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Background  
 
Key insights emerging from the meeting and specific recommendations to promote 
knowledge cross-fertilisation   
The productive encounters facilitated by this multistakeholder meeting have led to several 
insights regarding SDG interactions at a theoretical level, their implications for policy 
interventions and research-policy collaboration. The following points provide a summary of 
these insights:   
• A common language on what is meant by SDG interactions (synergies and trade-offs) 

is needed to enhance research-policy collaboration 
• Developing a greater understanding of the mid- and longer-term implications of SDG 

interactions—i.e. trade-offs can turn into synergies over time—can improve SDG 
governance 

• In developing evidence-based policies and interventions to govern SDG interactions, it 
is important to focus on high quality impact research by selecting studies that have 
gone through an international peer reviewed process 

• Policy coherence requires awareness of multiple (national, regional and international) 
development frameworks. As such identifying points of connection between the SDG 
framework and national development agendas and priorities will be critical 

• Researchers and policymakers are already harnessing the SDGs’ convening power to 
enhance interaction. Both sides can make greater use of formal and informal channels 
to further strengthen policy-research interaction  

Below an effort has been made to translate these key insights into specific recommendations 
for policymakers and researchers to overcome barriers standing in the way of greater 
interaction and encourage knowledge cross-fertilisation. Forging a common language and 
identifying a mutually-agreeable level of depth at which to work together are critical factors 
in enabling knowledge cross-fertilisation.  
 
For policymakers:  
 

1. Initiate closer relations with researchers and reach out to them with specific 
questions as a means of developing evidence-based assumptions and policies 

2. Make timely use of the evidence put forth by researchers to identify and address 
potentially negative side-effects of Dutch policies on developing countries  

3. Undertake a convening role to connect researchers with the right stakeholders on 
the ground, especially with national and local policymakers. Utilise the strategic 
position of the Dutch Embassies to facilitate these connections.  

 
For researchers: 
 

1. Recognise that research findings won’t automatically be acted upon by 
policymakers. As such, work towards translating findings into context-specific and 
practical policy recommendations 
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2. Take into account—to the extent appropriate—the questions central to 
policymakers in developing  and fine-tuning a project’s research question to 
maximise socio-political relevance of research 

 
For the Dutch MFA, at an institutional level: 
 

1. The Dutch MFA should create institutional incentives to promote evidence-based 
policymaking and structural interaction between policymakers and researchers 

2. The Dutch MFA should equip policymakers with the capacity to evaluate the quality 
and methodological rigor of given information and research, and to communicate 
effectively with academics, so that their research can become better aligned with 
policy challenges. 

 
Policymakers and researchers in development cooperation share much common ground. Their 
commonalities, however, do not automatically lead to constructive engagements—a process 
that needs to be effectively facilitated. The benefits of improved policy-research collaboration 
can hardly be exaggerated. For policymakers, collaboration can translate into more 
opportunities for evidence-based policymaking; while for researchers, it could strengthen the 
social relevance and impact of their projects. This multistakeholder meeting, held on October 
21, 2022, to celebrate the first year of the NWO-funded research programme, SDG Interactions 
and Policy Interventions in Developing Countries, is a crucial first step towards creating longer-
term, robust policy-research linkages. Throughout the meeting participants reaffirmed the 
importance of such linkages, stressing, however, that this interaction is not always easy to 
achieve.    
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To harness the benefits of policy-research collaborations, this meeting aimed to: a) inform 
policymakers of the research undertakings in the SDG Interactions and Policy Interventions 
programme; b) facilitate productive knowledge exchange between researchers, policymakers, 
and practitioners; and c) set the stage for longer-term policy-research interactions.  
 

 
 
 
About the SDGs Interactions Programme  
The research programme ‘SDG Interactions and Policy Interventions in Developing 
Countries’ is part of the Dutch Research Agenda (NWA) programme and initiated by the 
Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA). 

The aim of the programme is to gain new insights into the interactions between the SDGs 
and their effects and impact on policy interventions. For this programme, three central 
themes have been identified:   

1. SDG governance and decision-making  
2. Addressing trade-offs between food and nutrition security (SDG 2) and other SDGs 
3. Climate change (SDG 13) and conflict (SDG 16) 

 
One research consortium is funded within each theme: 

• Beyond cherry-picking: aligning development actors and efforts for inclusive and 
effective governance of trade-offs and synergies between SDGs in East Africa 
(theme 1) 

• Improving food and nutrition security by enhancing women’s empowerment (theme 
2) 

• From climate change to conflict: mitigation through insurance? (theme 3) 

The programme funds a fourth consortium to carry out a 'Knowledge Brokering and 
Synthesis' (KBS) project which serves to bring insights of the three research consortia 
together and ensure that the programme’s results become more than the sum of its parts. 
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Measuring and conceptualizing SDG interactions  
 

In her opening presentation, Dr. Pouw, Principal Investigator (PI) of the KBS consortium, 
discussed methodological approaches to studying SDG interactions, proposing a framework 
to review and visualize identified interactions. The existing body of empirical literature that 
utilizes the SDG framework is dominated by quantitative and mixed methods studies, and 
makes reference to SDG synergies and trade-offs. Empirical research on the topic is growing, 
but is still very dispersed, with some goals receiving much more scholarly attention than 
others. Although some of the literature seeks to provide policy advice on how to govern 
identified interactions, these recommendations usually remain abstract. Thus, a pressing task 
involves making more concrete recommendations related to context-specific implementation 
challenges.  
 
Following the presentation, one participant wondered how the empirical literature that is 
grounded in the SDG framework compares to a wider body of scholarly work that has a similar 
thematic focus, but does not use SDG terminology. This was highlighted as a promising 
potential follow-up research activity for the three consortia and the KBS team. Another 
question related to the added value of understanding and measuring SDG interactions—
disproportionate attention to this perspective might run the risk of depoliticizing the 
framework.    

The SDGs from an African perspective, the case of Ghana: Operating under a 
multiplicity of policy and development agendas 
 
The second presentation, given by Prof. Tsikata, co-lead of the KBS consortium, addressed the 
question how the SDG framework can be integrated in contexts characterized by a multiplicity 
of policy and development agendas. The presentation zoomed in on the case of Ghana, where 
the national development agenda is guided by four key documents—the 1992 Constitution, 
political party manifestos, long-term development plans, and the United Nations Development 
System (UNDS) plan for SDG implementation. This crowded institutional space complicates the 
practical integration of the SDGs in the Ghanaian context. To further integration, both the 
incompatibilities and points of convergence between the SDG framework and continental, 
regional, and national development plans need to be clearly identified. 
 
In response to the presentation, one participant inquired about how the integration of the 
SDGs is practiced at the national and sub-national levels. The Ghanaian national government 
is optimally using the SDG’s convening power, raising the awareness of diverse stakeholders 
regarding the SDGs, and involving them in the integration process, albeit in a top-down 
fashion. Another participant pondered on whether the SDG framework adds value or further 
complicates an already crowded institutional space. Operating at a global scale, the SDG 
framework adds an extra layer of accountability, but much of its added value will also depend 
on the practice of integration.  

Interactive panel discussion on SDG interactions, policy coherence, and the role 
of research in supporting policymakers  
 
Following the two opening presentations, three panel discussions, each focused on one of the 
funded research consortia and their projects, took place. Each panel involved the PI of the 
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relevant research consortium, a policymaker from the MFA working on a related thematic area, 
and a civil society representative.   
 
Panel discussion 1—Beyond  cherry-picking: Aligning development actors and efforts for 
inclusive and effective governance of trade-offs and synergies between SDGs in East Africa  
 
According to Prof. Dewulf, the PI of the first research consortium, the SDG framework is 
immensely influential but utilized very selectively: development actors tend to focus on a single 
or group of SDGs without consider the effects they might have on other goals. By taking Kenya 
(SDG15), Uganda (SDG 2, SDG 6, SDG 7), and Ethiopia (SDG15) as a starting point, his project 
aims to identify mechanisms of alignment and possibilities to make impactful connections 
between different SDGs and between actors. To do this, a qualitative two-pronged approach is 
used to trace the origin of complex interactions and mechanisms, and address the multiplicity 
of stakeholders and instruments used to achieve the SDGs. Building bridges between local and 
global levels requires cross-fertilization of knowledge and a combination of alignment efforts 
throughout the entire policy cycle. 
 

 
 

The Dutch policy coherence action plan demonstrates the MFA’s commitment to minimize the 
negative spillover effects Dutch policies might have on developing countries. To  ensure that 
the action plan works out well in practice, departments and ministries, beyond the MFA, need 
to be incentivized to systematically consider the global implications of their own policies. In 
addition, it was widely recognized that the SDGs should be used more systematically and as a 
holistic agenda to motivate policymakers to not only mitigate tradeoffs but also harness 
synergies. 
 
 

Panel discussion 2—Improving food and nutrition security by enhancing women’s 
empowerment 
 
Prof. Lensink, the PI of the second research consortium, kickstarted the panel discussion by 
presenting the main focus of the project: identifying tradeoffs and synergies between efforts 
to improve food security (SDG 2), women’s empowerment (SDG 5), and other SDGs. Beyond 
qualitative fieldwork and secondary data analysis, the project will also administer a new 
training on women’s empowerment, focused on internal constraints—i.e. social norms and 
psychological factors preventing women’s inclusion—to fill a gap in existing trainings that 
largely tackle external factors.  
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This project is of direct interest for Dutch foreign policymakers, especially considering the 
Feminist Foreign Policy that has been adopted this year. The results could also help clusters 
within the MFA to establish new inter- and intra-departmental collaborative linkages. The 
department of Inclusive Green Growth (IGG), which focuses on improving nutrition and diets, 
could, for instance, work more closely with the gender taskforce. Policymakers know that there 
are interesting connections between their work, but the pathway to address these connections 
and transform them into impactful collaboration is not clear yet. Researchers can help in this 
regard, stimulating policymakers to replace their siloed approach with the more integrated one 
offered by the SDGs.  
 
During the discussion one participant noted that, once a country reaches the status of middle-
income country, that country often stops receiving official development aid. This could be 
problematic as food insecurity and women disempowerment are unfolding at the household-
level, also in middle-income countries. The invisible nature of these household-level challenges 
makes it more difficult to measure progress. 
 

Panel discussion 3—Climate change, insurance and conflict  

 
Dr. Morsink, the PI of the third research consortium, opened her presentation of the project by 
highlighting its main research questions: To what extent and how do climate-induced weather 
shocks and weather-related insurance impact conflict and cooperation?; Can we design 
interventions that can be jointly implemented with insurance to mitigate any conflict risk? 
There is a widely-held assumption that climate change causes or reinforces conflict. While this 
relationship has not been empirically established, policy-makers often focus on formal 
insurance to mitigate this presumed negative relationship. Furthermore, recent literature 
suggests that formal insurance may crowd out informal risk-sharing practices and thereby 
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reduce cooperation, or increase pressure on natural resources, likely increasing the risk for 
conflict.  
 
In relation to the insurance agenda, the MFA has a critical role to play in providing policy 
makers within and beyond the ministry with institutional and structural incentives that promote 
greater interaction with researchers, and more evidence-based approaches, which seek long-
term sustainable results. One participant wondered why Dutch policymakers would be 
interested in this project, considering that insurance is not a priority policy area for The 
Netherlands. Looking at this from the integrated perspective of the SDGs, however, insurance 
is not a standalone topic; it relates to and affects other thematic areas the ministry works on, 
from conflict prevention, to nutrition. This research can help identify which other policy areas 
and ministries are relevant to the insurance agenda.  
 
In relation to the insurance agenda, the MFA has a critical role to play in providing policy 
makers within and beyond the ministry with institutional incentives that promote greater 
interaction with researchers, and lead to more evidence-based policies and interventions, 
which seek long-term sustainable results. From the perspective of Dutch policymakers, 
supporting insurance as a strategy before disasters happen can be a much cheaper and more 
sustainable solution to mitigate conflict and climate risk, and potentially incentivize adaptation. 
This would, however, require cooperation between the ministries’ thematic areas of financial 
markets, climate change, and conflict. This research can help develop evidence-based policies 
and interventions that connect various policy areas and ministries that are relevant to the 
climate change, conflict, and disaster risk financing agendas.  
 
 
 
 
For more information on the project, SDG Interactions and Policy Interventions in Developing 
Countries, and the Knowledge Brokering and Synthesis trajectory, contact: n.r.m.pouw@uva.nl 
& martha@thebrokeronline.eu  
 




