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From the “End of History” to global concerns about
sustainable human wellbeing on planet earth

(Picture of planet Earth as seen from the moon)



Outline

• From the MDGs to the SDGs – the global process
• People, Planet, Prosperity, Peace and Partnership (5 Ps)
• Synergies and Contradictions among the Goals 
• Studying Adaptive Capacity and Sustainable Human Wellbeing
• The role of science: Brainpower for Sustainable Development
• The Global Sustainable Development Report 2019



World Conferences in the 1990s

1990   Education for All (Jomtien)
1992   Environment and Development, “Earth Summit” (Rio)
1993    World Conference on Human Rights (Vienna)
1994 Population and Development (Cairo)
1995 World Conference on Women (Beijing)
1996 World Food Summit (Rome)

Way to the Millennium Development Goals



MDGs 2000 – 2015 showed mixed success.
China did very well in 1-6,  Africa poorly



The largest global consultation process in human history

• Driven by international organisations,  
governments, NGOs, local stakeholder 
groups etc.

• Thousands of preparatory meetings 
around the world …

• 17 Goals, 169 Targets and 230 Indicators.
• Independent Group of Scientists 

producing quadrennial Global 
Sustainable Development Reports.



Agenda 2030: 17 Goals, 169 Targets, 230 Indicators



The five Ps
People
Planet
Prosperity
Peace
Partnership



Synergies and Contradictions 
among the SDGs

• There are some difficult trade-offs, e.g. with current 
technologies SDG 1 (no poverty) and SDG 8 (economic growth) cannot be 
met when at the same time trying to meet SDG 13 (climate action). 

• There are some redundancies, e.g. Gender Equality (SDG 5) 
is a separate goal and is also reflected in specific targets on Health (SDG3), 
Education (SDG4) and several others…

• Some aspects are so closely interwoven that they can 
hardly be separated, such as human capital formation having health 
(SDG3) and education (SDG4) aspects. But they are conventionally covered 
by different institutions.



2015: Sustainable Development Goal 4:

…. quality primary and secondary education 
for all girls and boys …. .









Wellbeing Function in
Sustainability Science

W = f(Ci, I, K)

W is ‘human well-being’ 
Ci are capitals 
(manufactured, human 
and natural)
I is ‘Institutions’ 
K is ‘knowledge’

YoGL: One Indicator for assessing 
Sustainable Human Wellbeing

• Not in absolute 
poverty

• Not disabled 
• cognitive health





Education and Health: Austria 2007: Proportion of women 
with strong disability for activities of daily life (Daly)
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Education matters more than income when it 
comes to survival and life expectancy





Fertility by Level of Female Education  
58 DHS countries (multiple time points)



Assuming identical education-specific 
fertility trends, different education 
scenarios make a difference of more 
than 1 billion people by 2050.

• CEN Constant 
Enrollment Numbers

• FT Fast Track 
Education Expansion



India: Alternative Population and 
Human Capital Scenarios



Possible Role of Science Academies:
Help in assessment of synergies/contradictions
Focus on Brain Power for Sustainable Development



Brainpower is needed for cutting-edge research and 
innovation to foster sustainable development

But brainpower of the total population also matters for 
appreciation of science and behavioral change

• Many solutions are on the table for low to no cost 
changes in behavior at level of  individuals and 
societies

• But it does not happen (actually in some Western 
countries we are moving backwards)

• Something seems to be in our minds (brains) that 
keeps us from changing our behavior individually 
and collectively.



Addressing the cognitive preconditions for 
behavioral transformations in society at large

• The Sustainability Transformation is compared to earlier transformations 
such as the Industrial Revolution.

• But: In the past we reacted to changing conditions/stimuli, now we have to 
act based on scientific models and conditions not yet fully experienced 
(climate change).

• This requires (following WBGU)
- Einsicht (Insight)
- Voraussicht (Foresight) and
- Umsicht (Prudence)

All these are based on cognition which brings us back to the brain 



Global Sustainable Development
Report 2019

• Produced by a Group of 15 Independent Scientists 
appointed by the UN SG to present to HLPF in July and 
UN GA in September.

• Independent Scientific Report every four years, not 
negotiated with governments. Science has more than 
just advisory function.

• Highest expectations, very diverse group, no funding.
• Only rather general progress report (little new data for 

after 2015)



In conclusion:  What is new?

• Special section on the “Role of Science” and  “Sustainability 
Science” (inter- and trans-disciplinary with a long-term 
systemic view and a strong policy orientation). 

• Sustainability Science poses challenges for established 
Academia in the Global North and South.

• Reception of the report and the other SDG messages will 
crucially depend on communication in a mediatized world.
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