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Abstract
The adoption of the UN 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) represents a milestone in inter-
national sustainability politics. The broad and ambitious agenda calls for a reconsideration of established principles and
practices of sustainability governance. This article examines how the 2030 Agenda changes the notion of policy integra-
tion, which represents a fundamental principle of sustainability governance. In general, policy integration denotes forms of
cross-cutting policymaking to address the complexity of real-world problems. In the context of the sustainability discourse,
the concept has long been interpreted as environmental policy integration, referring to the integration of environmen-
tal concerns into other sectoral policies. Based on a review of the current SDG literature, we examine whether and how
this interpretation has changed. In so doing, the reasons (why?), objects (what?) and modes (how?) of policy integration
in the context of the 2030 Agenda are specified. The analysis reveals that the 2030 Agenda promotes a comprehensive,
reciprocal, and complex form of goal integration which differs markedly from environmental policy integration. This novel
understanding of policy integration for sustainable development calls for future research on its impact and relevance in
political practice.
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1. Introduction

The adoption of the 2030 Agenda and the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) by the UN General Assembly
in 2015 represents a milestone in international sustain-
ability governance. For the first time in history, the inter-
national community of states has agreed on a compre-
hensive, binding, and relatively concrete system of goals
and targets to guide the major global transformation
towards sustainability (Biermann, Kanie, & Kim, 2017).

Ground-breaking and unprecedented in its scope, the
2030 Agenda poses major governance challenges. This
is reflected, among others, in a shift from a rule-based
mode of governance to a novel approach of governance
through goal setting (Biermann et al., 2017; Kanie &
Biermann, 2017; Kanie et al., 2019). Apart from changes
in the global governance architecture, the 2030 Agenda
also brings about shifts at the level of basic governance
orientations (Bowen et al., 2017). While still in the tradi-
tion of the global sustainability discourse in normative
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and conceptual terms, the 2030 Agenda represents—
we argue—a transformational moment for established
sustainability thinking and practice. It questions, prob-
lematises, and reinterprets existing assumptions, inter-
pretations, and normativities of sustainability as well as
approaches and practices of sustainability governance
(Langford, 2016; Meadowcroft et al., 2019).

In this article, we substantiate this claim by analysing
how the 2030 Agenda brings about changes in the
interpretation of policy integration, which represents
a long-standing key principle of sustainability gover-
nance. Sustainability problems transcend existing insti-
tutionalised areas, or ‘silos,’ of policymaking and call for
approaches and strategies of integrative, cross-cutting
policymaking (Bornemann, 2014; Liberatore, 1997;
Steurer, 2010). Integration has always been a core ele-
ment of sustainability thinking and governance, and
it is also of central importance for the 2030 Agenda
(Le Blanc, 2015; Nilsson & Persson, 2017). In line with
Boas, Biermann, and Kanie (2016), we argue that the
2030 Agenda has specific implications for the interpreta-
tion of policy integration that warrant further conceptual
investigation. This article will carry out such an investi-
gation through a literature review. We reconstruct the
notion of policy integration promoted in key texts that
have shaped, and continue to shape, the debate on pol-
icy integration in the context of the 2030 Agenda. This
conceptual exploration is meant to provide the ground
for more focused empirical analyses as well as more tar-
geted practices to realise policy integration for the 2030
Agenda ‘on the ground.’

We begin with a recapitulation of the general con-
cept of policy integration and its meaning and relevance
in sustainability discourse (Section 2). We then present
the literature reviewmethod and the three guiding ques-
tions that allowed us to decipher the understanding of
policy integration present in the literature (Section 3).
Next, we summarise the results of our analysis of the key
texts and specify themeaning of policy integration in the
context of the 2030 Agenda (Section 4). In the discussion,
we interpret that meaning in relation to earlier concepts
of sustainability-oriented policy integration (Section 5).
We conclude with an outlook on future research on the
impact and relevance of the policy integration concep-
tion in political practice (Section 6).

2. Background: Policy Integration and Sustainable
Development

2.1. Policy Integration in Policy Research

Policymaking has traditionally been carried out in
distinct, institutionalised policy sectors, with specific
responsibilities and using specialised policies (Burstein,
1991; Jochim & May, 2010). With its focus on spe-
cialised knowledge and the division of responsibilities,
this approach to policymaking generally reflects themod-
ernist notion of a functionally differentiated society—

and as such has led to the emergence of a ‘sectoral
view’ in current policy research (Jochim & May, 2010).
While the ‘siloing’ of public policy has been a dominant
trend in all policy areas in recent decades, there are
also counter-movements that have emerged in response
to the increasing differentiation of political systems
(Bornemann, 2016; Christensen & Lægreid, 2007).

Given the growing complexity and ‘wickedness’ of
policy problems (Termeer, Dewulf, Breeman, & Stiller,
2015), as well as the emergence of ideas for the
transformation of society, such as sustainable develop-
ment (Meadowcroft, 2013), policymakers are increas-
ingly opting for integrative approaches to policymak-
ing (Bornemann, 2014; Rayner & Howlett, 2009). Many
policy problems are inter-sectorial, meaning they cut
across policy domains, governance levels, and estab-
lished jurisdictions (Candel & Biesbroek, 2016). Climate
policy, for example, would fall short if it only relied on
climate action and did not include measures in adja-
cent policy areas, such as agriculture, economy, trans-
port, or energy (Adelle & Russel, 2013). These efforts to
organise the ‘policy mess’ and deal with complex prob-
lems cutting across established policy fields more com-
prehensively come to bear in comprehensive and inte-
grative political strategies, such as climate adaptation
or sustainability strategies (Casado-Asensio & Steurer,
2014; Meadowcroft, 2007; Nordbeck & Steurer, 2015;
Steurer, 2008).

Several partially overlapping and sometimes synony-
mously used concepts have been promoted in policy
analysis to study practices of integrative or cross-cutting
policymaking (Cejudo & Michel, 2017; Tosun & Lang,
2017). These include, among others, policy coordination
(Peters, 1998), policy coherence (OECD, 2018), whole-of-
government (Christensen & Lægreid, 2007), joined-up
government (Bogdanor, 2005), and holistic governance
(6, Leat, Seltzer, & Stoker, 2002). Most comprehen-
sively, the issue has been addressed as ‘policy inte-
gration’ (Bornemann, 2014; Briassoulis, 2005; Cejudo
& Michel, 2017; Jordan & Lenschow, 2008; Lenschow,
2002a; Nilsson & Eckerberg, 2007; Nilsson, Eckerberg,
Hagberg, Swartling, & Söderberg, 2007; Underdal, 1980).
The latter term refers to attempts to combine different
policy areas with specific, relatively stable problem con-
figurations, goals and measures, as well as actor constel-
lations and institutions, into a more comprehensive and
coordinated policy of one kind or another.

2.2. Policy Integration in the Context of Sustainability
Thinking

The concept of sustainable development, most promi-
nently expressed in the Brundtland Report and subse-
quently institutionalised in the ‘Rio process,’ requires
the systematic connection of the seemingly incompati-
ble goals of economic competitiveness, social develop-
ment, and environmental protection. It emerged against
the background of a perceived need to bring together
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environmental and development issues that had previ-
ously only been discussed separately on the internation-
al scene. Whereas growth and development had been
seen as coming at the expense of environmental pro-
tection, the Brundtland Report highlighted the inherent
connections between the two (WCED, 1987). Sustainable
development is essentially a critique of the dominant
industrial development model (Dryzek, 2013) which is
reaching its limits, as evidenced by both the wealth-
related environmental destruction of the Global North
and the poverty-related environmental destruction of
the Global South. These can no longer be perceived as
singular problems but as part of a global crisis of the
industrial developmentmodel itself (Brand, 2017; Purvis,
Mao, & Robinson, 2019). Sustainable development aims
to secure the development options for present and
future generations while simultaneously preserving the
natural systems on which our lives depend (Jacobs,
1999). Given the interdependencies and interconnec-
tions between different systems, spaces, and temporal
horizons, policy integration became a central concept in
sustainability-oriented governance (Bornemann, 2014).
To be able to tackle the interconnected nature of sus-
tainability problems, the existing fragmentation of pol-
icy systems has to be overcome and replaced by more
integrated forms of policymaking.

In the context of the discourse on sustainable devel-
opment, however, one particular interpretation of policy
integration became dominant: The integration challenge
associated with sustainability was conceived primarily in
terms of environmental policy integration (EPI; Jordan
& Lenschow, 2010; Lenschow, 2002a; Liberatore, 1997).
Liberatore (1997), for example, identifies a ‘straightfor-
ward’ relationship between EPI and sustainable develop-
ment, stating that:

If environmental factors are not taken into consider-
ation in the formulation and implementation of the
policies that regulate economic activities and other
forms of social organisation, a new mode of devel-
opment that can be environmentally and socially sus-
tained in the long term cannot be achieved. (p. 107)

The close link has also been emphasised in the political
realm. In the EU, for example, EPI was institutionalised
in article 6 of the Amsterdam Treaty according to which
“environmental considerations should be integrated into
other policies in order to deliver sustainable develop-
ment” (as cited in Lenschow, 2002b, p. 14). From 1998
onwards, EPI has moved centre stage in the so-called
‘Cardiff process’ which aims at integrating environmen-
tal issues in sectoral policies of the Union.

Jordan and Lenschow (2010) distinguish stronger
(i.e., pro-environment) and weaker understandings of
EPI. As part of the latter reading, EPI is largely understood
as policy coordination, which implies a focus on com-
prehensiveness, aggregation and consistency of action.
The rationale of EPI is that genuine sustainable devel-

opment can only be achieved if the environment is no
longer treated as a separate sector in policymaking with
its own actors, organisations, and institutions. Rather,
environmental perspectives must become an integral
part of the goals, strategies, and policymaking proce-
dures of all public policy sectors, such as energy, agri-
culture, and transport, as well as of central govern-
ment bodies, e.g., the economic and finance ministries,
where many key policy decisions are taken (Nilsson,
Pallemaerts, & Homeyer, 2009).

The stronger, more normative readings of EPI include
the conception of Lafferty andHovden (2003)whodefine
the environment as a principled standard for policymak-
ing in all sectors. According to them:

Environmental policy integration implies the incor-
poration of environmental objectives into all stages
of policymaking in non-environmental policy sectors,
with a specific recognition of this goal as a guiding
principle for the planning and execution of policy;
accompanied by an attempt to aggregate presumed
environmental consequences into an overall evalua-
tion of policy, and a commitment to minimise contra-
dictions between environmental and sectoral policies
by giving principled priority to the former over the lat-
ter. (Lafferty & Hovden, 2003, p. 15, emphasis added)

This normative definition of EPI goes beyond more gen-
eral interpretations of policy integration in that it aims
precisely not to balance different objectives—rather, the
environment should be a principled priority of any policy.
As Lafferty and Hovden (2003) write:

Most discussions of EPI assume either that the envi-
ronmental and non-environmental objectives should
be balanced….Wewould argue that thewhole point of
EPI is, at the very least, to avoid situations where envi-
ronmental objectives become subsidiary; and in the
view of sustainable development, to ensure that they
become principal or overarching societal objectives.
This is arguably the essential difference between
‘environmental policy integration’ and ‘policy integra-
tion’ conceived more generally. (p. 15)

In this perspective, EPI refers to a unidirectional integra-
tion of environmental concerns into other policy sectors.
Moreover, EPI should be interpreted as an asymmetric
integration task geared towards a revision of the tra-
ditional hierarchy of policy objectives which prioritises
economic issues and neglects environmental concerns
and values.

While the ambitious notion of a principled priori-
tisation, as suggested by Lafferty and Hovden (2003),
remained contested and did not translate into a
widespread practice of policy integration, EPI more gen-
erally, understood as the unidirectional incorporation of
environmental goals into sectoral policies, has long dom-
inated how policy integration was framed in the context
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of sustainable development. Whenever calls for policy
integration were made concerning sustainability issues,
EPI was the answer.

With the emergence of the 2030 Agenda and the
SDGs as a new global sustainability governance frame-
work, however, there have been signs of conceptual
shifts in the sustainability discourse. These affect, among
others, the interpretation of policy integration and the
orientation of related practices (see also Bornemann &
Christen, 2021). The 2030 Agenda is based on the ear-
lier Millennium Development Goals and on the preced-
ing international sustainability debate. By combining and
extending both strands, it forms a powerful overall vision
of global sustainable development that aims to address,
in an integrated manner, the many challenges facing
humanity to ensure economic prosperity, human well-
being, and the protection of the planet (United Nations,
2015). Integration is consequently a prominent leitmotif
of the new Agenda (Nilsson & Persson, 2017). It empha-
sises that different issues such as poverty, gender equal-
ity, education, and environmental degradation etc. are
intertwined and that the 17 SDGs form an ‘indivisible
whole’ and can only be achieved together. As stated in
the 2015 UN General Assembly Declaration, the goals
are “integrated and indivisible and balance the three
dimensions of sustainable development: the economic,
social, and environmental” (United Nations, 2015, p. 1).
The strong emphasis on integration is based not least
on the insight that the goals of the 2030 Agenda are
characterised by numerous contradictions, which have
come to the fore and are further exacerbated in the tran-
sition from the Millennium Development Goals to the
SDGs (Biggeri, Clark, Ferrannini, &Mauro, 2019). Overall,
while the 2030 Agenda is clearly based on an integration
concept, it remains rather vague concerning the precise
interpretation of the term.

3. Method: Analysing the Meaning of Policy
Integration in the Literature on the 2030 Agenda

In the following, we turn to an analysis of how integra-
tion is interpreted in the academic literature on the 2030
Agenda. To reconstruct current interpretations of policy
integration in this context, we conducted a review of the
relevant literature on the topic focussed on scholarly arti-
cles identified through the Scopus database.

The selection of articles proceeded as follows. The
search string was composed of three requirements (con-
nected through the operator AND) that the resulting
records needed to fulfil: 1) publications including the
search terms ‘2030 Agenda,’ ‘sustainable development
goals’ and ‘SDG*’ (with * indicating truncation to cov-
er all variants), connected through OR, meaning that
any of the search terms can be present in the result;
2) publications focussing on the topic of integration, for
which a combination of the terms ‘integration,’ ‘coher-
ence,’ ‘trade-off,’ ‘synergies’ and ‘interaction’ (including
variations) apply, again connected through OR (search

string: integrat* OR coheren* OR trade*off* OR synerg*
OR interact*); 3) publicationswith a policy or governance
focus, including variations (search sting: policy OR gov-
ern*), thus excluding analyses that were merely deal-
ing with socio-ecological systems or static analyses. Only
publications from the years 2015 to 2020 were includ-
ed. In terms of document types, we selected articles,
book chapters, reviews, editorials, and notes (we exclud-
ed entire books, conference papers, conference reviews,
and letters). Finally, for practical reasons, only publica-
tions in the English language were included. The search
resulted in a sample of 1,281 documents.

In a second step, we analysed the publications’
abstracts regarding their fit with our research. Many
publications used the 2030 Agenda and/or (selected)
SDGs merely as a framing of their argumentation or ‘win-
dow dressing,’ rather than substantially analysing them.
Others had only a vague understanding of the notion
of integration, and some focussed on integration at the
societal level, instead of policy integration in a narrow-
er sense (i.e., problems, goals, and means). Such pub-
lications were excluded from further analysis, and the
remaining sample included 93 records.

In a third step, we qualified and ranked the remain-
ing publications using the Scopus Field-weighted Citation
Index to select the most cited and most relevant texts
in the integration discourse around the 2030 Agenda.
The Scopus Field-weighted Citation Index qualifies a pub-
lication’s citations in relation to the average citations
expected in its field. The index thus accounts for differ-
ent citation frequencies in different fields and enables
a ‘field normalisation,’ providing a more accurate mea-
sure of discourse relevance than a raw citation count.
The ranking of our remaining sample revealed great dif-
ferences in their index value, ranging from 0 (not cited)
to 56 (most cited). A large proportion of publications
had small values, and 10 articles were yet to be cited.
We defined 5 as a cut-off value, which provided us with a
sample of 27 publications. A full-text analysis then led us
to exclude another five publications that were not rele-
vant for our study, which eventually resulted in a sample
of 22 discourse relevant publications that were included
in our analysis.

The sample was then analysed using systematic
review methods (Petticrew & Roberts, 2006). Both
authors thoroughly read the selected texts and con-
densed central information in the form of spreadsheets,
which were discussed and iteratively refined. The unit of
analysis was not the entire publication with its respec-
tive analytical or empirical focus, but the underlying
(explicit or implicit) understanding of policy integration.
We based our analysis on a set of questions to which,
arguably, any systematic concept of policy integration
must respond (Bornemann, 2014): The first question,
‘why to integrate?’ is about the reasons underlying and
justifying policy integration. The second, ‘what to inte-
grate?’ refers to a clarification of the objects of policy
integration regarding the 2030 Agenda. The third, ‘how
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to integrate?’ relates to the modes of policy integration
that are present in the literature about policy integration
in the context of 2030 Agenda. In the following section,
we present the results from our analysis of the different
questions. Table 1 in the Supplementary File provides a
synopsis of the key findings by articles.

4. Results: Reasons, Objects and Modes of Policy
Integration for the 2030 Agenda

4.1. Reasons for Policy Integration

Regarding the underlying reasons for policy integration,
i.e., the question of why policy integration should take
place at all, there is considerable convergence in the
literature we analysed. Most generally, policy integra-
tion is considered a crucial prerequisite for sustainable
development in general, and for the successful imple-
mentation of the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs in particu-
lar (Biermann et al., 2017; Biggeri et al., 2019, pp. 642;
Nilsson, Griggs, & Visbeck, 2016). Underlying this call
for integration is the diagnosis known from policy inte-
gration literature that the prevailing pattern of sectoral
policymaking and governance has led to an “insufficient
understanding of and accounting for trade-offs and syn-
ergies across sectors [that] have resulted in incoher-
ent policies, adverse impacts…on other sectors, and ulti-
mately in diverging outcomes and trends across broad
objectives for sustainable development” (Le Blanc, 2015,
pp. 176–177; see also Liu et al., 2018). Similarly, Boas
et al. (2016) write that the problems that are usually
related to “different domains—for instance, water, ener-
gy and food—[which] are interconnected and can thus
not be effectively resolved unless they are addressed
as being fully interrelated and interdependent” (Boas
et al., 2016, p. 449; see also Collste, Pedercini, & Cornell,
2017). Stafford-Smith et al. (2017) specify that integra-
tion is needed because “uncoordinated action” can “cre-
ate internal conflicts, such as subsidies for both renew-
able and non-renewable fuel sources” or lead to “missed
synergies,” e.g., “targeted investment in renewable ener-
gy reduces emissions [that…] could also reduce pol-
lution, improve human health, and increase equality”
(Stafford-Smith et al., 2017, p. 912, emphasis added).

While these concerns relate to the more gener-
al pattern of fragmented policymaking that has been
deemed responsible for unsustainable development,
other authors derive the need for integration more
directly from the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs them-
selves. Allen, Metternicht, andWiedmann (2019, p. 422)
argue that the “integrated nature of the SDG targets
means that progress towards one target is also linked
through complex feedbacks to other targets,” which is
why “interdependencies between targets [need to be]
taken into account in strategy and policy formulation.”
Taking into account interdependencies between targets
serves to exploit synergies or cross-sectoral benefits
between goals, as well as to reduce or avoid trade-offs

(Bai et al., 2016; Boas et al., 2016; Liu et al., 2018; Nerini
et al., 2019; Nilsson et al., 2018), or even to turn trade-
offs into synergies (Kroll, Warchold, & Pradhan, 2019;
Scherer et al., 2018).

In addition to directly addressing synergies and
trade-offs between (sectoral) goals and targets through
more integrated policies, a better understanding of the
integrated nature of the SDG system is seen as a pre-
requisite for the meaningful prioritisation of policy activ-
ities (Allen et al., 2019; Bai et al., 2016; Kroll et al.,
2019; McCollum et al., 2018). Weitz, Carlsen, Nilsson,
and Skånberg (2018, p. 531) state that by “considering
how a target interacts with another target and how that
target, in turn, interacts with other targets, results [in]
a more robust basis for priority setting of SDG efforts.”
This is verymuch in linewith Nilsson et al. (2018, p. 1490)
who argue that “systematically focusing the MOI [means
of implementation] (finance, technology, capacity build-
ing, trade, policy coherence, partnerships, data, moni-
toring and accountability) on SDG interactions can lead
to more integrated decision-making and coherent poli-
cy approaches.’’

Furthermore, some authors argue that policy integra-
tion in the context of the 2030 Agenda may also “reveal
unrecognized opportunities” (Bai et al., 2016, p. 69) and
enhance policy effectiveness not only from an overall sys-
tem perspective but also from the point of view of indi-
vidual policymakers:

If they look outside the priorities of their sectoral turf
and at how they influence—and are influenced by—
others, they are likely to find common interests and
(unexpected) alliances and that more integrated poli-
cymaking is likely to pay off in terms of more effective
development outcomes. (Nilsson et al., 2018, p. 1499)

Thus, greater knowledge about and recognition of
SDG interactions drives policymakers toward social-
ly more desirable development pathways (McCollum
et al., 2018).

4.2. Objects of Policy Integration

As regards the second question on the ‘what’ of pol-
icy integration, the general debate on policy integra-
tion has brought up multiple understandings of poten-
tial objects of integration, ranging from comprehensive
policy domains and sectors to various specific policy
elements, such as policy problems, goals or means
(Bornemann, 2014, pp. 106–153). The 2030 Agenda pri-
ma facie points to policy goals and targets, thus imply-
ing an understanding of policy integration as ‘goal inte-
gration’ (Biermann et al., 2017). The emphasis on goals
as objects of policy integration however needs to be
differentiated further. Whereas some texts in our sam-
ple point to the SDGs (Barbier & Burgess, 2017; Boas
et al., 2016; Waage et al., 2015), others emphasise that
it is the targets, rather than the goals, which need to
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be integrated (e.g., Allen et al., 2019; Le Blanc, 2015;
McCollum et al., 2018; Weitz et al., 2018).

These differences seem to be connected to differ-
ing perspectives on where integration is taking place.
Some articles analyse the general architecture of the
SDGs as an ‘indivisible whole’ or a system in which all
goals are interlinked. As such, the SDG system func-
tions as “an enabler of integration,” and “a common
benchmark against which development progress can be
assessed” (Le Blanc, 2015, pp. 180–182), meaning inte-
gration is achieved through goal integration (Biermann
et al., 2017). Others, in contrast, focus on the con-
textual implementation of the SDGs as the process in
which integration is to be achieved (Allen, Metternicht,
& Wiedmann, 2018; Bowen et al., 2017; Nilsson et al.,
2018; Weitz et al., 2018). The goals and targets are
to be integrated into concrete settings, in which their
respective relevance and interactions differ. For this
reason, any implementation action—and thus any inte-
gration effort—has to be context-specific. Waage et al.
(2015) further qualify integration of the various SDGs by
assigning them to three concentric layers (individualwell-
being, social infrastructure, environmental conditions) to
indicate their interlinkage, with each layer being associ-
ated with different governance settings.

4.3. Modes of Policy Integration

The third question, concerning the ‘how’ of integration,
refers to the mode of policy integration. This is to spec-
ify what kind of relationships between different policies
or policy objects are promoted or considered adequate
in the light of the 2030 Agenda. Although the degree of
elaboration varies (with some contributions shifting the
specification of the integration mode to the policymak-
ing process itself; see Biermann et al., 2017), the litera-
ture broadly converges on a common overarching modal
profile of the 2030 Agenda. Based on a number of pairs
of opposites to characterisemodes of (policy) integration
(Bornemann, 2014, pp. 76–105), we observe the follow-
ing general tendencies.

Firstly,more pronounced than earlier concepts of sus-
tainability, the 2030 Agenda is meant as a comprehen-
sive development agenda for a global society. This fea-
ture is emphasised to different degrees in all analysed
texts. It goes hand in handwith a far-reaching integration
mission and implies an extensive conception of policy
integration, most distinctively referred to in Weitz et al.’s
(2018) explicit reference to a ‘whole-of-government’
approach. In other words, every goal should in princi-
ple be part and parcel of any policy integration attempt.
This does not entail that all goals play, or should play, an
equal role, but is to say that no goal can, or should be,
excluded frompolicy integration considerations from the
outset. This general tendency, which resonates with the
claim that the SDGs are ‘indivisible,’ holds for most con-
tributions. Some accounts, however, focus their reflec-
tions about goal interdependencies and implications for

policy integration on thematically more selective ‘nexus’
problems (Boas et al., 2016; Bowen et al., 2017; Liu et al.,
2018; McCollum et al., 2018). While still adhering to the
system perspective characteristic of the 2030 Agenda,
nexus thinking is a way to ‘navigate’ through the vari-
ous interlinkages between the various goals and targets
and to find an inroad into the SDG’s complexities. Nexus
governance thus refers to the consideration and treat-
ment of interactions between two or more problems
(and related SDGs) that are usually regarded as separate
(Allen et al., 2018; Bowen et al., 2017).

Secondly, there are strong indications in the litera-
ture analysed that policy integration in the context of
the 2030 Agenda goes beyond a one-sided understand-
ing of integration, as is for example implied by the con-
cept of EPI. Virtually all texts point to ‘systemic’ (Weitz
et al., 2018) interactions between goals and targets, and
identify different types of goal interaction that need to
be understood and considered in integrated policymak-
ing (e.g., Allen et al., 2019; Kroll et al., 2019; Nilsson
et al., 2018; Singh et al., 2018; Weitz et al., 2018). While
assessments of the system of goals and targets reveal
a broad diversity of different degrees (strong vs. weak;
Weitz et al., 2018) and kinds of linkages (reciprocal vs.
one-sided; Kroll et al., 2019), the basic tenet of policy
integration is that relationships between the SDGs poten-
tially exist. Therefore, as a basic principle, reciprocal rela-
tions and interlinkages between goals and targets are to
be considered, at least at the level of scientific analysis.

Thirdly, based on a distinction between simply net-
worked and complex forms of policy integration (as mea-
sured by the maximum number of relationships that can
be established between different integrated policies), we
observe policy integration in the context of the 2030
Agenda to be based on a highly multilateral, i.e., com-
plex form of policy integration. The numerous analyses
of potential interactions or interdependencies between
individual SDGs (e.g., Kroll et al., 2019; Nerini et al., 2019;
Singh et al., 2018;Weitz et al., 2018) indicate that a policy
systemalignedwith the SDGs should basically be thought
of in terms of a maximally networked structure in which
each policy is potentially related to every other. However,
some authors expound that the SDG system is unevenly
integrated, “an unequally knit network, with some goals
being linked to many other goals, while others have few-
er links with the rest of the network” (Le Blanc, 2015,
p. 178), pointing to the existence of ‘nexus’ problems,
which link SDGs in thematically selective ways and with
differing degrees of complexity (Allen et al., 2018; Boas
et al., 2016).

Fourthly, referring to the distinction between forms
of symmetric and asymmetric policy integration, with
the latter assuming a prioritisation of certain policy
goals and the former denying the possibility (and desir-
ability) of equal consideration, or a principled balanc-
ing of policies, the 2030 Agenda seems to come with
another shift. As mentioned, the 2030 Agenda calls for
an extensive, reciprocal, and multilateral assessment of
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goal interactions, which may result in the identification
of nexus issues, selectively connecting multiple SDGs.
While these kinds of interaction analyses are themselves
based on the notion of a principled equal weighing of
the goals, their results may suggest a prioritisation of
goals. In fact, in most of the articles analysed, the iden-
tification of priority goals is the purpose of an integrat-
ed analysis of SDGs. The aim is to identify those goals
or bundles of goals (nexus) that have a central position
in the SDGs’ network and therefore serve as powerful
entry points for governance interventions. Focussing on
these allows one to achieve the greatest number of goals
possible, or to reap the greatest possible benefit from
achieving them (Allen et al., 2019; Barbier & Burgess,
2017; Biermann et al., 2017; Kroll et al., 2019; Weitz
et al., 2018). An exception from this pattern can be found
in Waage et al. (2015) who argue that the goals are
ordered a priori in terms of their location in the three
spheres (well-being, social, environmental). This in turn
points to an asymmetrical mode of policy integration, fol-
lowing a logic of goal prioritisation based on their sys-
tem embedding.

Finally, it is interesting to note that regarding the rela-
tionships between goals and targets, most of the analy-
sed texts emphasise that these are positive. In other
words, it is not trade-offs and conflict, or neutral rela-
tions between the goals, but synergies and co-benefits
that are the dominant interaction mode. The prevalence
of positive accounts is observable on the empirical lev-
el in analyses of the actual relations between the SDGs
and targets and their evolution (e.g., Allen et al., 2019;
Kroll et al., 2019; Maes, Jones, Toledano, & Milligan,
2019; Singh et al., 2018; Weitz et al., 2018). It is also a
focus on the political-strategic level. For example, Kroll
et al. (2019, p. 1) suggest setting off a “virtuous cycle
of SDG progress” in which trade-offs are transformed
into synergies. By looking at successful examples, pol-
icymakers are challenged to emulate positive relation-
ships between different SDGs in fields where trade-offs
dominate (see also Allen et al., 2019; Boas et al., 2016).
Sustainable development, in this perspective, is viewed
as a self-reinforcing process that makes strategic use of
interlinkages in the socio-ecological system and strives to
steer it beneficially.

5. Discussion: Reconsidering Policy Integration
for Sustainability

Our literature review reveals a considerable convergence
in the conceptualisation of policy integration for the
2030 Agenda. Policy integration in the context of the
2030 Agenda refers to the identification of critical points
of policy intervention that allow for the greatest achieve-
ment of asmany SDGs as possible, based on a sophisticat-
ed understanding of the interactions between all goals of
the SDG system. Policy integration in the context of the
2030 Agenda thus becomes a knowledge-based under-
taking of policy priority setting, based on a more or less

context-related analysis of the interactions between the
elements of a complex target system, which is to provide
indications of the most efficient allocation of resources.
In the following, we discuss this understanding of policy
integration for the 2030 Agenda in relation to the domi-
nant understanding of policy integration for sustainabili-
ty, i.e., EPI. While there are some similarities, we argue
that policy integration for the 2030 Agenda deviates in
some key respects from EPI.

Regarding the reasons for policy integration, we first
of all note that the more recent discussion on policy inte-
gration in the context of the 2030 Agenda is based on dif-
ferent justifications than the one on EPI. The central basis
for policy integration in the 2030 Agenda context is the
belief that integration canmake policymakingmore ratio-
nal. Not only can synergies be realised through policy
integration, but also contradictions between policies can
be eliminated. With the help of focussed interventions
in relation to critical goals or sets of goals, the allocation
of policy resources can be optimised in a way that the
greatest impact on sustainable development as a whole
can be achieved. While this may evoke rationalistic ideas
of policy integration, which also characterise large parts
of the general discussion on policy integration, EPI’s mis-
sion is different. EPI is concerned with the elimination of
a non-rational pattern of policymaking, too, in the sense
of realising effectiveness and efficiency gains by consid-
ering environmental concerns at the early stages of poli-
cy design (as opposed to, for example, end-of-pipe mea-
sures). However, some interpretations of EPI articulate
the idea of a fundamental shift in the normative basis of
policymaking, namely the prioritisation of environmental
concerns over sectoral goals (Lafferty & Hovden, 2003).
Here, policy integration is no longer functionally geared
to the achievement of specific goals, but rather to their
re-orientation. Viewed against this far-reaching norma-
tive claim of EPI, ideas of policy integration in the con-
text of the 2030 Agenda are more modest in that they
are directed at the (most efficient and effective) realisa-
tion of an existing system of objectives.

Considering the objects of policy integration, i.e., the
findings regarding the question ‘what to integrate,’ we
note a continuity between EPI and policy integration for
the 2030 Agenda. Both concepts emphasise goals as inte-
gration objects but tend to neglect other conceivable
objects of integration, such as policy problems or pol-
icy instruments (Bornemann, 2014; Briassoulis, 2005).
EPI is about the integration of environmental goals into
the normative system and structure of particular pol-
icy fields (such as agricultural policy), whereas policy
integration for the 2030 Agenda is concerned with the
relations between individual SDGs and their associated
targets. This conceptual focus makes integration a nor-
mative endeavour, but overlooks other (cognitive and
instrumental) aspects that present both opportunities
and challenges for integration.

As regards modes of policy integration, we again
find some crucial differences. First, while EPI is based
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on an understanding of integration that is specifically
oriented towards the achievement of environmental
goals, but disregards the broader normative implica-
tions of sustainable development, policy integration for
the 2030 Agenda implies an extensive policy integration
understanding. This is demonstrated by the fact that the
contributions reviewed cover the entire spectrum of sus-
tainability by referring to all goals of a broadly defined
universe of goals of political action, i.e., the SDGs. Given
its comprehensiveness, policy integration for the 2030
Agenda does justice to the normative breadth of the sus-
tainability idea, which has already been enshrined in the
Brundtland Report, but which has at times been over-
shadowed by selective interpretations focusing on specif-
ic economic, social or, in the case of EPI, environmental
dimensions of the concept.

The turning away from selective understandings of
policy integration also comes to bear in another mode
of policy integration referring to the direction of integra-
tion. In contrast to EPI, policy integration for the 2030
Agenda cannot be conceived in terms of a one-sided
activity aimed at incorporating environmental goals into
sectoral policies. Given the comprehensiveness and com-
plexity of the SDG system, an adequate concept of pol-
icy integration involves the consideration of reciprocal
relationships between goals, which are more or less
linked to specific policy sectors (Nilsson& Persson, 2017).
Moreover, while EPI involves a rather simple form of poli-
cy integration in that additional environmental concerns
are only related to particular sector policies, policy inte-
gration for the 2030 Agenda involves a high level of inte-
gration complexity. Consequently, many more (sectoral
or overarching) goals are of importance, and these goals
are interrelated in every conceivable way.

While extensity, reciprocity, and complexity mark
clear structural differences between EPI and policy inte-
gration for the 2030 Agenda, both approaches con-
verge to some extent concerning the weighting of goals.
Both EPI and (large parts of) the literature on the
2030 Agenda-related policy integration have their van-
ishing points in a prioritisation of goals, which dis-
tinguishes them from symmetric approaches to poli-
cy integration aiming at balancing goals (Bornemann,
2014, pp. 287–288). However, EPI assumes a normative-
ly founded principle of prioritising environmental goals
over other sectoral goals, whereas the prioritisation log-
ic of policy integration for the 2030 Agenda is more
functionalist. It serves to identify critical leverage goals
whose implementation promises the greatest impact on
the goal system as a whole. From a historical perspec-
tive, this change in the logic of prioritisation corresponds
to a more fundamental change in the understanding of
sustainability: From a rule-oriented and principle-based
(ecological) interpretation of sustainability, represented
by EPI, to a goal-oriented, evidence-based and compre-
hensive understanding of sustainable development.

This change has fundamental implications for gover-
nance. One of them concerns the relationship between

science and politics in the context of sustainability gov-
ernance. In the context of EPI, the prioritisation of envi-
ronmental goals is based on a politically legitimised rule
supported by principle-based and factual scientific con-
siderations about the centrality of ecological systems.
However, in the context of policy integration in the
2030 Agenda, science seems to move to a more central
governance position. Although not all of the analysed
texts explicitly refer to who is involved in integrative pol-
icymaking, a majority of them give scientific experts the
role of mapping and evaluating the interactions between
the SDGs to provide evidence about which are the most
important goals within the system, and which should be
prioritised in policymaking and implementation. In other
words, scientific experts provide evidence of and for rea-
sonable goal prioritisation. This comeswith considerable
technocratic implications in that policymakers appear as
implementers of scientific knowledge. As a result, policy
integration seemingly becomes the technocratic endeav-
our that some have always believed it to be: An effort to
tackle fundamental political and value conflicts through
improved knowledge of how to optimise the realisation
of multiple goals by creating a smoothly functioning and
seamless policy system that creates and perpetuates
societal progress (Allen et al., 2018; Biggeri et al., 2019;
Collste et al., 2017; McCollum et al., 2018).

Considering these technocratic connotations, we
should, however, bear in mind that integration in the
context of the 2030 Agenda refers to a system of inte-
gration objects, i.e., the SDGs and related targets, which
is essentially political in nature. As a number of authors
emphasise, the SDGs are the result of a political deci-
sion process involving national governments and multi-
ple political actors fromvarious contexts (Biermann et al.,
2017; Le Blanc, 2015). The agenda as a whole therefore
represents a compromise of different political ideas and
interests. This explains the inconsistencies and contra-
dictions within the resulting system of objectives, i.e.,
the trade-offs between objectives introduced by differ-
ent interest coalitions. This in turn presents the suppos-
edly central role of science in governance in a slightly
different light. Rather than setting targets, science is con-
cerned with analysing the possible interactions between
the elements of a politically defined target system. The
role of science is not to ‘speak truth to power,’ but
rather to analyse and interpret a politically constructed
framework of goals regarding its integrative implications.
The SDGs represent a politically defined, comprehensive,
and complex system of objectives which must be scien-
tifically researched and understood in order to identi-
fy knowledge about systemic points of intervention for
integrative policy designs.

6. Conclusion

In this article, we analysed the notion of policy integra-
tion in the context of the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs
against the background of the historical sustainability
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discourse. We found that the current notion of policy
integration departs significantly from the EPI concept
which has long dominated the debate on sustain-
able development. Turning away from the rather one-
directional and selective EPI approach, the 2030 Agenda
promotes an encompassing, reciprocal, and complex
integration approach. In contrast to the principle-based
and rule-oriented prioritisation approach of EPI, policy
integration in the context of the 2030 Agenda is based
on a functionalist logic of prioritisation, which—starting
from an evidence-based analysis of goal interactions—
identifies priority goals as leverage points for improv-
ing the overall system. The role of evidence and knowl-
edge is paramount because they provide the basis for
managing and optimising the complex relations between
goals and targets. In addition, the strong emphasis on
synergies and co-benefits, and the idea that conflicts
and trade-offs can be overcome, adds to the manage-
rial account of sustainable development. Beyond that
technocratic outlook, one should however not forget
that the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs are a political goals
system, representing a compromise between the UN
member states which was made in a specific historical
situation. It is in the nature of the ‘governing through
goals’ approach (Kanie et al., 2019) that the political
intervention is made on the level of objectives, leav-
ing the further steps, in particular implementation, to
the subsequent political process. Consequently, we can
understand the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs to promote
a specific interpretation of the (policy) integration chal-
lenges posed by sustainability.

The 2030 Agenda and its concept of policy integra-
tion raise an array of questions for future research. Next
to further analyses of SDG interactions in specific con-
texts with the aim of providing scientific support for their
practical implementation, we see three main research
perspectives for policy integration in the context of the
2030 Agenda. Firstly, as a continuation of existing empir-
ical work on the implementation of the 2030 Agenda
in general (Allen et al., 2018) and on policy integration
in particular (Tosun & Leininger, 2017), research should
focus on whether and how the specific form of policy
integration of the 2030 Agenda actually becomes rele-
vant in political practice. Does its implementation lead to
new governance arrangements and practices? Do these
differ from the earlier implementation of EPI? How do
interaction analyses and goal prioritisation look like on
the ground? Are there new forms of integration-oriented
cooperation between science and politics? Secondly, a
question arises regarding the political-institutional pre-
requisites, the conditions or mechanisms that enable or
hinder the practical implementation of policy integra-
tion for the 2030 Agenda: Under which conditions is
policy integration of the SDGs successfully implement-
ed? Finally, the empirical effects of new arrangements
and practices of policy integration should be examined:
To what extent does a political practice of policy integra-
tion that is consistent with the 2030 Agenda lead to inte-

grated steering impulses and ultimately to an integrat-
ed sustainable development of society? These questions
are paramount for any research aiming to promote the
achievement of the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs.
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