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EVALSDGs Pop-Up Note 1: 
EVALUATING THE COMPLEXITY OF THE 17 SDGs 

 
CONTEXT: We are living in a world that is changing fast and becoming more and more complex. So an 
increasing number of actors at all levels, across governments, civil society, and the private sector, are involved in 
addressing the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the 2030 Agenda. These have the ultimate purpose 
to tackle global issues through an integrated approach following the principle ‘No One Left Behind’. Such 
strategy has been conceptualized learning the lessons from the predecessors, the 8 Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs), which have failed in recognizing the interlinkages among targets and topics. 
 
CHALLENGES: The SDGs are comprehensive and integrated and speak for the 5 Ps: People, Prosperity, Planet, 
Peace, and Partnership. But evaluating all of them together, and not singularly, remains a challenge. Also, 
professional standards and practices usually apply for a long period of time due to the slow pace of behavioral, 
social, and political changes. Yet, in implementing the SDGs and measuring their achievements, there is an 
imperative to address complexity in a rapidly changing context by (a) being clear about the expected outcomes, 
(b) using a mix of evaluation tools, and (c) taking an adaptable approach. Therefore it is fundamental to 
understand what we have and what we want, specifically: 
 
 Adaptable evaluation framework: preparing logic 

frameworks which outline objectives, expected outcomes, 
and difficulties in explaining some data beyond norms as 
well as the possible weaknesses and strengths of the whole 
monitoring process which goes from the indicators to data, 
and then to evaluations and evaluators.  

 
 Complexity in reality and in practice: telling the story 

through appropriate quantitative (numbers) and qualitative 
(words) analysis ensuring the participation of all 
stakeholders. Such analysis has to contextualize findings 
through including feedback from the targets. Some goals, 
for example Goal 16, ‘Promote just, peaceful, and inclusive 
societies’, present also information which is intangible, such 
as: people, communities, and countries.  

 
 The necessity to integrate: including concepts which can 

describe the reality through an integrated approach. So 
choosing the most appropriate words and their nuances is 
fundamental to give data gathering personality. For 
example, for Goal 16, ‘sensitivity’ and the ‘do no harm’ 
approach are meaningful concepts. 

 
 Risk assessment: reflecting on the identification, management, and potential mitigation of the risk factors 

(using a risk matrix with ratings: high, medium, and low) to overcome any probability of occurrence and harm 
during the process of data gathering. For example, for Goal 16, special attention should be given the culture, 
history of equity policies and human rights violations, politics, and economy of a country.  

Do you know where we are?  
In the middle of complexity 
 
BIG CIRCLES: 17 SDGs 
SMALL CIRCLES: targets and interconnections 
among the 17 SDGs 
 
Source: SDGs interactive model 

http://peleah.me/sdg/sdgs-targets.html
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SOLUTION: Using mixed methods, disciplines, indicators, and actors to tell the story which has many chapters, 
implications, and participants. The result has to be a mix of everything. If the reality of the SDGs is complex, then 
evaluating interventions or aspects of interventions is even more complex. But we, as evaluators, can do it. So 
keep the table we have prepared on data sources accountability status and risk factors handy. 
 
 

Criteria Institution Method Result 
Accounta-
bility level 

Remarks Risk Factor 
 

Institutionally  
 

 

Governments  
 

Quantitative  
 

Final data  
 

Audited and 
documented 

 

Evidence based 
mostly quantitative   
 

 

Low-very minimum: evidence 
based 
High: if data are politicized 
 

 

Non profits 
CSOs 

 

Qualitative 
Quantitative   

 

Analysis 
data  

 

Quality 
research and 
program  
upon and well 
documented  

 

Research and 
program based  

 

Low: sources of verification   
Medium: sometimes data can 
be debatable by various 
stakeholders   
High: if organization 
conducts radicalisms  
 

 

Private Sector 
 

Quantitative 
 

Final data  
 

Audited and 
documented  

 

Evidence based 
Thematic and 
sectorial  
 

 

High: it is very much based 
on gainful benchmark  

 

Individually  
  

Qualitative  
 

Proxy  
 

None 
documented  

 

Facts and ground 
based and also some 
are based on 
assumption 
Very  thematic and 
sectorial  
 

 

High, medium and low 
High: none documentation 

 

Participatory 
  

Qualitative 
 

Proxy 
 

None 
documented  

 

Facts and ground 
based  
Very thematic and 
sectorial  
 

 

High, medium and low 
High: none documentation 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Contact us to provide your feedback or for more information:  
 
Dorothy Lucks, EVALSDGs Co-Chair: sdfglobal@sustain.net.au 
Florence Etta, National General Secretary, Nigerian Association of Evaluators: florence.etta@gmail.com  
Isha Wedasinghe Miranda, Governing Board Secretary, Asia Pacific Evaluation Association (APEA): ishamiranda2011@gmail.com  
Laura Gagliardone, EVALSDGs Pop-up Notes Editor: glaura.sorriso@gmail.com  

Did you know? 
 
EVALSDGs is a global network (GN) formed to add value and learning to SDGs, as well as support processes 
to integrate evaluation into global and national SDGs review systems. It is made up of skilled policy makers, 
institutions and practitioners with a shared interest in evaluation and sustainable development.  
 
EVALSDGs Guidance Group (GG) is a sub-group of the GN made up of evaluators ready to walk with you to 
support the evaluation of the 17 SDGs which is complex and requires strong collaborations and 
partnerships. It provides Pop-up Notes, trainings materials, and information on opportunities to strengthen 
the global and national evaluation capacity. It shares good cookies around the impact and sustainability of 
the SDGs and tells you which competencies you need. 
 
The EVALSDGs ‘Pop-up Notes’ are short, light and easy to digest notes on topics related to evaluation and 
the SDGs. They present ideas and new information, and stimulate thinking to strengthen evaluation capacity.  
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