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… is free of poverty, hunger, disease and want, it is a world where 
all life can thrive.  
 
… is free of fear and violence.  
 
… provides universal literacy and equitable and universal access to 
quality education at all levels, to health care and social protection, 
where physical, mental and social well-being are assured. 
 

The world in 2030  
 

(Introduction of the UN Resolution: „Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development) 
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… has universal respect for human rights and human dignity, the 
rule of law, justice, equality and non-discrimination;  
 
… respects race, ethnicity and cultural diversity;  
 
… provides equal opportunity permitting the full realization of 
human potential and contributing to shared prosperity 

The world in 2030  
 

(Introduction of the UN Resolution: „Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development) 
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… enjoys sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth and 
decent work for all.  
 
… has consumption and production patterns and use of all natural 
resources – from air to land, from rivers, lakes and aquifers to 
oceans and seas – that are sustainable.  

The world in 2030  
 

(Introduction of the UN Resolution: „Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development) 
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Die SDGs encompass „all economic, social and 
peace political problems that the international 
community has attempted to solve in the last 70 
years“ (Köhler, 2015) 
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„swabbing the 
deck of the 
Titanic?“ (Rivera 
2015) 
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Analyse the root causes of global inequality, poverty, 
environmental destruction and their underlying 
power relations; 
 
Explicitly establish an overall narrative articulating 
how the goals will lead to broader outcomes for 
people and the planet (ICSU 2016); 

The SDGs don‘t 

SDGs – could they work? 
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Encompassing and 
indivisible 
 
Intertwined and cross 
cutting 
 
 

The SDGs are 

SDGs – could they work? 

The silo 
challenge 

The complexity 
challenge 
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Nilsson et al. 2016. Nature 

Too many goals, too 
complex, incoherent? 

SDGs – could they work? 
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316 target-level interactions  
 238 positive  
   66 negative 
   12 neutral 
 
no fundamental incompatibilities 
between goals  
 
„Potential contraints and 
conditionalities  identified – mainly 
for interventions to shelter most 
vulnerable groups and provide 
equitable access to services…“  

SDGs – could they work? 
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The multitude of goals are a strength rather than a 
weakness 
 
Incoherence is not a hindrance for implementation 
but a challenge that needs to be explored 
 
 

SDGs – could they work? 
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Hypothesis: the bigger trade offs may not come from 
the trade off economic growth versus sustainable 
environments but from trade related power relations, 
e.g. EPAs and their effects 

SDGs – could they work? 
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A universal, transformative agenda – all countries are 
developing countries – diffusion of „old“ boundaries, 
acknowledgement of „new“ boundaries 
 
A local agenda – implementation strategies need to 
be developed at national levels 

Why to transform? 
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“…these targets have ended up as vague, weak, or 
meaningless…” (Holden et al. 2016) 

Why to transform? 
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(Steffen et al. 2015) 

Transform (just) before or 
soon after crossing the 
planetary boundaries… 

No need for a moral imperative 
of sustainable development? 

Why to transform? 
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No need for a moral imperative 
of sustainable development? 

What about social 
challenges…? 

Why to transform? 
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No need for a moral 
imperative of sustainable 
development? 

What about social 
challenges…? 

(Olinto and Uematsu 2013) 

Why to transform? 
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Does not answer why we should care 
about global equity, needs and limits… 

Why to transform? 
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Overarching and unifying: 

The ethical or moral pronouncement of the SDGs 
(sensu Holden et al.  2016) 

Cooperation and altruism 

Why to transform? 
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The ethical or moral pronouncement of the SDGs 
(sensu Holden et al.  2016) 

Why to transform? 
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The ethical or moral pronouncement of the SDGs 
(sensu Holden et al.  2016) 

“Human altruism shaped our evolutionary history and 
pervades social and political life” (Morishima et al. 2012) 
– it proved to be successful 

Why to transform? 



ICA-EDU Colloquium: Delivering graduates to meet the challenges of the SDGs; Georg Gratzer, BOKU University, Vienna, Austria  
 
 
 

The ethical or moral pronouncement of the SDGs 
(sensu Holden et al.  2016) 

Avoiding the apolitical trap: 

Cooperation and altruism are (also) political categories (e.g. solidarity) 
 
Cooperation and altruism can be trained – they are not „given“ or „private“ 
but a responsibility of societies 
 
Need for a global discourse on „who and what first?“  
 

Why to transform? 
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 A positive, mobilising idea – a model of a society after the 
transformation or a central promise that overcomes fear 

 Ideas, solutions, innovations and projects which move from 
niches into the centre of society 

 Change agents, pioneers of change 
 Societal alliances which cross classical political and cultural 

boundaries 
 A state which takes action, formulates guiding principles and 

goals and is open for political participation 

Preconditions for political transformations (Turowski and 
Mikfeld  (2013):  

How to transform? 
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„Widely shared narratives are of outstanding importance of for 
the activity orientation of actors“ (Turowski and Mikfeld 2013) 
 
They 
 reduce complexity; 
 create orientiation for future action strategies 
 are a basis for cooperatation between actors 
 foster reliability of expectations 

      

The need for a narrative 

How to transform? 
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The need for a narrative 

The SDGs carry the potential for a new narrative on how to live in 
 
global and intergenerational fairness (WBGU, 2016).  
 

This calls for „narrating the narrative“ 

How to transform? 
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Global transformation – who should transform?  

“All countries and all stakeholders, acting in collaborative 
partnership, will implement this plan.” (Preamble to the UN 
resolution) 

What is the role of Universities for 
implementation of the SDGs? 

Who should transform? 
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Fields of action 

1. Drive and support political and societal transformation by direct 
interventions in the policy process;  
 

2. Realise their mission as stated in goal 4, particularly 4.7;  
 

3. Identify implementation bottlenecks and suggest solutions;  
 

4. Transform Universities (ourselves)  

The SDGs as claim to Universities 
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Drive and support political and societal transformation by 
direct interventions in the policy process: 
  Work at the science policy and science-society interface 
 
Identify implementation bottlenecks, carry out research and 
suggest solutions: 
 Be aware of the temptation of complexity 
  

 
Transform Universities (yourself): 
  Create structures fostering interdisciplinary sciences; work at 
the science-policy and science-society interface; get sustainable in your 
operations.  
 

The SDGs as claim to Universities 
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 A positive, mobilising idea – a model of a society after the 
transformation or a central promise that overcomes fear 

 Ideas, solutions, innovations and projects which move from 
niches into the centre of society 

 Change agents, pioneers of change 
 Societal alliances which cross classical political and cultural 

boundaries 
 A state which takes action, formulates guiding principles and 

goals and is open for political participation 

Universities and political transformations  
 

The SDGs as claim to Universities 

(changed from Turowski and Mikfeld  (2013)  
Direct influence possible 
indirect influence 
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The University SDG staircase 

Ignoring 

Informing 

Incorporating 

Adopting 

Shaping 

In research proposals to fulfill needs of 
calls; in guiding strategies 
(Mainstreaming) 

Teaching, research projects 

Science-policy and  science-
society interactions; altered 
University structures  Transformation 

The SDGs as claim to Universities 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sXS98CqEgtA&vl=en-GB 

Many thanks for your attention 
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