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Context

▪ Turbulent times

▪ Inequality and poverty

▪ Climate & biodiversity crisis and 
the Covid-19 pandemic are 
destroying economic, social and 
environmental systems globally;

▪ This affects the SDGs – but 
differently across countries;

▪ Covid-19 again illustrates that well-
governed countries are coping 
better with the pandemic – and 
with other crises
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SDG 16 & 17: the ‘engine room’ of the 2030 Agenda?

Some of the SDG 16 targets are difficult to implement and the indicators could be more meaningful: 

➢ The institutional dimension of SDG 16 is in practice a lot broader, more 
complex and more diverse than the targets and indicators are able to capture 

➢ This means that SDG 16 does not present ready-made recipes for innovation
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Challenges & success factors: getting public institutions ready for the SDGs 

Many public institutions and their 
governance are not able to cope with 
the huge Agenda 2030 challenges

▪ For decades, economic forces have 
resulted in small and weak 
governments and agencies, because 
the ‘invisible hand of the market’
would solve all problems

Small & weak governments go 
together with policy and 
governance failure

▪ Policy failure: e.g. misfit between 
problem and solution; inadequate 
policy choice because of lack of 
expertise; etc etc.

▪ Governance failure: e.g. Focus on 
WHAT (policy) and ignore HOW 
(governance); mismatch between 
governance style and existing 
traditions and culture; etc etc.
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Challenges & success factors: getting public institutions ready for the SDGs 

Success = based on contextual 
adaptation of governance

‘Best practices’ do not exist, but we 
can learn from ‘successful practices’

Creating success is about creating 
the conditions for success

To create the conditions for successful SDG 
implementation, four themes deserve high priority:
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1. Make Public Administration & Governance a strategic policy area

▪ SDGs 16 and 17 are the 
enabling/governance Goals

▪ All other SDGs have specific targets (a, 
b, c…) on means of implementation

▪ But: political priorities, at all levels, 
tend to focus on the WHAT? (policy) 
and much less on the HOW? (quality 
of public administration and 
governance)

▪ This mismatch is a predictor of 
governance failure, on top of policy 
failure

▪ And the global community can hardly 
afford this

This means, e.g.:
✓ Give Department(s) of PAG (Ministry of the 

Interior?) a place in the ’SDG Boardroom’

✓ Make them leading on mechanisms for policy 
coherence (horizontal) and multi-level 
governance (vertical)
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2. Towards mission-oriented PAG reform

The Guardian
20 Jan 2021

▪ For decades, public-sector reform 
and governance have concentrated 
on efficiency, while effectiveness 
was lost

▪ The response of governments to the 
pandemic showed 

- the power and importance of the 
state in a crisis, 

- the failure to act accordingly. 

▪ The correct response to the pandemic 
is to demand better government, not 
less
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Innovative governance must be embedded in 
mission-oriented public administration and 
governance reform, to achieve the SDGs by 2030

2. Towards mission-oriented PAG reform

This means, e.g.:
✓ On all great transformation areas, we need bold and 

inspirational missions, with involvement of business and civil 
society

✓ This helps focusing on the ends rather than the means: 
policymakers should create the space for creativity, 
experimentation and collaboration across sectors

✓ The EU has huge budgets for member states’ institutional 
innovation, increasingly used for the SDGs 
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A central part of the mission-oriented reform should be  
creating the capacities for innovative governance 

Use the 11 principles of effective governance

UNCEPA/UNDESA, endorsed by UN ECOSOC

2. Towards mission-oriented PAG reform

Booklet: https://www.sdg16hub.org/system/files/2020-
08/booklet%20-
%20Principles%20of%20Effective%20Governance%20for%20Su
stainable%20Development.pdf

https://www.sdg16hub.org/system/files/2020-08/booklet%20-%20Principles%20of%20Effective%20Governance%20for%20Sustainable%20Development.pdf
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A central part of the mission-oriented reform should be  
creating the capacities for innovative governance 

▪ This implies

(1) digitalise government and integrate multiple public 
services;

(2) improve access through multi-channel service delivery; 

(3) open government data; 

(4) simplify administrative processes; 

(5) decentralize public services; 

(6) make partnerships with private sector and civil society

2. Towards mission-oriented PAG reform
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Innovative governance requires new leadership, new 
instruments, and a new vision

Participation
Partnerships
Collaboration

Empowerment
Flexibility
Competition

▪ The most common public governance style at all levels of 
government is still hierarchy: centralist, legalist, top-
down, with a silo mentality – and not inclusive & geared 
to partnerships and co-production 

▪ A key innovation is therefore shifting the balance
between the institutions, tools and mind-sets of 
hierarchical, network and market governance

▪ It is not about replacing hierarchy with non-hierarchical 
governance: a contextualised mix of styles works best

▪ Metagovernance is combining features of 3 classical 
governance styles into dynamic, situational 
combinations

3. Apply metagovernance to prevent failure & to design with context

Meta-
governance
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3. Apply metagovernance to prevent failure & design with context

Metagovernance of hierarchical, network 
and market governance is:

• Based on practice (e.g. how the 
European Commission creates policy 
packages);

• Can be done at all levels, by all public 
(line/project) managers

• But it requires thinking beyond existing 
traditions of governance

➢ It is not a new governance style, but a 
kind of management approach to 
tackling governance failure, 
contradictions, trade-offs

➢ It is also about using the full 
(meta)governance toolbox with 50 
features with each 3 operational forms
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3. Apply metagovernance to prevent failure & design with context

Metagovernance thinking can cover a variety of multi-level governance approaches

Global/Regional Institutions

National government

Subnational government

Local government

instructions

instructions

instructions

Global/Regional Institutions

National government

Subnational government

Local government

Cooperation                    & support

Cooperation                    & support

Cooperation                    & support

agreement Cooperation                    & support

Top-down approach Real-time collaborative

Global/Regional Institutions

National government

Subnational government

Local government

subsidiarity

subsidiarity

subsidiarity

Subsidiarity approach

subsidiarity

See 2-page 
article

https://sdg.iisd.org/commentary/guest-articles/why-we-need-real-time-multi-level-governance-for-the-sdgs/
https://sdg.iisd.org/commentary/guest-articles/why-we-need-real-time-multi-level-governance-for-the-sdgs/
https://sdg.iisd.org/commentary/guest-articles/why-we-need-real-time-multi-level-governance-for-the-sdgs/
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4. Address silo mentality: change mindset & behaviour of civil servants 

▪ Working in political, institutional and mental
“silos” is a main cause of ineffective governance 
for  the SDGs

▪ But silos are also good: they give structure, help 
responsibility, transparency, accountability; they 
give identity

▪ Instead of “breaking down all the silos” , “Teach the 
silos to dance” -> make them work together, and 
more flexible and permeable, without losing the 
necessary structure

▪ Communication and collaboration skills can be 
learned, e.g. The Harvard Mutual Gains Approach
(MGA); 

▪ ‘Bureaucracy hackers’ and ‘Boundary spanners’ can 
play a role
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Metagovernance thinking helps understanding why organisations think differently 
about the meaning of  silos and how to deal with them

4. Address silo mentality: change mindset & behaviour of civil servants 

UNEP: self-assessment tool on policy coherence for sustainable development linked to 
tier II indicator 17.14.1

See 2-page 
article

https://sdg.iisd.org/commentary/guest-articles/teaching-silos-to-dance-a-condition-to-implement-the-sdgs/
https://sdg.iisd.org/commentary/guest-articles/teaching-silos-to-dance-a-condition-to-implement-the-sdgs/
https://sdg.iisd.org/commentary/guest-articles/teaching-silos-to-dance-a-condition-to-implement-the-sdgs/
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4. Address silo mentality: change mindset & behaviour of civil servants 

▪ In addition, mechanisms to improve policy 
coherence for sustainable development (PCSD) 
are crucial enablers of ‘dancing silos’

▪ OECD has brough together numerous good 
practice examples:  
http://www.oecd.org/gov/pcsd/

▪ UNEP is custodian of the composite SDG 
indicator 17.14.1 on PCSD – meanwhile a ‘Tier 
II’ level indicator

▪ Countries have been asked to do a self-
assessment on this indicator. UNEP is preparing 
a guidance report

SDG Indicator 17.14.1:

1. Institutionalization of political commitment
2. Long-term considerations in decision-

making
3. Inter-ministerial and cross-sectoral 

coordination 
4. Participatory processes
5. Policy linkages
6. Alignment across government levels
7. Monitoring and reporting for policy 

coherence
8. Financing for policy coherence

http://www.oecd.org/gov/pcsd/
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/metadata/files/Metadata-17-14-01.pdf
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Key messages

At global, regional, national and subnational level:

1. Public administration and governance (PAG) 
reform, focusing on efficiency instead of 
effectiveness, destroys the capacity of 
governments to lead on implementing the SDGs.

2. We need to move away from the efficiency 
paradigm towards: 
1) making PAG a strategic policy, 
2) starting SDG-targeted mission-oriented reform, 
3) applying contextualised metagovernance and 
4) addressing silo mentality.
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UN Committee of Experts on Public Administration (CEPA) 

Most of the suggestions in this presentation are also reflected in UN CEPA’s input for the HLPF 2021:
https://publicadministration.un.org/Portals/1/CEPA%20contribution%20to%202021%20HLPF.pdf

The Committee of Experts on Public Administration will hold its twentieth session from 
12 to 21 April 2021 in a virtual format

https://publicadministration.un.org/Portals/1/CEPA%20contribution%20to%202021%20HLPF.pdf
https://publicadministration.un.org/en/CEPA/20th-Session
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Further reading: reports with good practices and practical ideas

▪ SDG Helpdesk (UNESCAP)

▪ Sustainable Development Knowledge Platforms (UNESCAP)

▪ SDG Monitoring and Reporting Toolkit for UN Country Teams (UNSTAT)

▪ Self-assessment Indicator 17.14.1. Mechanisms in place to enhance policy coherence of sustainable 
development (UNSTAT/UNEP)

▪ Quality of Public Administration - A Toolbox for Practitioners (European Commission, incl. 220 inspirational 
examples

▪ Governance and Policy Coherence for the SDGs (OECD: good practice reports, toolkit, etc)

▪ Various courses on the SDGs (UNITAR/UNDESA)

▪ Capacity building projects & examples (UNDESA)

▪ Principles of Effective Governance for Sustainable Development & Strategy guidance notes (UNDESA/CEPA)

▪ ‘Metagovernance for Sustainability’ (Routledge) including ‘50 shades of governance’ with three governance 
styles (Meuleman 2018)

https://sdghelpdesk.unescap.org/
https://www.unescap.org/2030-agenda/sustainable-development-knowledge-platforms
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/unct-toolkit/
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/metadata/files/Metadata-17-14-01.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8055&type=2&furtherPubs=no
http://www.oecd.org/gov/pcsd/public-governance-sdgs/
https://www.unitar.org/event/event-partnership/un-desa
https://www.un.org/en/desa/what-we-do/capacity-building
https://publicadministration.un.org/en/Intergovernmental-Support/CEPA/Principles-of-Effective-Governance
https://www.routledge.com/Metagovernance-for-Sustainability-A-Framework-for-Implementing-the-Sustainable/Meuleman/p/book/9780367500467


Thank you for your attention!

contact: louismeuleman@ps4sd.eu &  www.ps4sd.eu

UNCEPA: https://publicadministration.un.org/en/CEPA/20th-Session

Why?                                             What?                                                                       How?
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