
Research on SDGs in 
Middle Income 
Countries: 
A Latin American perspective 

Deborah Delgado Pugley



2

Contents
1. Introduction

2. Argument
3. Key elements to consider
4. Research efforts in Latin America on SDGs: 

Examples from Colombia and Peru
5. Ways forward



1.
Introduction 



⊷ As a world’s region, Latin America has the biggest 
proportion of middle income population in the 
planet. 

⊷ Most of middle income countries in Latin America 
do not have a diversified economy. Marco 
Economies in South America rely on the exports 
of a limited number of commodities. 

⊷ Extraction activities for commodity production 
(metal mining, hydrocarbon, agro) do go against 
ecosystems resilience.

Introduction

4



Pew Research Center (consulted in 2018)
5



⊷  It is widely recognised that “the middle-income 
trap” is traced to the inability of countries to 
undergo a process of structural change towards 
innovation & knowledge-intensive production.

⊷ High levels of inequality may impede change by 
causing a lack of broad investment in human 
capital.

Going out of the 
middle-income trap?
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Argument
⊷ Transition to sustainable development calls 

for considerable coordination efforts. 

⊷ Current institutional arrangements give 
confined room for reforms of this type.

⊷ Evidence-based policy, finely adapted to the 
region’s socio-environmental context, has a 
limited but important room to influence this 
institutional path dependence. 

⊷ The Peruvian and Colombian case can 
illustrate some ways forward.
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2.
Key elements to 
consider
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Identifying priorities for new approaches can use available 
frameworks to classify each SDG outcome target under one 
of four categories:  

1. On track: where the target is already achieved or on 
course for success by the relevant deadline—usually 
2030. 

2. Acceleration needed: where the indicator is on course 
to close at least half the distance to the target, but not 
yet the whole way. 

3. Breakthrough needed: where the indicator is on course 
to cover somewhere between 0 to 50 percent of the 
distance to the target. 

4. Moving backward: where recent trends are moving in 
the wrong direction. 

2.1 Ways of reading 
progress towards SDG 
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Griggs, D. J., Nilsson, M., Stevance, A., & McCollum, D. (2017).
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1. In contrast to the  Rio ‘pillars’ (economic 
development, social development and 
environmental protection), the 3 
dimensions of sustainable development 
are described in the introductory sections 
of the 2030 Agenda as intertwined.

2. The scientific community has 
emphasized the need for a systems 
approach to sustainable development. 

3. Policymakers  face the challenge of 
implementing  SDGs simultaneously 
aiming at achieving progress across the 
economic, social and environmental 
dimensions.

2.2 Relationship between 
Sustainable Development Goals



Are they indivisible, reinforcing, 
enabling, consisting, constraining, 
counteracting or cancelling?

Importance of 
assessing the 
influence that goals 
have to each other:

Nilsson, M., Griggs, D., & Visbeck, M. (2016)



⊷ Using the SDGs as a knowledge management grid 
could help to clarify what evidence refers to what 
context, and how knowledge can be generalised.

⊷ What constitutes a positive interaction and a 
negative interaction can differ from one context to 
another and from one scale to the next.

⊷  Scientific evidence in one area might not hold for a 
different scale or target area. It may appear highly 
contradictory at  first glance. 

A. Context specific
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In an early assessment, 5  goals and targets were  
moving in the wrong direction across LAC: Reducing 
slum populations, Reducing waste, Combating climate 
change, Marine conservation, and Reducing violent 
deaths. 

While the negative trajectory is similar to global trends for 
the first four of these, the target on ending violent deaths 
is projected to fare much worse in the region than 
elsewhere.
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Nicolai, S., Bhatkal, T., Hoy, C., & Aedy, T. (2016). 



⊷ Some interactions develop in real time, while others 
show significant time lags.

⊷ Some interactions may be restricted in time to the 
actual period of intervention, while others are 
irreversible or take a very long time to dissipate.

B. Time Frame 
Dependency
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C. Taking into 
account 
Climate Hotspots

Szabo, S., Nicholls, R. J., Neumann, B., Renaud, F. G., Matthews, Z., Sebesvari, Z., ... 
& Foufoula-Georgiou, E. (2016).



C. Ways of assessing climate hotspots

Szabo, S., Nicholls, R. J., Neumann, B., Renaud, F. G., Matthews, Z., Sebesvari, Z., ... & Foufoula-Georgiou, E. (2016).



4.
Research 
efforts in Latin 
America:
Examples from 
Colombia and 
Peru
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⊷
⊷ The Universidad de los Andes (Uniandes) and 

the Sustainable Development Solutions 
Network (SDSN) are jointly developing a 
Sustainable Development Goals Centre for 
Latin America and the Caribbean, to be 
housed at Uniandes in Bogotá. 

In Colombia



Sustainable Development 
Goals Centre for Latin America 
and the Caribbean

⊷ The SDG Center LAC, established 
with the support of the 
Inter-American Development Bank 
(IDB), will be the first of its kind in 
Latin America and is envisaged to 
be a regional hub for SDG-related 
research and professional training, 
and related public policy activity.
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⊷ Still few initiatives in place.
⊷ 5 Private universities in a consortium effort.
⊷ Sharing research results by annual events 

where policy makers are involved.
⊷ Annual common Call for interdisciplinary 

research.

Peru: SDGs Working Group
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6.
Ways Forward



➔ Where are breakthroughs needed? Where are targeted 
changes required to reach populations persistently 
excluded?  

➔ Where could other countries’ experiences inform 
breakthroughs? Are there case studies to learn from in 
bending curves toward longer-term progress?  

➔ Where will near-term decisions drive outsized long-term 
effects? Some policy decisions are inherently long term in 
nature. Long- term effects need to be consistent with 
medium-term SDG outcomes, and vice versa. 
(Infrastructure and educational systems need to consider 
multiple decades when evaluating trade-offs).
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Biggs, M., & McArthur, J. W (2018).



⊷ Knowledge gaps and their order of magnitude differ. 
They vary from one geographical area to another. In 
this context, science empowerment and capacity 
building on research, data collection, analysis and 
assessments on SDGs and its linkages are essential.

⊷ Important interlinkages within and between goals and 
associated targets to support action in middle income 
countries. 

⊷ Finding synergistic SDGs considering the region 
characteristics and circumstances. 

⊷ Considering institutional inertia, context-sensitive 
evaluation is key.

Concluding Remarks
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⊷ In-depth understanding of local 
situations will be critical and it is a 
feasible goal in the Latin American 
context.

⊷ Characterising sustainable development 
and identifying causation to SD 
depends on in depth analysis.

⊷ In this sense, universities can help a 
more strategic and integrated 
implementation. 

Concluding Remarks



⊷ Countries are likely to prioritize certain goals, 
targets and indicators over others. 

⊷ During this exercise the “less effort” rule 
should be avoided. 

⊷ Evidence-based policy then has a room to 
influence state of things by showcasing its 
findings.

...an always keep track 
on policy makers
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¡Gracias!
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