the seven
possible incentives that orchestrators can provide for intermediaries to engage in orchestrating
arrangements, according to orchestration theory, were found to be applicable to adequately understand and explain CSOs joining and engaging with SDG Watch Europe.
With regard to orchestration theory´s propositions on the possibly fragmentation-reducing
effects of orchestration it was found that CSOs that joined and engaged with SDG Watch Europe
experienced all four possible ways. They experienced a filling of governance gaps by having better
access to policy makers (1), a reduction of governance overlaps by way of bundling their advocacy
efforts (2), more cooperation, particularly more cross-sectoral cooperation with CSOs they would
not have cooperated with otherwise (4) and also conflict management (4).
Again, put in numerical terms, CSO engagement with SDG Watch Europe could be explained
in terms of orchestration theory to the extent that ten out of eleven propositions postulated by
orchestration theory were applicable to understand and explain CSOs joining and engaging with
SDG Watch Europe.
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9.4 Answering RQ3
Putting together the findings for both S-RQ3.1 and S-RQ3.2, it can be assessed that the SDGs and
their steering effects on CSOs can be adequately understood and explained in terms of orchestration theory to a very high extent. This verifies the first central hypothesis H1 (“CSO engagement
with the SDGs can be explained in terms of orchestration theory”) that was derived from the literature and therefore contributes to the existing literature by providing a first empirical assessment
for the relationship between orchestration theory and the governance through goals approach, as
represented by the SDGs.
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9.5 Conditions for Successful Goal Setting
Having established that CSO engagement with the SDGs in general and with SDG Watch Europe
can be explained in terms of orchestration theory, merely established that the framework of orchestration theory provides an adequate lens to understand and explain the relationships and process involved in CSOs´ engagement with the SDGs. However, having established that it can be
understood and explained in terms of orchestrations theory does not imply an assessment as to
whether this overarching governance through goals process, i.e., the governance approach of goal
setting was successful, according to the conditions for successful goal setting that the literature
provided.
In other words, as a final step of this chapter, although acknowledging that it is not directly
related to answering RQ3, but out of scientific curiosity to comprehensively examine the governance through goals process from the civil society perspective, what is still left to do is to analyze
whether the processes and relationships described and explained so far fulfill the conditions for
successful goal setting provided by the literature, in particular the set of conditions provided by
Young (2020) and by Underdal and Kim (2020). To this end, this section will take the two main sets
of conditions discussed in chapter 3.5, that is, first, Young´s success factors for goal setting and
second, Underdal and Kim´s conditions for successful orchestration through goals setting, and apply them to the responses from interviewees regarding their experiences of engaging with the
SDGs.

9.5.1 Underdal and Kim´s Conditions for Successful Orchestration
Through Goal Setting
Underdal and Kim specified three main conditions they deem necessary for goal setting to be an
effective orchestrator within sustainable development governance. These required the SDGs first,
to be a small and manageable set of goals, second, to provide guidance via an internally coherent
and hierarchically ordered goal structure, and third, both the willingness and ability of the actors
involved to work together towards goal achievement. Therefore, interviewees were asked
whether they perceived the number of SDGs to be too large, whether they agreed with them, and
again, whether they perceived the SDGs to provide normative guidance of any kind (Q 3, 4 and 16).
Small and manageable set of goals
With regard to the interviewee´s answers on
whether they perceived the SDGs too large, no
conclusive theme emerged from the interview
data. While four out of seven interviewees re- Figure 54: Findings - Interviewees´ Perception on
ported to perceive the number of goals as fine Number of SDGs.
(cf. I-2; I-8; I-10; I-19), two interviewees argued
that the SDGs had too many goals to wrap their head around (cf. I-6 & I-14). Finally, one interviewee reported to agree with the general number of goals but would have liked to have an SDG
on animal welfare as well (cf. I-1). Therefore, based on the available data, no conclusive assessment can be made on whether this condition is met or not.
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Providing guidance via an internally coherent goal structure
With regard to the provision of clear guidance via an internally coherent goal structure, no conclusive assessment can be made because of diametrically opposed themes that emerged in the seventh chapter. On the one hand, it was found that the SDGs incentivized CSO engagement because
they provided clear guidance for allocating resources and efforts. One interviewee pointed of how
the SDGs were “like a roadmap” on what to achieve in the upcoming 15 years and what to concentrate their efforts on, while at the same time, being a roadmap for donors and governments as
well (cf. I-11). Another interviewee referred to them as “guidelines to follow” (I-18), while a third
interviewee referred to the SDGs as “common normative value platform”, which is should not be
underestimated in its significance (I-13). On the other hand, the aspect of perceived goal incoherencies was reported by two interviewees as a barrier to SDG engagement (I-6 & I-13). Therefore,
it is not possible to derive a generalizable finding on whether the SDGs were generally perceived
to provide clear guidance via an internally coherent goal structure.
Willingness and ability of the actors involved
Finally, at least for the CSOs that were examined in the context of this thesis, it can be assessed
that the willingness and ability of the actors involved to work together towards goal achievement
was a general theme that emerged from the data, considering the many accounts of unprecedented cross-sectoral and cross-issue-area collaboration.
Visualization
Table 12: Visualization of the Results for Underdal and Kim´s Conditions.

Conditions by Underdal
and Kim

Empirical of Goal Setting as an Effective Orchestrator

Small and manageable set of
goals

Assessment not possible based on avaialbe data

Unclear

Providing guidance via an internally coherent goal structure

Assessment not possible because of diametrically opposed findings

Unclear

Willingness and ability of the
actors involved to work together towards goal achievement

SDGs incited the willingness and ability of the CSOs
that were examined to work together towards goal
achievement

Condition met
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9.5.2 Young´s Conditions for Successful Goal Setting
In his conceptualization of goal setting as a strategy for global governance, Young pointed out that
successful goal setting depends on whether the actors involved build coalitions of the willing,
whether they realign their time planning with the goals and whether they allocate resources differently. Whether or not these conditions are met by the SDGs can be assessed by drawing on the
findings that were derived on the building of actor coalitions and on the reallocation of resources
so far.
Building Coalitions of the Willing
As a general theme that emerged from the data analysis so far, it can be assessed that many CSOs
were incentivized by the SDGs to join coalitions of the willing, in particular SDG Watch Europe.
Therefore, at least for the CSOs that were studied in this thesis, this condition can be considered
to be met.
Energizing and mobilizing Supporters to Reallocate Their Time and Efforts Towards the SDGs
Although the general theme that emerged from Q14 and Q15 was that CSOs were not able to
receive additional resources, particularly funding, it has to be assessed that the SDG both energized and mobilized the CSOs to reallocate their available resources, time and efforts in order to
engage with the SDGs. Otherwise, no CSO engagement with the SDGs would have been observable. For this reason, this condition can also be considered to be met.
Visualization
Table 13: Visualization of the Results for Youngs Conditions for Successful Orchestration.

Conditions by Young

Empirical Assessment of Goal Setting as an Effective Orchestrator

Building coalitions of the
willing

CSOs were incentivized by the SDGs to join coalitions
of the willing.

Condition met

Energizing and mobilizing
possible supporters to allocate time and efforts towards achieving the goals

CSOs were incentivized to re-allocate their available
resources, both financially but also in terms of staff,
time and efforts. Otherwise, no CSO engagement with
the SDGs would be observable.

Condition met
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10 Results: Effects on Reducing Fragmentation
As its central finding, the last chapter established that CSO engagement with the SDGs, but also
with SDG Watch Europe can be adequately understood and explained in terms of orchestration
theory. However, as pointed out in the literature review on orchestration theory, reducing fragmentation is not a necessary but merely a possible outcome of an orchestration arrangement and
furthermore, that both orchestrators and intermediaries decide to engage in orchestration arrangements for reasons wholly unrelated to reducing fragmentation. This chapter will explore to
what extent the engagement of CSOs with the SDGs, or more abstract, their engagement with the
SDG governance architecture had an effect on decreasing the overarching sustainable development governance architecture´s degree of fragmentation. In other words, forging the bridge to
governance through goals as the overarching governance approach examined in this thesis, this
chapter will answer RQ4 as to what extent governance through goals, as represented by the SDGs,
orchestrates CSO activities in a way that reduces the sustainable development governance architecture´s degree of fragmentation.
In order to assess this effect on the sustainable development governance architecture´s degree of fragmentation, this chapter will employ Biermann and colleagues´ (2009) framework for
analyzing fragmentation that was introduced in the literature review on orchestration theory. In
this framework for analysis, Biermann et al. distinguished three types of fragmentation that reflected, in comparison to each other, lower, moderate and higher degrees of fragmentation. These
were synergistic fragmentation, cooperative fragmentation and conflictive fragmentation, which
could be distinguished among each other by comparing their structural dimensions of institutional
overlap (or institutional integration), norm conflicts and actor constellations (see Table 1; cf. Biermann et al. 2009: 19-20). Synergistic fragmentation was characterized by having one core institution being supported by most of the relevant actors with other institutions and core norms being
(closely) integrated (cf. Ibid.). Cooperative fragmentation was characterized by several core institutions that were not supported by all relevant actors, with other institutions and norms being
loosely but sufficiently integrated to prevent open institutional conflict (cf. Ibid.). Conflictive fragmentation, characterizing the highest degree of fragmentation, was characterized by largely unrelated institutions with scattered support of major actors and conflicting principles and norms (cf.
Ibid.).
Drawing on this three-tier conceptualization of fragmentation, the empirical findings of this
chapter will be discussed in terms the effects that CSO engagement with the SDG governance architecture had on the overarching sustainable development governance architecture with respect
to first, institutional integration (section 10.1), second, norm conflicts (section 10.2) and third, actor constellations (section 10.3). The last section will provide an overall assessment and a conclusive statement that answers RQ4. As indicated in the illustration of the analytical framework in
section 3.3, the relevant interview questions were Q2 for the dimension of institutional integration, Q5 and Q16 for the dimension of norm conflicts and Q6-Q9 for the dimension actor constellations. However, in order to keep this chapter more concise than the previous one and in order
to avoid using the same interviewee quotes repeatedly, this chapter will confine itself to referring
234

10.1 Fragmentation – Institutional Integration

to the general concepts and themes that have already emerged from analyzing the responses to
these interview questions in previous chapters.

10.1 Fragmentation – Institutional Integration
With regard to the structural dimension of institutional integration, the central finding is that the
governance through goals process, as represented by the SDGs, did not orchestrate CSO activities
in a way that reduced the sustainable development governance architecture’s degree of fragmentation. The introduction of the SDG governance architecture as a sub-architecture to the sustainable development governance architecture was not found to reduce fragmentation in terms of
fostering institutional integration. Instead, it was found to rather increase the institutional complexity, thereby increasing the degree of fragmentation. From the civil society perspective, as it
was studied in this thesis, the general finding is that the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs did not manage
to establish themselves as the core institution among the many institutions that are active in the
sustainable development governance architecture.
The findings that were discussed throughout chapters seven and nine showed that the SDGs
were not perceived to be the focal entity for the large majority of the CSOs that engaged with
them. The SDGs were assessed not to constitute the central node in the network of different institutions and conventions that the CSOs engage with. Instead, both with regard to possible barriers
to SDG engagement (S-RQ1.3) but also with regard to the applicability of orchestration theory
(RQ3), a general theme that emerged from analyzing interview data was the phenomenon of institutional competition, both on the UN-level and the EU-level. Concerning the UN-level, many
interviewees reported, although their organizations engaged with the SDGs, other multilateral
agreements or conventions to constitute more important frameworks of reference for their respective organizations and thereby also the more important political processes to engage with.
Interviewees referred to the UNFCCC and the Paris Agreement in the climate governance architecture, to the CBD and the CITES Agreement in the biodiversity governance architecture but also to
conventions in the human rights and international development governance architectures such as
the UDHR, the UN CRC or the CRPD as constituting more important frameworks of reference for
their organizations, compared to the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs. Likewise, for the EU-level it was
found that with the introduction of the European Green Deal, which was reported to constitute a
more narrow and less ambitious version of the 2030 Agenda, the general political attention shifted
away from the 2030 Agenda to the Green Deal, which forced CSOs to shift their attention as well.
In other words, it was found that the within the overarching sustainable development governance architecture, the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs were perceived by CSOs as an addition to
other conventions and agreements, rather than as constituting the focal institution that integrates
these surrounding institutions into a more synergistic or at least more cooperative degree of institutional integration. Instead, the engagement of CSOs with the SDGs only added to the conflictive
degree of the sustainable development governance architecture in terms of many unrelated institutions.
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10.2 Fragmentation – Norm Conflicts
With regard to the structural dimension of norm conflicts, the central finding is that the governance through goals process, as represented by the SDGs, did indeed orchestrate CSO activities in
a way that reduced the sustainable development governance architecture’s degree of fragmentation. The reduction of norm conflicts or put differently, the provision of normative guidance in its
various manifestations, was found to be one of the strongest incentives for CSOs to engage with
the SDGs and also one of strongest steering effects that the SDGs had on CSO activities.
A central theme that emerged from analyzing interview data throughout chapters seven and
nine was that the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs reduced norm conflicts, or rather, provided normative guidance in several different forms that broadened CSOs´ horizon in terms of how they perceived sustainable development topics, which subsequently positively affected their advocacy capabilities, their interaction and their collaboration with other CSOs and policy makers. The 2030
Agenda and the SDGs provided a common understanding of and language for discussing sustainability topics. This common understanding introduced an unprecedented holistic conceptualization
of what the field of sustainable development governance entails, which for the first time accounted for the many interrelationships and interdependencies within sustainable development.
The introduction of this holistic approach to conceptualizing sustainable development shaped the
discourse around sustainability topics beyond the scope of the SDGs governance architecture into
the sustainable development governance architecture as a whole.
A second central theme on a normative change that emerged from the interview data was
the normative shift that the SDGs brought with regard to the perception of the dynamics between
the Global North and the Global South. The SDGs and their holistic conceptualization of sustainable
development incited a shift to move beyond the traditional conception of development with industrialized countries in the role of donors of development aid that aims at lifting countries in the
global South out of poverty. By way of their succession of the MDGs, which constituted merely a
development agenda aimed at inciting change in the global South, and by constituting a universally
applicable agenda for sustainable development, the SDGs changed the role of industrialized countries from the Global North form merely being donors of development aid to being developing
countries that have to incite domestic changes in order to develop sustainably themselves. This
conceptual shift or normative change effected the understanding and discourse around development and sustainable development way beyond the scope of the SDG governance architecture but
deeply into the sustainable development governance architecture as a whole. Again, interviewees
who reported the 2030 Agenda not to be their focal framework of reference but rather focused
on the UNFCCC and the Paris Agreement, for example, nevertheless reported their recognition and
acknowledgement of this holistic conceptualization of sustainable development.
As stated before, the provision of normative guidance is one of the central, if not the central
accomplishment of the SDGs in terms of inciting SDG engagement and almost every single interviewee emphasized the provision of normative guidance, or in this context, the reduction of norm
conflicts, as the main achievement that the SDGs have brought (cf. section 9.2.1). In sum, from the
CSO perspective, the general finding is that the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs did manage to reduce
norm conflicts within the sustainable development governance architecture, to the extent of
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moving from a conflictive degree of fragmentation, to a cooperative, if not to a synergistic degree
of fragmentation on the dimension of norm conflicts with the 2030 Agenda and the SDG providing
the core norms within the sustainable development governance architecture.

10.3 Fragmentation – Actor Constellations
With regard to the structural dimension of actor constellations, the central finding is that the governance through goals process, as represented by the SDGs, did indeed orchestrate CSO activities
in a way that reduced the sustainable development governance architecture’s degree of fragmentation, both with regard to the actor constellations of CSOs interacting with each other, but also
with regard to the actor constellations of CSOs interacting with policy makers.
A general theme that emerged from analyzing interview data was that CSO that engaged with
the SDGs, experienced several fragmentation-reducing effects concerning the actor constellations
that they were a part of. By providing a common framework for CSOs to join forces and gather
around, the SDGs incited more cooperation among CSOs, particularly unprecedented cross-sectoral cooperation with other CSOs beyond one´s own issue area. The SDGs provided a strong incentive to move beyond the silo-approach, that is, the fragmented approach to advocacy that prevailed among CSOs prior to the SDGs´ adoption, particularly in the arena of EU-level policy making
in Brussels. Furthermore, the more close-knit actor constellations that resulted from CSOs joining
forces opened up opportunities for sharing knowledge and expertise and allowed CSOs to articulate more holistic sets of demands or recommendations, which improved the effectiveness of their
advocacy work towards policy makers. The change in actor constellations towards a broader cooperation among CSOs, which were subsequently able to engage with policy makers collectively,
reduced their governance overlap of advocacy efforts and closed the governance gap in the form
of having improved access to the attention and receptiveness of policymakers, as these were
found to prefer to interact with alliances with broad constituencies rather than with individual
CSOs. This indicates that SDGs not only had a fragmentation-reducing effect on the actor constellations among CSOs but also on the actor constellations between CSOs and policy makers.
In sum, from the CSO perspective, the general finding is that the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs
did affect the actor constellations within the sustainable development governance architecture,
to the extent of moving from a conflictive degree of fragmentation, as exemplified by the previously-prevailing silo approach to advocacy, to a more cooperative degree of fragmentation that is
characterized by broader coalitions, more cross-sectoral and cross-issue area collaboration among
CSOs and improved interaction with policy makers. However, it needs to be emphasized that this
thesis studied the impact of the SDGs specifically from the civil society perspective. The findings
presented above can by no means imply any assessment on how the SDGs affected the actor constellations of state actors, regardless of the international, national, regional or local level. Neither
can the findings of this thesis imply any assessment on the SDGs´ impact on the actor constellation
of actors in the private sector. From the perspective of academics conducting research in the field
of fragmentation and governance architectures, examining the SDGs´ effects on the actor constellations of these actors might provide a useful entry point for further research.
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10.4 Fragmentation – Overall Assessment – Answering RQ.4
The findings presented in the previous three sub-sections allow for a conclusive statement to be
made in order to answer the fourth research question as to what extent governance through goals,
as represented by the SDGs, orchestrated CSO activities in a way that reduced the degree of fragmentation of the overarching sustainable development governance architecture.

RQ4 To what extent does governance through goals, as represented by the SDGs, orchestrate CSO
activities in a way that reduces the sustainable development governance architecture´s
degree of fragmentation?

Using Biermann et al.´s framework for analyzing fragmentation, it can be assessed that governance through goals, as represented by the SDGs, orchestrated CSO activities to the extent that
the sustainable development governance architecture´s degree of fragmentation was reduced for
the structural dimensions of norm conflicts and actor constellations, while maintaining or even
increasing its degree of fragmentation for the structural dimension of institutional integration. In
short, the governance through goals approach was found to have had fragmentation-reducing effects on the sustainable development governance architecture for two out of its three structural
dimensions.
This can be visualized as illustrated in table 12. If we assume the sustainable development
governance architecture to have been fragmented to a conflictive degree prior to the adoption of
the SDGs, as indicated by the blue boxes, it can be assessed that the governance through goals
approach orchestrated CSOs to extend that it moved towards a more cooperative, if not even synergistic degree of fragmentation on the structural dimension of norm conflicts and towards a more
cooperative degree of fragmentation on the dimension of actor constellations, as indicated by the
green boxes.
Table 14: Visualization of the Results for Effects on Reducing Fragmentation.
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11 Results: CSOs´ Contribution to Governance Through Goals
Following more than 150 pages of findings on the different manifestations of CSO engagement
with the SDGs (chapter 5), on the differences of SDG engagement among CSOs (chapter 6) and the
explanatory factors for these differences (chapter 7), on how the CSOs perceived the nature of the
SDG governance architecture (chapter 8) and whether their engagement with the SDGs could be
explained through the lens of orchestration theory (chapter 9), this final empirical chapter will
explore the unique role of CSOs in the governance through goals process. After having exhaustively
examined the governance through goals process, as represented by the SDGs from the civil society
perspective, the final question to be answered is what it is that constitutes the unique contribution
of the organized civil society. After all, the 2030 Agenda postulated that achieving the SDGs would
require broad and cohesive efforts by all relevant actors, including CSOs (cf. UN 2015: 12), but
without specifying what their unique contribution to that aim would be. For this reason, to conclude this thesis report´s examination of the governance through goals process through the lens
of CSOs, this final chapter will first, discuss the results on CSOs´ unique contribution to delivering
on the SDGs based on interview data (section 11.1), followed by discussing the respective results
based on the extensive document analysis (section 11.2) that was presented in chapter five. Lastly,
section 11.3 will summarize the results and provide an answer to the fifth research question.

11.1 Findings Based on Interview Analysis
The general finding concerning the unique contribution of CSOs towards delivering on the SDGs
based on analyzing interview data is that there is no single unique contribution of CSOs but rather
a collection of different roles that CSOs fulfil in the governance through goals process that are all
relevant and important for delivering on the goals. It can be stated as a finding that the watchdog
role of holding governments accountable to their commitments is a central role for many CSOs
and constitutes an important contribution towards ensuring that the SDGs are delivered on. However, it would be too narrow to refer to the watchdog role as the only unique contrition of CSOs.
Subsequently, the central finding is that the second hypothesis that the unique contrition of towards delivering on the goals would be to hold governments accountable to their commitments
was too narrow in its formulation because it indicated there would be only one unique role of CSOs
in the goal achievement process. It follows that the conceptualization of effective SDG engagement as engagement that contributes towards delivering on the goals, in particularly, by putting
pressure on policy makers to act upon their commitments, was too narrow as well, because of its
emphasis on putting pressure on policy makers. A more accurate conceptualization would have
been to simply conceptualize effective SDG engagement by CSOs as any type of engagement that
contributes towards reaching the goals.
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Out of eleven responses to Q17, in total four
different possible roles of CSOs were identified. These were first, the watchdog role,
which was mentioned by eight interviewees,
second, the advocacy role, which was mentioned six by six interviewees, third the col- Figure 55: Findings: Role of CSOs.
laborative role that was mentioned three
times and fourth, one interviewee referred to their contribution regarding the SDGs as also involving public communications and events (see figure 55).
Based on these four possible roles for CSOs in the governance through goals process, six different themes regarding the combination of these roles emerged. First, four interviewees pointed
out that their unique contribution to the implementation process of the SDGs is to fulfil the watchdog role (cf. I-4; I-7; I-13; I-15). One interviewee elaborated on that unique role that “it´s not
primarily NGOs and the civil society that implement the SDGs. The civil society can merely contribute to
their implementation” (I-13). Second, one single interviewee perceived their role to consist solely

in advocacy work (cf. I-10). Third, two interviewees said they were fulfilling both the watchdog role
and doing advocacy work (cf. I-8 & I-11). One interviewee indicated that both roles were equally
important. According to the interviewee they think that “[w]e need a bit of both. We need to
continue advocating and fighting for the implementation of the SDGs. But then, we also need a bit
of a watchdog to make sure that policy makers are going to actually implement what they're going
to say they're going to do” (I-11). The other interviewee, on the other hand, pointed out that while
their organizaiton would also put forward recommendations on “what they would like to see the
institutions do”, but that “the biggest part of the work is trying to get decision makers to act on
those recommendations” (I-8), thereby indicating that the watchdog role would be more
important for their organization. Fourth, one interviewee reported to fullfill both the watchdog
role and a collaborative role, that is, engaging in a collaborative relationship with government
actors, whereas, however, the focus would lie on the watchdog role (I-17). The interviewee
pointed out “After all, the 2030 Agenda is a governmental agenda. It takes governmental action to
deliver on the goals” (Ibid.). Hence, this interviewee shares the same considerations that were
elaborated on by the researcher in section 1.3 as leading towards the second main hypothesis of
this thesis. Fifth, one interviewe reported to perceive their contribution towards the SDG
implementation process to be both through advoacy and via a collaborative role towards the
government, whereas the focus would lie on the collaborative role (cf. I-18). And finally, the last
respondent reported to perceive their contribution towards the SDG implementation process to
consist of both advocacy work “as well as public communication and events” (I-19).
Figure 56 illustrates the different combinations of the four main different roles of CSOs that
were identified in the form of a Sankey Diagram. It was created using Atlas.ti and is based on the
co-occurrence table between the codes for the interviewees and the codes for the four different
roles that emerged from the responses.
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Figure 56: Sankey Diagram Based on the Co-Occurrence Table Between Codes for Interviewees and Findings on
Roles of CSOs.

However, it needs to be pointed out that the watchdog role is a central, if not the most important role of CSOs in the governance through goals process. The name SDG Watch Europe already indicates its main goal. As one interviewee explained the rationale for creating it as a central
CSO alliance, “[a]fter the SDGs were adopted, there was idea that 'now we need to have watchdog
role over how the European institutions are going to implement them'” (I-8). What is more, a common theme among interview data was the notion of using the SDGs as a tool to hold governments
accountable, for example as an incentive for engaging with the SDGs in the first place. This also
points towards a high acknowledgment among CSOs that they need to fulfill that watchdog role of
holding governments accountable.
In sum, these different themes on combinations of the various roles that the respective organizations take, suggest that, despite the high importance of holding governments accountable
to their commitments, there are several other roles that CSOs can fulfil simultaneously. In other
words, the unique contribution of CSOs to the governance through goals process consists in the
combination of different roles, roles than merely in the watchdog role of holding governments
accountable.
241

11 Results: CSOs´ Contribution to Governance Through Goals

11.2 Findings Based on Document Analysis
The main finding based on the document analysis that was presented in chapter five is that the
watchdog role of holding governments accountable to their commitments was mentioned several
times and has also been referenced to as the traditional role of CSOs once, but in light the 40
manifestations of SDG engagement that were identified, from which certainly not all types of SDG
engagement served as different manifestations of the watchdog role, it can be assessed that the
unique contribution of CSOs in the governance through goals process consists in a combination of
several ways of how to engage with the SDGs. The second main hypothesis of this thesis, according
to which the unique contribution of CSOs in the governance through goals process is to hold government actors accountable, could not be verified based on the document analysis. It has to be
assessed as incorrect due to being too narrow in its formulation regarding the watchdog role as
being the unique contribution.
From the document analysis, two general themes emerged concerning the unique contribution of CSOs to the governance through goals process. The first theme emphasizes the watchdog
role of CSOs as the central and traditional role of CSOs, while the second theme locates the watchdog role as one role next to a collection of other roles that CSOs can take, thereby indicating that
it is not the central role. As an example of the first theme, Phillip Schönrock, founder and director
of the sustainability think tank CEPEI, who was interviewed in the context of an SDG-related event,
stated that the civil society has a watchdog role, which he called the “traditional role of CSOs” and
furthermore called CSOs the “custodians” of the SDGs. (ÖKOBÜRO 2019f). Similarly, in a position
paper written by Caritas Europe, the authors highlighted the pivotal role that civil society actors
play in the goal achievement process through accountability mechanisms. The authors stated that
it was up to civil society actors to “to hold governments accountable to their promises and commitments” (cf. Caritas Europe 2018: 15).
As an example of the second theme, according to which the watchdog role is only one role
among others, the rationale for creating the Civil Society Group on the High-Level Group on the
2030 Agenda, was explained as to ensure civil society participation, support and collaboration with
member governments, but also to fulfil “a watchdog role” (FUE 2016: 4). This implies that the participation, support and collaboration with state actors are also important contributions towards
ensuring that the SDGs are being delivered on. Likewise, the MESA project was discussed as being
intended to raising awareness about the SDGs in general and promoting their implementation, but
also to fulfil a watchdog role by raising awareness “about how well” the SDG are being implemented in EU member states (cf. SDG Watch Europe 2018: 3).
Based on the occurrence of these two different themes within the document analysis, it can
be concluded that narrowing down the unique contribution of CSOs to the governance through
goals process to comprise exclusively fulfilling the watchdog role, as it was done in the second
hypothesis of this thesis, cannot be supported by the document analysis. The main finding that can
be extracted from the document analysis is that the watchdog role is a very important role for
CSOs to take in the process of delivering on the SDGs, but it is only one role among several other
roles that CSOs can take that are important for contributing to achieving the goals as well.
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11.3 Answering RQ5
Based on the finding derived from both analyzing document data and interview data, the fifth
research question can be answered in the following way.
RQ5 What is the unique contribution of CSOs to the governance through goals process
for delivering on the SDGs?

The general finding with regard to the unique contribution of CSOs to the governance through
goals process is that there is no single unique contribution of CSOs but rather a collection of different roles that CSOs fulfil in the governance through goals process that are all relevant and important for delivering on the goals. Based on the interview data, these include, apart from the
watchdog role of holding government actors accountable to their actions, the advocacy role, the
collaborative role but also the role of providing information to the public and organizing events as
well. A secondary finding to uncovering of these different roles it that different CSOs were found
to employ different combinations of these roles and to have different perceptions regarding the
respective importance of particular roles for their work. This indicates that formulation of RQ5 as
searching the “the unique contribution” might have been incorrect in the first place, as there exists
not one unique contribution but several type of roles that CSOs fulfill that all constitute contributions towards the governance through goals process.
As a result, the second main hypothesis of this thesis H2 (“The unique contribution of CSOs in
the governance through goals process is to hold government actors accountable to their commitments to implement the SDGs“), could not be verified, neither by the interview analysis, nor by the
document analysis. It has to be assessed as incorrect due to being too narrow in its formulation
regarding the watchdog role as being the unique contribution.
As a subsequent result, it has to be pointed out that the conceptualization of effective SDG
engagement as engagement that contributes towards delivering on the goals, in particularly, by
putting pressure on policy makers to act upon their commitments, as employed in this thesis report, was found to be too narrow as well, because of its emphasis on putting pressure on policy
makers. A more accurate conceptualization would have been to simply conceptualize effective
SDG engagement by CSOs as any type of engagement that contributes towards reaching the goals.
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This chapter provides a discussion of the findings and a reflection on the findings that were presented in this thesis report. This means that instead of presenting research findings in a neutral
and scientifically objective manner, as it was done in chapters 5-11 (except section 5.8), this chapter will include the subjective impressions and interpretations of the researcher (section 12.1).
Afterwards, it will reflect on the findings with regard to their relevance for policy-making (section
12.2), for civil society actors (section 12.3) and point out the possible contributions to the literature
delivered by this thesis report (section 12.4).

12.1 Reflection on the Findings
General Reflection on the Merits and the Weaknesses of the SDGs
The main impression of the merits and weaknesses of the SDGs that the researcher developed
over the course of the research and writing process for this thesis report is that their central merits
came at the necessary cost of their central weaknesses.
In the view of the researcher, the central merits of the SDGs are their holistic conceptualization of sustainable development, their universal applicability and their provision of normative guidance in the various forms that have been discussed so far. The normative guidance that the SDGs
provide, their universal applicability and their holistic nature were found to be among the central
incentives for CSOs to engage with the SDGs in the first place and the dimension of reducing norm
conflicts by means of providing normative guidance was found to be the structural dimension of
the overarching sustainable development governance architecture, where governance through
goals process, as examined in the form of CSOs engaging with the SDGs had the greatest impact in
terms of reducing fragmentation. The central weaknesses of the SDGs, in the view of the researcher, are their lack of legal bindingness and therefore lack of enforcement mechanisms and
their weak review and monitoring mechanisms, via the HLPF and the VNRs in their current form.
Both from the conversations with the interviewees but also particularly from reading the
book on the negotiation process by Kamau et al. (2018), the researcher got the overall impression
that having negotiated and adopted a global agenda that showed that (1) multilateralism wasn’t
dead and that global agreements are still possible and that further was universally applicable to
all 193 members of the UN (2), that provided a shared language, (3) a central point of reference,
(4) a holistic view of sustainability with the acknowledgement of intricate interdependencies, (5)
a tool for CSOs to join forces and to hold policy makers accountable was only possible at the cost
of legal non-bindingness and weak monitoring and review mechanisms. If the final draft of the
2030 Agenda and the SDGs that was up for adoption would have included binding goals or targets
or stronger monitoring and review mechanisms, then it would not have been possible to get all
nations to agree upon it.
The lack of legal bindingness and the weak review and monitoring process were the price that
had to be paid in order to receive a universally applicable agenda that provides such a strong normative guidance as the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs do. In short, the SDGs do not constitute a onefits-all solution for global governance but it appears to the researcher that it can be boiled down
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to the debate on hard-law versus soft-law instruments. Governance through goals as a novel approach to global governance appears to have some merits but one cannot expect from a soft-law
instrument to provide all the solutions to global governance problems. These considerations support the assumption of Vijge et al. (2020: 266), that global goals might serve as a “soft law instrument […] for orchestration through normative guidance”, as discussed in their preliminary assessment of governance through goals as affecting fragmentation (see sub-section 2.5.3).
Observation on Apparent Discrepancy on EU-Level Incentives
The researcher observed one apparent discrepancy between two EU-level policy processes with
respect to incentivizing and disincentivizing CSO engagement with the SDGs that happened around
the same time. One the one hand, the European Green Deal, which was adopted in January 2020,
was found to pose a problem of institutional competition and institutional duplication for the
SDGs, in a particularly unconducive manner, as it was reported to constitute a narrower and watered-down version of the 2030 Agenda. However, CSOs elaborated to have better prospects to
achieve their advocacy aims when aligning their advocacy work with those policy processes that
are currently high on the agenda in Brussels. Therefore, it was reported when the attention of the
European Commission and Parliament shifted from the 2030 Agenda to the European Green Deal,
CSOs have an incentive to shift their attention away from the SDGs as well. As one interviewee
interpreted, by creating a new institutional structure, the EC was able to define and tweak the new
framework as they pleased while the SDG framework was already decided upon and created more
frictions with European policies. This can be considered cherry-picking and an institutional raceto-the-bottom on an international-level scale. However, it was also reported by interviewees that
once the EC included the SDGs into the European Semester process in December 2019, they felt
incentivized to engage more with the SDGs, as this commitment of including the SGs in the European Semester process allowed them to hold the EC accountable to this commitment. Hence, between December 2019 and January 2020, two important political changes occurred on the EUlevel that had diametrically opposed effects on the incentive structures of CSOs on whether to
engage with the SDGs or not.
The researcher is not able to draw any conclusion from this observation, other than that contradicting political process are part of any policy arena. It would have been interesting to further
investigate which one of these two processes had the bigger impact on CSO engagement in Europe.
Decrease in Political Interest
A final observation that researcher wants to share is that while most interviewees reported not to
perceive the SDGs as the focal entity in the first place, some interviewees reported their experience of perceiving the SDGs´ focality to be decreasing as political interest regarding the SDGs appears to have gone down and that the implementation process has turned out to be disappointing
over time. In 2022, at the mark of the halftime between 2015 and 2030, this suggests that things
are not going well for the SDGs in terms of political relevance.
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12.2 Relevance for Policy-Making
A central finding of examining the governance through goals process through the lens of civil society actors was pointing out the need for stronger political efforts on the domestic level. The cases
of Hungary and Germany have illustrated that strong SDG engagement by CSOs is close to meaningless when the political will to adequate implementation is lacking. The most inclusive stakeholder dialogues, the most cooperative interaction with policy makers and involvement in the formulation of national sustainability strategies, all fizzle out when the implementation efforts of the
domestic governance are weak. Therefore, continuous engagement with the SDGs by civil society
actors is needed, particularly in the form of the watchdog role, as the ultimate outcome in 2030
on whether the SDGs have been delivered on will depend on the dedication and willingness of
domestic governments and government bodies to align their political decision-making with the
goals of the 2030 Agenda.

12.3 Relevance for Civil Society Actors
The central finding with regard to the effectiveness of the advocacy efforts by CSOs was that by
joining forces, for example in the form of joining CSO alliances, strengthens their advocacy capabilities drastically. Not only did joining forces reduce overlapping advocacy efforts, it also improved
the access to the attention and receptiveness of policy makers and incited cooperation beyond the
organizations’ initial issue area and governance domain. Consequently, the findings of this thesis
report can only serve as an encouragement for civil society actors to move beyond the fragmented
silo-approach to advocacy and to engagement in more meaningful cross-sectoral and cross-issue
area cooperative arrangements with other actors that operate outside their own governance domain.

12.4 Contribution to the Literature
This thesis report locates itself within the field of earth system governance research. Earth system
governance research is a field of research that operates within the normative context of sustainable development. Because of this link, research on the SDGs, as conducted in this thesis, is structurally located within the field of earth system governance research. The researcher used the research framework from the Earth System Governance Project´s science and implementation plan
to derive an entry point for novel research questions in earth system governance research by studying the intersection between the contextual condition of SDG-driven transformation pathways
and the research lens of architecture and agency (see sub-section 2.1.2.). According to the science
and implementation plan, studying agency in earth system governance involves investigating who
the agents are, the roles that they play, the aims they pursue and through which means or methods
they are constituted (cf. Earth System Governance Project 2018: 45). According to the researcher,
this thesis contributed towards the existing literature of earth system governance research in
three ways.
First, by providing a comprehensive analysis of how CSOs engage with the SDGs, of their incentive structures to do so and how CSOs perceive the nature of the SDG governance architecture,
this thesis contributed towards the existing literature in the field of earth system governance
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research that lies at the intersection point of governance architectures, CSO agency and the SDGs
as a transformation pathway. Particularly the mapping of the SDG governance architecture as perceived by CSOs, with a differentiation regarding the different policy-levels and the pointing towards the need for further research regarding the unclear relationship between the SDG governance architecture and regime complexes, constitutes a novel contribution to the research on governance architectures in the sustainable development context.
Second, by delivering a (possibly first) comprehensive empirical analysis of the applicability
of orchestration theory to the governance through goals approach and by pointing towards a verification of Abbott and colleagues´ (2020) hypothesis on the double link between goal setting and
orchestration theory, this thesis contributed to the existing literature on governance through goals
as a novel governance approach and towards the existing literature on orchestration theory.
Third, by examining the incentive structures of CSOs regarding SDG engagement on different
policy levels, this thesis contributed to the existing literature on goal setting as a governance approach from the civil society perspective.
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13 Conclusion
This final and conclusive chapter of this thesis report will first, present a summary of the central
findings (section 13.1), second point out the limitations of the report (section 13.2) and lastly, outline some possible avenues for further research that emerged throughout the thesis report (section 13.3).

13.1 Summary of Findings
As the sub-title of this thesis suggests, this thesis report provided a comprehensive assessment
and explanation of CSOs´ engagement with the SDGs in Europe.
It presented findings concerning the questions how CSOs´ engagement with the SDGs manifested itself (chapter five), to what extent the different CSOs that were examined engaged with
the SDGs (chapter six), how these differences in SDG engagement could be explained (chapter
seven), how CSOs that engaged with the SDGs perceived the nature of the SDG governance architecture (chapter eight), to what extent the engagement of CSOs with the SDGs, but also with SDGspecific alliances, as exemplified by SDG Watch Europe, could be explained in terms of orchestration theory (chapter nine), to what extent the engagement of CSOs with the SDGs affected the
overarching sustainable development governance architecture´s degree of fragmentation (chapter ten) and finally, what the unique contribution of CSOs was in the process of delivering on the
SDGs (chapter eleven).
First, following the data collection and data analysis processes for a set of 67 European CSOs,
in total of 40 different manifestations of SDG engagement were identified that all fell into one out
the six categories of declarations of intent regarding promoting the implementation of the SDGs,
the participation in SDG-related policy processes, the (co-)hosting of and participation in SDG-related events, the publication of SDG-related advocacy documents, news and media-related manifestations of SDG engagement or initiating or joining SDG-related projects, campaigns and partnerships.
Second, regarding the distribution of different degrees of SDG engagement among the 67
CSOs that were examined, it was found that 12 CSOs (17,9% of the 67 CSOs) engaged with the
SDGs to a low extent, 33 CSOs (49,3%) engaged with the SDGs to a medium or moderate extent,
14 CSOs (20,9%) engaged with the SDGs to a high extent and eight CSOs (11,9%) engaged with the
SDGs to a very high extent.
Third, these different degrees of SDG engagement were found to be explainable, apart from
methodological factors related to the data collection and analysis process, through various factors
that either incentivized CSOs to engage with the SDGs to a higher degree or barriers that prohibited higher degrees of SDG engagement. Important incentives for SDG engagement were found to
be their universal applicability, their holistic conceptualization of sustainable development, but
also their inclusive negotiation process and that CSOs could use them as a tool to hold govern
actors accountable to their commitments. Important barriers to higher degrees of SDG engagement were found to be institutional competition, a general lack of funding, staff and resources or
that the SDGs were perceived as being too broad.
248

13.2 Limitations

Fourth, the different building blocks for the SDG governance architecture, as experienced by
the CSOs were identified for both the UN-level, the EU-level and the national level, although the
findings for the national level were found to be hardly generalizable.
Fifth, it was found that both the engagement of CSOs with the SDGs in general, but also with
the CSO alliance SDG Watch Europe can be understood and explained in terms of orchestration
theory. This validated the first main hypothesis, according to which CSO engagement can be explained in terms of orchestration theory.
Sixth, it was found that governance through goals, as represented by the SDGs, orchestrated
CSO activities to the extent that the sustainable development governance architecture´s degree of
fragmentation was reduced for the structural dimensions of norm conflicts and actor constellations, while maintaining or even increasing its degree of fragmentation for the structural dimension of institutional integration.
Seventh and finally, it was found that there is no single unique contribution of CSOs to the
governance through goals process but rather that there is a collection of different roles that CSOs
fulfil in the governance through goals process that are all relevant and important for delivering on
the goals. These include the watchdog role of holding government actors accountable to their
commitments, but also the advocacy role, the collaborative role or the role of public communication about the SDGs.

13.2 Limitations
As already stated in the methodology chapter, the central limitation of this thesis report consists
in using SDG Watch Europe as the starting point for the case selection process. Starting the process
of selecting CSOs for which their degree of SDG engagement would be assessed later on with an
CSO alliance that is specifically dedicated to promote SDG implementation, necessarily creates a
significant bias with regards to all of the results that were obtained in this thesis. If the case selection would have taken the form of a randomized selection of CSOs that are active in a predetermined issue area or located in a predetermined geographical area, the results on the degrees of
SDG engagement of the CSOs, but also the interview data, on which the later empirical chapters
are based would have been considerably different compared to the results that were obtained
following the case selection as conducted for this thesis.
A second limitation of this thesis relates to RQ5, that is, the examination of the unique contribution of CSOs to the governance through goals process. First, answering a research question
based on the data obtained from only one interview question is can be regarded as scientifically
“thin”. However, the decision to add RQ5 as a separate research question instead of a as subsection was made at the post-interview-conducting stage of the writing process. Second, a more
comprehensive analysis regarding the unique role of CSOs in the governance through goals process
would have required to deliver a literature review on the theoretical foundations regarding the
organized civil society first. By establishing a theoretical reference framework on how CSOs operate in policy fields other than sustainable development would have allowed to better carve out
what is unique about CSOs engaging with the SDGs.
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13.3 Avenues for Further Research
Throughout the empirical chapters of this thesis, several possibly fruitful avenues for further research emerged.
First, two interviewees reported to have experienced a co-occurring or even competing discourse next to the discourse related to the SDGs and the 2030 Agenda, that is, the discourse evolving around the notions of social-ecological-justice. A possibly fruitful research project could consist
in a comparative discourse analysis that analyzes the occurrence, distribution and either complementary or mutually exclusive use of the discourses and notions around “social-ecological transformation” and “sustainable development” or “sustainable development goals” and “the 2030
Agenda”. Possible objects of this study could be the comparison and analysis of the use of these
different discourses and notions within a) academic literature b) civil societal advocacy publications, c) news media and the traditional linear media or d) social media.
Second, a central finding for the national policy-level in chapter seven was that there were
no national incentives for CSOs to engage with the SDGs that occurred often enough to allow for
a generalizing statement of results. The cases that were discussed were so specifically dependent
on the domestic political circumstances that they could not be used to derive generalizable results
on incentives for CSO engagement with the SDGs for the national level. Therefore, a possible research project could entail a comparative case study analysis of the relationship between CSOs
and the domestic government in different countries. The findings of such a research project could
also be used to fill the knowledge gap that was identified in chapter eight with regard to generalizable results on the building blocks of the SDG governance architecture on the national level.
Third, one unsolved question in chapter eight evolved around the relationship between the
SDG governance architecture and institutional clusters or regime complexes as parts of governance architectures. The researcher was not able to present any findings or conclusive remarks on
whether the SDG governance architecture contained various institutional clusters or regime complexes as well, and if yes, which ones and to which other institutions or regimes they were related.
Instead, the researcher proposed two diametrically opposed lines of reasoning, according to which
either first, the SDG governance architecture could be conceived as a rather compact and closeknit type of architecture that, in terms of institutional complexity, would maybe even be closer to
a regime complex than a full-fledged architecture itself or second, that the SDG governance architecture would in fact be made up of a large number of different institutional clusters and regime
complexes, because of the broad range of issue areas reflected in the broad thematic range of the
17 different goals. An interesting avenue for research in the field regarding governance architecture would be to further explore these two possible conceptualizations of the SDG governance
architecture and its relationship to regime complexes and institutional clusters.
Lastly, one of the findings of chapter ten was that the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs did affect
the actor constellations within the sustainable development governance architecture to the extent
of more cross-sectoral and cross-issue area collaboration among CSOs but also regarding actor
constellations between CSOs and policy makers. A possible research project to examine how engagement with the SDGs affected the sustainable development governance architecture on the
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structural dimension of other types of actor constellations could entail an interview-based analysis
with a pre-selected type of actors or a selection of different types of actors, for example policy
makers on the municipal, national of EU-level or actors from the private sector.
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Annex I: List of the Sustainable Development Goals
Goal 1. End poverty in all its forms everywhere
Goal 2. End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and promote sustainable agriculture
Goal 3. Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages
Goal 4. Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all
Goal 5. Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls
Goal 6. Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all
Goal 7. Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all
Goal 8. Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all
Goal 9. Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable industrialization and foster innovation
Goal 10. Reduce inequality within and among countries
Goal 11. Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable
Goal 12. Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns
Goal 13. Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts*
Goal 14. Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for sustainable development
Goal 15. Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity
loss
Goal 16. Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access to
justice for all and build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels
Goal 17. Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the Global Partnership for Sustainable Development
* Acknowledging that the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change is the primary international, intergovernmental forum for negotiating the global response to climate change.
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(Source: UN 2015: 16)
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Annex II: List of Actors
X/A/B/C/
X= No. of documents collected for this actor
A = No. of different indicators coded for ni(C)=40
B = No. of different indicators coded for ni(B)=32
C = No. of different indicators coded for ni(A)=25
CSO Name
(Abbreviation)
CSO Type
Focus Area(s)
[Membership]
X/A/B/C/
A1 Forum Umwelt
CSO “Forum”
Sustainable Development
und
CSO Umbrella
Environmental Governance
Entwicklung (FUE)
Organization
[CAN Europe]
Coordinator of German
51/20/18/17
CSOs across these areas
A2 Caritas Europe
CSO Network
Poverty Eradication
[Social Platform]
Humanitarian Aid
25/15/13/10
A3 Christian Blind
CSO
(Rights of) Persons with
Mission (CBM)
Disabilities
[VENRO]
Humanitarian Aid
[EDF]
21/12/10/8
A4 CEEweb
CSO Network
Biodiversity Governance
[EEB]
9/8/7/7
A5 Climate Action
CSO Network
Climate Governance
Network Europe
(CAN Europe)
9/7/67
A6 Climate Alliance
CSO Alliance
Climate Governance
15/10/9/9
City Network
Partnerships between European Municipalities and
Indigenous Communities
A7 Coalition 2030
CSO Alliance
SDG Governance
Ireland (Coalition
2030)
8/9/9/9
A8 COFACE Families CSO Network
Social Welfare Governance
Europe (COFACE)
Interests of Families
13/10/10/9
A9 Culture Action
CSO Network
Arts and Cultural Policy
Europe (CAE)
12/8/6/5
A10 Deutsche
CSO
Youth Governance
Stiftung WeltbevölkFamily Planning
erung (DSW)
Gender Equality
[VENRO]
19/12/12/9

Location of
Headquarters/
Main Office

Response to
Interview
Request

Germany

Accepted

Belgium

No Response

Germany

No Response

Hungary

Accepted

Belgium

Accepted

Germany

No Response

Republic of
Ireland

No Response

Belgium

No Response

Belgium

Accepted

Germany

Declined
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A11 ECOLISE – The
European Network
for Community-led
Initiatives (ECOLISE)
[CAN Europe]
9/7/7/7
A12 Education International
16/9/9/9
A13 End FGM European Network (End
FGM)
12/5/5/4
A14 EU-CORD
5/2/2/1

CSO Network

Community-led Initiatives
Climate Governance
Biodiversity Governance

Belgium

No Response

Global Union
Federation

Education
Interests of Teachers

Belgium

No Response

CSO Network

Ending Female Genital
Mutilation
Gender Equality

Belgium

Accepted

CSO Network

Belgium

Accepted

A15 Eurodiaconia
[EAPN]
[Social Platform]
17/9/9/7
A16 Eurogroup for
Animals
16/8/8/6
A17 European AntiPoverty Network
(EAPN)
[Social Platform]
20/8/8/7
A18 European Association for the Education of Adults
(EAEA)
8/4/4/3
A19 European Environmental Bureau
(EEB)
[FERN]
23/15/15/13
A20 European Patients´
Forum (EPF)
15/13/12/9
A21 European Public
Health Alliance
(EPHA)
[Social Platform]
19/7/7/4

CSO Network

Christian faith-based
Relief and Development
Social Justice
Christian faith-based
Social Justice
Social Services
Healthcare Services
Animal Rights Advocacy

Belgium

No Response

Belgium

Accepted

CSO Network

Poverty Eradication
Social Justice

Belgium

Declined

CSO Alliance

Non-formal Adult
Education
Life-long Learning

Belgium

Declined

CSO Network

Climate Governance
Sustainable Development
Biodiversity Governance
Social Justice

Belgium

Accepted

CSO Alliance

Health Governance
Patients´ Rights

Belgium

No Response

CSO Alliance

Health Governance

Belgium

No Response
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CSO Alliance

A22 European
Women’s Lobby
(EWL)
[Social Platform]
15/5/5/4
A23 European Youth
Forum (EYF)
[Social Platform]
20/13/13/13
A24 Fair Trade
Advocacy Office
(Fair Trade)
[VENRO]
12/7/7/5

CSO Network

Women´s Rights
Gender Equality

Belgium

No Response

CSO “Forum”
CSO Alliance

Youth Governance

Belgium

No Response

Foundation /
Joint initiative
of Fairtrade International,
the World Fair
Trade Organization and the
World Fair
Trade Organization-Europe
CSO

Trade Governance
Social Justice in the Global
South
Sustainable Development

Belgium

No Response

Forest Governance
Biodiversity Governance
Social Justice

Declined

A26 Fingo
[CAN Europe]
18/6/6/5

CSO Umbrella
Organization

A27 IFOAM - Organics International
(IFOAM)
15/9/9/8
A28 International
Council on Social
Welfare (ICSW)
[Social Platform]
17/9/8/7
A29 International
Planned Parenthood
Federation European Network (IPPF
EN)
14/8/8/6
A30 Lithuanian
NGDO Platform
(NGDO Platform)
17/7/7/5
A31 Make Mothers
Matter (MMM)
17/10/9/7

CSO Umbrella
Organization

Development Cooperation
Sustainable Development
Global Citizenship Education
Agricultural Governance

Belgium
United Kingdom
France
(No Indication
as to which one
is the main
office)
Finland

Germany

No Response

A25 FERN
[CAN Europe]
[EEB]
14/6/6/5

No Response

CSO Network

Social Welfare
Social Development
Social Justice

Spain

No Response

CSO Network

Sexual and Reproductive
Health

Belgium

No Response

CSO Platform
CSO Alliance

Development Cooperation

Republic of
Lithuania

No Response

CSO

Recognition of Mothers as
Changemakers
Gender Equality

France

Asked to be
recontacted
at a later
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Education Governance
Health Governance
Emergency Relief

point of
time.
No interview
conducted.
No Response

A32 National Youth
Council Ireland
(NYCI)
40/11/11/9
A33 OXFAM International (OXFAM)
[FUE]
[CAN Europe]
[VENRO]
21/11/9/7
A34 Save the Children
25/9/9/8

Representative
Body for Youth
Organizations

Youth Governance

Republic of
Ireland

CSO

Poverty Eradication
Emergency Relief
Social Justice

Kenya
(International
Headquarters)
Belgium
(EU Office)

No Response

CSO

United Kingdom

No Response

A35 Seas At Risk
[CAN Europe]
[EEB]
18/4/4/3
A36 Social Platform
16/7/7/6

CSO Umbrella
Organization

Child Protection
Health Governance
Education Governance
Poverty Eradication
Emergency Relief
Ocean Governance
Biodiversity Governance

Belgium

No Response

CSO Umbrella
Organization

Social Justice
Sustainable Development

Belgium

Accepted

A37 SOLIDAR
[Social Platform]
44/12/11/10
A38 Frontline Aids
12/6/6/5

CSO Network

Social Justice

Belgium

Accepted

CSO Partnership

United Kingdom

No Response

A39 Women Engage
for a Common Future (WECF)
[FUE]
[CAN Europe]
[EEB]
47/16/15/13
A40 World Wide
Fund for Nature European Policy Office
(WWF)
[CAN Europe]
44/15/13/9
A64 Plattform 2030
Agenda
38/11/11/9

CSO Network

HIV Prevention
HIV Treatment
Gender Equality
Sexual and Reproductive
Heath
Human Rights
Women´s Rights
Gender Equality
Climate Justice
Climate Governance
Sustainable Development

Netherlands

No Response

CSO

Biodiversity Governance
Climate Governance
Forest Governance
Ocean Governance

Belgium

Accepted

CSO Alliance

SDG Governance

Switzerland

Accepted

The CSOs above are members of SDG Watch Europe
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The CSOs below are not members of SDG Watch Europe
A41 AGE Platform
Europe
[EAPN]
[Social Platform]
[EPHA]
9/5/5/5
A42 European Association of Service
Providers for Persons with Disabilities (EASPD)
[Social Platform]
18/8/8/7
A43 European Network of Social Integration Enterprises
(ENSIE)
[Social Platform]
7/2/2/1
A44 European Organization for Rare
Diseases (EURORDIS)
[Social Platform]
6/2/2/2

CSO Network

Interests of Persons aged
50+
Health Governance

Belgium

No Response

CSO

(Rights of) Persons with
Disabilities
Social Services

Belgium

Declined

CSO Network

Social Enterprises
Sustainable Development

Belgium

Accepted

CSO Alliance

Health Governance
Patients´ Rights

No Response

A45 International
Federation of Social
Workers Europe
(IFSW)
[Social Platform]
[EAPN]
18/9/9/7
A46 The European
Region of the International Lesbian,
Gay, Bisexual, Trans
and Intersex Association (ILGA)
[Social Platform]
4/3/3/3
A47 ÖKOBÜRO – Allianz der Umweltbewegung
(ÖKOBÜRO)
[EEB]

Umbrella
organization for
professional
social work
associations.

Social Justice
Human Rights
Sustainable Development

France
Belgium
Spain
(No Indication
as to which one
is the main
office)
Switzerland

CSO Umbrella
Organization

Human Rights Advocacy for
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,
Trans and Intersex (LGBTI)
People

Belgium

Declined

CSO Alliance

Climate Governance
Biodiversity Governance
Sustainable Development

Austria

Accepted

No Response
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41/12/12/12
A48 Umweltdachverband (UDV)
[EEB]
17/7/7/6
A49 BUND – Friends
of the Earth Germany (BUND)
[FUE]
[CAN Europe]
[EEB]
32/10/8/6
A50 Deutsche Umwelthilfe (DUH)
[FUE]
[CAN Europe]
[EEB]
13/7/7/5
A51 Deutscher Naturschutz Ring (DNR)
[FUE]
[CAN Europe]
[EEB]
27/8/8/5
A52 Naturschutzbund Deutschland
e.V. (NABU)
[FUE]
[CAN Europe]
[EEB]
29/10/9/9
A53 GRÜNE LIGA –
Netzwerk
ökologischer
Bewegungen
[FUE]
[EEB]
[DNR]
9/6/6/4
A54 Environmental
Ambassadors for
Sustainable Development (EASD)
[EEB]
[WECF]
30/14/13/11
A55 ATD Fourth
World International
(ATD)
[EAPN]
28/17/15/15
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CSO Umbrella
Organization

Climate Governance
Agricultural Governance
Sustainable Development

Austria

No Response

CSO

Climate Governance
Biodiversity Governance
Sustainable Development

Germany

Accepted

CSO

Climate Governance
Biodiversity Governance
Consumer Protection

Germany

No Response

CSO Umbrella
Organization

Climate Governance
Biodiversity Governance
Agricultural Governance
Sustainable Development

Germany

Declined

CSO

Climate Governance
Biodiversity Governance

Germany

No Response

CSO Network

Climate Governance
Biodiversity Governance

Germany

Declined

CSO Umbrella
Organization

Sustainable Development

Republic of
Serbia

No Response

CSO

Poverty Eradication
Human Rights

France

Accepted

A56 Cord
[EU-CORD]
4/2/2/1

International
Charity
Organization /
Non-profit
Organization

Peacebuilding
Human Rights
International Development

United Kingdom

No Response

A57 Mission East
[EU-CORD]
[VENRO]
6/4/4/4

CSO

Denmark

Declined

A58 Arbeitsgemeinschaft bäuerliche
Landwirtschaft (AbL)
[FUE]
16/3/3/2
A59 Brot für die
Welt
(BfdW)
[FUE]
[CAN Europe]
[VENRO]
44/18/15/12

CSO

Emergency Relief
International Development
Poverty Eradication
Focus on former Soviet Union, Middle East and Asia
Agricultural Governance
Climate Governance

Germany

Declined

CSO
Protestant Aid
Organization

Ending Hunger
Poverty Eradication
Ending Child Labor

Germany

Declined

A60 Forschungs- und
Dokumentationszentrum ChileLateinamerika e.V.
(FDCL)
[FUE]
8/6/6/5
A61 GermanWatch
[FUE]
[CAN Europe]
[DNR]
[VENRO]
45/15/13/11
A62 INKOTAnetzwerk e.V.
(INKOTA)
[FUE]
[VENRO]
15/9/9/8
A63 European Disability Forum (EDF)
[Social Platform]
30/16/16/14
A65 MISEREOR - Ihr
Hilfswerk
(MISEREOR)
[FUE]
[CAN Europe]

CSO

Agricultural Governance
Human Rights
Globalization
Focus on Chile and Latin
America

Germany

No Response

CSO

Global Justice
Climate Governance
Agricultural Governance
Corporate Accountability
Sustainable Development
Global South
Global Justice
Poverty Eradication
Ending Hunger
Globalization
Global South

Germany

Accepted

Germany

Declined

CSO Umbrella
Organization

(Rights of) Persons with
Disabilities
Health Governance

Belgium

Accepted

CSO
Catholic Aid
Organization

Poverty Eradication
Human Rights
Sustainable Development

Germany

Accepted

CSO
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[VENRO]
19/11/11/9
A66 Carbon Market
Watch (CMW)
[CAN Europe]
[EEB]F
12/6/6/4
A67 VENRO
47/20/18/14
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CSO

Carbon Pricing
Climate Governance

Belgium

No Response

CSO Umbrella
Organization

Human Rights
International Development
Sustainable Development
Governance
Climate Governance

Germany

Accepted

Annex III: List of Interviewees
Alias

Medium

Date

Job Title

CSO´s Focus Area

SDG Watch
Europe
Member

I-1

Zoom

23.04.21

Trade and Animal Welfare
Program Leader

Animal Rights

Yes

I-2

Zoom

23.04.21

Head of Policy and Advocacy

I-3

Zoom

26.04.21

Policy Officer

I-4

Zoom

26.04.21

Director of Global Policies
and Sustainability

I-5

Zoom

26.04.21

Coordinator

I-6

Zoom

27.04.21

Climate and Development
Policy Coordinator

I-7

Zoom

28.04.21

Head of Sustainability

I-8

Zoom

28.04.21

Senior Public Affairs Officer

I-9

Telephone

29.04.21

I-10

Zoom

30.04.21

I-11

Zoom

30.04.21

I-12

Zoom

03.05.21

I-13

Zoom

03.05.21

I-14

Microsoft
Teams

04.05.21

I-15

Zoom

04.05.21

I-16

Zoom

06.05.21

I-17

Microsoft
Teams

07.05.21

I-18

Zoom

18.05.21

Policy Officer Sustainable
Development
Team Leader – Education for
Sustainable Development
International Cooperation
Manager
Policy Advisor Global Justice
and Sustainable Development
Policy Advisor Corporate
Social Responsibility / Asia
Chief Executive Officer
International Cooperation
and Sustainable Development Coordinator
Communications and
Community Director
Head of the Coordination
Office
Policy Officer

Social Justice
Sustainable
Development
Biodiversity
Governance
Climate Governance
Biodiversity
Governance
Poverty Eradication
Human Rights
Climate Governance
Climate Governance
Biodiversity
Governance
Climate Governance
Biodiversity
Governance
Sustainable Development Governance
Global Justice
Climate Governance
(Rights of) Persons
with Disabilities
Human Rights
Sustainable Development Governance
Poverty Eradication
Human Rights
Emergency Relief
and Development
Social Justice

Yes
Yes
Yes
No
Yes
No

Yes
Yes
No
No
No
No
Yes

Social Justice

Yes

Arts and Cultural
Policy

Yes

SDG Governance

Yes

Social Enterprises
Sustainable Develop- No
ment
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I-19

Questionary

29.04.21

Policy Advisor Sustainability
and Communications

Climate Governance
Biodiversity
Governance

No

Annex IV: Interview Questions
About the SDGs in general
1. How do you perceive the importance/ legitimacy of the SDGs (compared to the MDGs)?
a. Did that perception change over time since their adoption in 2015?
2. Do you perceive the 2030 Agenda as the focal entity within the field of sustainable development
(sustainable development governance architecture)
a. If not initially, did that change over time?
3. Do you (unequivocally) share the goals of the SDGs?
a. Are there any goals or targets that you disagree with?
4. Do you perceive the number of SDGs as too small/large?

5. Did you experience a change in the discourse around sustainable development / a change in the
language used for sustainability topics, as a result of the SDGs?
Did you experience the introduction of a certain norm / term that kept on reoccurring as a result of
the SDGs?
a. E.g., “leaving no one behind”

About SDG Watch Europe
6. Why did you decide to join SDG watch Europe?
7. Did you achieve what you hoped to achieve by doing so?
8. Did your interaction with other civil society organizations/NGOs change due to the introduction of
the SDGs (and/or joining SDG Watch Europe) and if yes, how?
9. Did you form or join any other SDG-related coalitions of the willing apart from SDG Watch Europe?
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About CSO´s SDG engagement specifically
10. Why did you decide to engage with the SDGs?
11. You wrote a lot about the SDGs on your homepage and published a lot of papers, articles and organized events. Why are the SDGs so important for your work in your perception?
///
///
///
You reported on the SDGs a couple of times over the years. Do you feel that the SDGs are relevant
for your work, and if yes why, if not, why not?
(Use first or second question, depending on the extent of respective CSO´s SDG engagement)
12. Were there any specific or structural incentives to engage with the SDGs?
a. E.g., government funding or EU-funding earmarked for SDG-related activities
13. Were there any specific or structural factors that prevented you from engaging with the SDGs?
a. E.g., lack of available funding

14. Did you allocate your time/attention differently as a response to the introduction of the SDGs?
15. Did you allocate your (financial, material etc.) resources differently as a response to the introduction of the SDGs?

16. Do you experience that the SDGs provide (normative) guidance within your specific issue area,
mandate or geographic range, and if so, how?
In other words, do the SDGs serve as a guiding framework in some sense?
(Instead of being “just another topic”)
a. Do the SDGs improve/facilitate decision-making?
b. Do the SDGs reduce confusion about which directions to take with your work?
17. In your perception, what is your contribution within the field of actors involved in the process of
achieving the SDGs?

Indicator-specific question
18. What did you take away from the HLPF / MSP / MESA / CSO Group to the 9-state High-level Group
process?
a. Could you connect with other (powerful) actors?
b. Did it further your interests beyond being able to provide your input? (and if yes, HOW?)
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Ending Question
19. If there´s something that you could change about the SDGs or would like to be different for any
post-2030 goals, what would it be? E.g., related to…
a. Contents
b. Negotiation (process) input
c. Participation by CSOs
d. Platforms for reporting/ mutual sharing (HLPF)
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