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Abstract: The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), adopted by the United Nations in 2015, outline a
universal blueprint for achieving inclusive development, environmental sustainability, and global prosperity
by 2030. Now at the midpoint, this paper critically examines progress achieved between 2015 and 2025,
highlighting both achievements and persistent gaps. Drawing on UN SDG Progress Reports, the Sustainable
Development Report 2025, and peer-reviewed literature, findings reveal mixed outcomes: significant
advances in poverty reduction, education access, health indicators, and clean energy adoption, but slow or
regressive progress in areas such as hunger eradication, biodiversity conservation, climate action, gender
equality, and strong institutions. While approximately one-third of SDG targets show measurable progress,
the majority remain off track, hindered by financing gaps, inequality, data deficiencies, and compounded
global shocks including the COVID-19 pandemic, economic crises, and climate-related disasters. The paper
argues that accelerated financing, integrated policy frameworks, inclusive governance, and multi-stakeholder
partnerships are essential to realign global action with Agenda 2030. Without urgent course correction, the
SDGs risk remaining an aspirational agenda rather than a transformative roadmap for sustainable
development.
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l. INTRODUCTION

In September 2015, the United Nations General Assembly unanimously adopted the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development, establishing 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 169 associated
targets as a universal call to action to end poverty, protect the planet, and ensure prosperity for all (United
Nations, 2015). The SDGs represent an evolution from the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which
were narrower in scope, focused mainly on developing countries, and often criticized for their limited attention
to environmental and governance concerns. In contrast, the SDGs are universal, integrated, and
transformative, designed to apply equally to all developed and developing countries alike while addressing
the full spectrum of sustainable development: social inclusion, economic growth, and environmental
protection (Sachs et al., 2019).

The adoption of the SDGs marked a significant moment in multilateral cooperation. For the first time, the
global community agreed on a comprehensive, long-term framework to guide collective development efforts.
The SDGs have since influenced national development strategies, international financing priorities,
corporate sustainability commitments, and grassroots civil society initiatives. They have provided
governments, businesses, and communities with a shared language and set of benchmarks to measure progress
and accountability.
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1.1 Achievements in the First Decade (2015-2025)

Nearly a decade into implementation, the SDGs have yielded measurable achievements in several domains.
According to UN DESA’s Sustainable Development Goals Report 2025, global extreme poverty rates have
declined further from pre-2015 levels, with Asia and parts of Africa recording notable improvements. Access
to electricity and renewable energy has expanded significantly, with renewable technologies such as solar
and wind experiencing exponential growth in both capacity and affordability. Maternal and child health
indicators have improved, with declines in under-five mortality and maternal mortality in many countries.
Similarly, educational access has widened, with primary school enrollment reaching near-universal levels in
many regions (UN DESA, 2025).

These successes illustrate the potential of Agenda 2030 to mobilize global action and drive positive change.
They also demonstrate that with targeted investments, effective governance, and broad-based partnerships,
transformative outcomes are possible.

1.2 Emerging Barriers and Setbacks

Despite these achievements, progress has been uneven, fragile, and easily reversible. The onset of the
COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 was a major global shock, reversing decades of progress in poverty reduction,
education, health, and employment. According to Sachs et al. (2024), the pandemic pushed millions back into
poverty, widened educational inequalities due to digital divides, and strained health systems worldwide. In
addition, armed conflicts, rising food and energy prices, and economic recessions have further undermined
progress across multiple goals.

At the same time, climate change and environmental degradation have accelerated, directly threatening
SDG targets on hunger, health, water, and ecosystems. Global greenhouse gas emissions continue to rise,
biodiversity loss is accelerating, and many ecosystems face irreversible damage. The goals related to climate
action (SDG 13), life below water (SDG 14), and life on land (SDG 15) remain among the most off-track,
reflecting both political inaction and inadequate financing for adaptation and mitigation.

1.3 The Midpoint Crisis of Agenda 2030

As the world reaches the midpoint of Agenda 2030, concerns are mounting that the SDGs will not be
achieved on time. The Sustainable Development Report 2025 indicates that only about 35% of global SDG
targets are on track or making moderate progress, while the vast majority are either stagnating or regressing
(SDG Transformation Center, 2025). Progress is especially slow in relation to Zero Hunger (SDG 2),
Gender Equality (SDG 5), Sustainable Cities (SDG 11), and Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions
(SDG 16).

The unevenness of progress is also regional and national. While East Asia and parts of South Asia have
made notable socioeconomic advances, Sub-Saharan Africa and conflict-affected regions lag significantly
behind on almost all SDGs. High-income countries too face challenges, particularly in areas such as
sustainable consumption (SDG 12) and climate action (SDG 13). This reinforces the notion that no country
is fully on track to achieve all SDGs, underscoring their universal character.

1.4 Purpose of the Study
This paper provides a midpoint assessment of Agenda 2030 (2015-2025), focusing on three interrelated
research questions:
1. What progress has been achieved across the social, economic, and environmental dimensions of
the SDGs?
This involves documenting measurable achievements and identifying areas where countries have
successfully advanced SDG targets.

2. Where are the major gaps, stagnations, and regressions in SDG implementation?
This includes identifying goals and regions that remain furthest behind and analyzing the structural
barriers that contribute to uneven progress.

3. What policy directions are necessary to accelerate progress in the remaining five years to 20307
This emphasizes the role of financing, governance, partnerships, and innovation in bridging the
implementation gap.
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By synthesizing UN progress reports, the Sustainable Development Report 2025, and peer-reviewed
academic literature, this study argues that without urgent acceleration in financing, governance reforms,
inclusive policies, and technological innovation, the SDGs risk remaining an aspirational framework rather
than a transformative roadmap. The midpoint of Agenda 2030 thus represents not only a moment of reflection
but also an urgent call for course correction.
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Il. LITERATURE REVIEW

The adoption of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015 sparked extensive scholarly debate on
their design, implementation, and feasibility. Over the past decade, a growing body of literature has examined
both the progress achieved and the structural barriers hindering their realization. This section reviews key
academic, policy, and institutional contributions, focusing on three themes: (i) evaluations of progress toward
the SDGs, (ii) critiques of structural and systemic barriers, and (iii) recommendations and frameworks for
accelerating implementation.

2.1 Evaluations of SDG Progress

Global assessments consistently indicate that while notable gains have been made, overall progress toward
the SDGs remains uneven and insufficient. The United Nations SDG Progress Reports (2016-2025)
highlight improvements in health outcomes, poverty reduction, and access to education and electricity. For
instance, under-five mortality and maternal mortality have declined significantly since 2015, and primary
school enrollment has approached universal levels in many regions (United Nations, 2025).

Independent research supports these findings but emphasizes regional disparities. Sachs et al. (2022, 2024)
show through the Sustainable Development Report (SDR) that Northern and Western Europe consistently
score highest on the SDG Index, while Sub-Saharan Africa faces severe shortfalls across nearly all goals. East
and South Asia exhibit strong progress in poverty reduction, health, and infrastructure but lag in
environmental sustainability.

Other studies adopt a more granular perspective. Qi et al. (2024) introduced the Country-Level Evenness
Measure (CLEM), showing that even high-scoring countries exhibit uneven progress across goals, reflecting
policy prioritization of economic and social objectives at the expense of environmental ones. Similarly, Liu
et al. (2024) documented that progress has been disproportionately concentrated in SDGs with established
global financing and monitoring mechanisms (e.g., health and education), while environmentally oriented
goals remain chronically underfunded.
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2.2 Structural and Systemic Barriers

While progress is visible, multiple scholars argue that the structural design and political economy of the
SDGs limit their effectiveness. Spangenberg (2017) and Hickel (2019) critique the SDGs for being overly
ambitious yet lacking enforcement mechanisms, rendering them more aspirational than transformative.
Financing Gaps

A recurrent theme in the literature is the chronic financing deficit. The UN Conference on Trade and
Development (UNCTAD, 2023) estimated that developing countries face an annual shortfall of USD 2.5-3
trillion to meet SDG needs. Scholars such as Kharas and McArthur (2019) argue that international aid, private
investment, and innovative financing mechanisms have failed to scale sufficiently to close this gap.
Governance and Institutional Weaknesses

Institutional capacity is another barrier. Allen et al. (2020) highlight that many governments have not fully
integrated SDGs into national development plans, leading to fragmented implementation. Weitz et al. (2021)
further note that weak coordination across ministries and local authorities undermines cross-sector synergies.
Global Shocks and Climate Change

Recent shocks have exacerbated these structural issues. The COVID-19 pandemic reversed years of gains in
poverty, health, and education (Naidoo & Fisher, 2020). Armed conflicts, food price inflation, and economic
slowdowns have further widened inequalities. Climate change compounds these crises: Rockstrom et al.
(2023) show that exceeding planetary boundaries undermines progress on food, water, and health security,
making environmental SDGs especially difficult to achieve.

2.3 Frameworks for Acceleration
The literature also provides forward-looking frameworks for accelerating SDG implementation.
e Sachs et al. (2019) propose six SDG Transformations education, health, energy, food, urban
development, and digital/industrial systems as integrated pathways for systemic change.

e Le Blanc (2015) highlights the importance of policy coherence across goals, emphasizing that trade-
offs (e.g., between energy expansion and biodiversity protection) must be managed proactively.

e Allen etal. (2022) argue for multi-level governance, where local governments and communities play
a central role in tailoring SDG strategies to contextual realities.

o More recent modeling studies (Allen et al., 2025; Wang et al., 2025) stress the potential of innovation
and digital technologies in accelerating progress, from climate-smart agriculture to Al-enabled
monitoring of SDG indicators.

2.4 Summary of Gaps in the Literature
The reviewed scholarship reveals three critical insights:
1. Progress exists but is uneven: Gains are clustered in social and economic SDGs, while environmental
and governance goals remain neglected.

2. Structural barriers persist: Financing deficits, governance weaknesses, and global shocks continue
to undermine implementation.

3. Acceleration requires systemic change: Achieving the SDGs demands integrated policy
frameworks, innovative financing, technological innovation, and strong multi-stakeholder
partnerships.

This review underscores the urgent need for midpoint evaluations that do not merely track progress but also
propose policy directions for the final five years of Agenda 2030. The present study contributes to this gap
by synthesizing global data and literature to identify progress, regressions, and priority actions.

I11. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

This section synthesizes the regression analyses (health, environment, and equality indicators) with the
comparative index results (geographic, income, and environmental contexts). Together, they provide a
comprehensive assessment of SDG implementation from 2015 to 2025, directly linking findings to SDG 3
(Health), SDG 5 (Gender Equality), SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities), and SDGs 13-15 (Environment
and Climate Action).
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3.1 SDG 3: Good Health and Well-Being

The regression results show that both GDP per capita and environmental sustainability (ES) significantly
influence health outcomes. Neonatal and under-five mortality rates decline with rising GDP, but
environmental sustainability exerts a stronger effect (B = —0.69; —0.72). Similarly, air-pollution-related
mortality declines more steeply in countries with stronger ES (B = —0.60). Life expectancy increases with
income (B = 0.35), but even more with sustainability (§ = 0.62).

From a geographic perspective, health progress is uneven: Europe and North America show the highest
mean index and life expectancy scores, while Africa lags significantly. Income-group analysis confirms this:
High-Income Countries (HICs) outperform Low-Income Countries (LICs) in every health-related index.

Implication: Economic prosperity contributes to better health, but sustainable environmental governance is
equally decisive. This reinforces the interdependence of SDG 3 and SDG 13 (Climate Action) cleaner
environments are vital for long-term health improvements.

3.2 SDGs 13-15: Climate Action, Life Below Water, and Life on Land
Environmental indicators highlight that GDP growth alone does not guarantee ecological protection.
e Air quality (PM..s reduction) improves with both GDP (B = —0.20) and ES (B = -0.29), with ES
playing the stronger role.

« Biodiversity conservation (marine and terrestrial protected areas) correlates positively with GDP
(B = 0.20-0.22) but more strongly with ES ( = 0.26-0.34).

o Deforestation declines significantly only where sustainability frameworks are stronger (f = —0.27),
while GDP shows negligible influence.

The comparative index scores reinforce these findings. Europe and Oceania score highest in sustainable
development outcomes, while Africa scores lowest. HICs consistently outperform LICs in biodiversity and
ecosystem protection, though some resource-scarce, arid countries achieve surprisingly high effectiveness
by adopting adaptive governance and technologies.

Implication: Achieving SDGs 13-15 requires environmental governance and sustainability institutions,
not just income growth. Without them, economic expansion risks accelerating ecological degradation.

3.3 SDG 5: Gender Equality
Equality indicators show limited association with GDP but stronger ties to environmental sustainability.
e Female-to-male education parity is only weakly linked to GDP ( =0.13, n.s.), but highly significant
with ES (B = 0.44).

o Seats held by women in parliament are not influenced by GDP (B = 0.02) but correlate positively
with ES (B = 0.19).

Regionally, Europe and Oceania score highest on gender inclusion, while Africa trails behind. Across
income groups, gender gaps narrow significantly in HICs but remain wide in LICs.

Implication: Gender equality (SDG 5) is advanced not by wealth alone but by inclusive, sustainability-
oriented governance. Embedding gender equity into sustainability agendas appears to strengthen both
environmental and social outcomes.

3.4 SDG 10: Reduced Inequalities

The Gini coefficient (income inequality) shows a negative relationship with both GDP (f =-0.29) and ES (B
=-0.31). Importantly, ES has a stronger effect, suggesting that sustainability frameworks through inclusive
governance, equitable access to resources, and redistributive policies help reduce inequality more effectively
than economic growth alone.

Victims of modern slavery decline with both income growth (f = —0.14) and sustainability ( = —0.21), with
stronger effects again for ES. Regional patterns show that Asia demonstrates notable effectiveness in
resource-to-outcome conversion, while LICs remain disproportionately constrained by structural
barriers.

Implication: Progress on SDG 10 requires not just raising incomes but embedding equity and justice into
sustainability frameworks.
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3.5 Integrated Synthesis
By combining regression models with comparative indices, three overarching insights emerge:
1. Environmental sustainability (ES) consistently outweighs GDP per capita in shaping health,

equality, and environmental outcomes. This confirms that wealth without sustainability is
insufficient for meeting Agenda 2030.

Regional and income disparities remain stark. Africa and LICs consistently score lowest across
health, environmental, and equality indicators, underscoring the need for targeted financial and
institutional support.

Environmental and social equity are interlinked. Strong environmental governance correlates not
only with healthier ecosystems but also with reduced inequality, better health outcomes, and greater
gender equity. This validates the SDG framework’s integrated and indivisible vision.

3.6 Policy Implications for Agenda 2030

For SDG 3 (Health): Accelerate investments in pollution control, clean energy, and universal
healthcare, with emphasis on LICs and Africa.

For SDGs 13-15 (Environment): Prioritize environmental governance, biodiversity protection, and
adaptive strategies in arid and ecologically vulnerable regions.

For SDG 5 (Gender Equality): Integrate gender equity into environmental and governance
frameworks, ensuring women’s participation in sustainability decision-making.

For SDG 10 (Inequalities): Pair income growth with redistributive policies and sustainability-driven
equity measures to reduce systemic disparities.
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Figure 2. Differences in the ES (A1-A3), MIS (B1-B3), SDS (C1-C3), and EDS (D1-D3) across geographic
locations, United Nations income groups, and arid levels in 2021 The histogram with error bars presents the
mean value £SE. Different lowercase letters visualize the significant differences at p < 0.05. EDS is based on
data from 2017 to 2021. HIC, highincome countries; LAC, Latin America and the Caribbean; LIC, low-
income countries; LMIC, lower-middle-income countries; North A., North America; UMIC, upper-middle-
income countries.
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Indicators related to health

Age-standardized death rate
Neonatal montality rate, per 1,000 Mortality rate under 5, per 1,000 owing to air pollution, per
live births live bitths 100,000 population Life expectancy at birth, years
RZ= 067, Fyz5 = 16123 RZ=0.63, Fy 5= 136,75 RZ= 060, Fy 155 = 11888 RZ=0.70, Fy55 = 186.30

Factor " t 3 B t » B t P b ' o
GDP per capita -023 —438 <0.001 -018 -269 0.008 -0.29 —4.99 <0.001 035 0 <0.001
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: Indicators related to the environment
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Indicators related to equality

Seats held by women in Victims of mader slavery, per Gini coefficient adjusted for top
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ES 044 552 <0.0m 009 1.06 030 —037 —a37 <000 —03: -395 <0.001

All models are significant at p < 0.05. f, standardized coefficient; PMz 5, particulate matter of <2.5 um in diameter.

Figure 3. Effects of GDP per capita and ES on the indicators

IV. CONCLUSION

At the midpoint of Agenda 2030, this study highlights a sobering but constructive reality: while progress has
been made, the majority of Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) targets remain off track. Regression
analyses confirm that environmental sustainability (ES) consistently exerts a stronger influence than
GDP per capita on health, equality, and environmental indicators, underscoring that wealth alone does not
guarantee sustainable development. Comparative indices across regions, income groups, and ecological
contexts reinforce these findings, revealing persistent inequalities: high-income countries and
Europe/North America lead, while Africa and low-income countries lag significantly. Environmental
stressors such as aridity constrain outcomes, yet effective governance and adaptive strategies demonstrate that
ecological limits need not predetermine failure.
Four SDGs stand out in this analysis. SDG 3 (Health) shows progress where both prosperity and sustainability
converge. SDGs 13-15 (Climate, Life Below Water, Life on Land) remain among the most fragile, with
economic growth often undermining ecological integrity without strong governance. SDG 5 (Gender
Equality) and SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities) reveal that inclusive, sustainability-driven institutions matter
more than GDP growth in reducing systemic inequities. Collectively, these findings affirm the indivisibility
of the SDG framework: advances in one dimension cannot be sustained without parallel progress in others.
Looking ahead, the next five years are critical. To implement the 2030 Agenda, governments and
international institutions must:
1. Accelerate financing for sustainable development, especially in low-income countries, closing the
estimated trillions-dollar annual gap.

2. Strengthen environmental governance to embed sustainability at the core of economic and social
progress.

3. Promote equity and inclusion by integrating gender equality, social justice, and poverty reduction
into sustainability policies.

4. Foster adaptive innovation to ensure resilience in ecologically stressed and climate-vulnerable
regions.

The SDGs remain humanity’s most comprehensive roadmap for sustainable development. Yet without urgent
course correction, they risk becoming aspirational rather than transformative. The findings of this study
reaffirm that sustainability, equity, and resilience are not optional add-ons but the very drivers of
progress. Achieving Agenda 2030 requires a decisive shift from fragmented growth to integrated action
where prosperity, people, and planet advance together.
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