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Preface

The Nordic countries have long been recognised as
global leaders in sustainable development. Rooted
in strong democratic institutions, social reforms, and
trust in societal institutions, the Nordic region has
consistently shown that prosperity and equality can
gohandinhand. It has, however, becomeincreasingly
apparent that the Nordic lifestyle with its economic
prosperity, and substantial consumption comes with
environmental costs, both domestically and abroad.

This report — The Nordic Sustainable Development
Report — builds on the methodology of the Europe
Sustainable Development Report and provides a
regional perspective that situates the Nordic coun-
tries within a broader European and global context. It
bringstogetherdataand analyses fromthe SDG Index
for Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, and Sweden.
It provides a clear picture of where our region stands
today and where greater efforts are needed.

The Nordic countries perform well on the social and
economic SDGs but are clearly off track with respect
to the environmental SDGs. Environmental pres-
sures, unsustainable consumption patterns, and gaps
in biodiversity protection remain critical challenges.
Furthermore, the Nordics’ international spillovers

Aim of the report

This first edition of the Nordic Sustainable Develop-
ment Reportpresentsa closerlookat the Nordiccoun-
tries’SDG scores, trend data, and spillover effects. Fur-
thermore, it analyses the relation between theregion’s
SDG Index performance and the performance
towards the vision of the Nordic Council of Ministers.
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remind us that prosperity at home can generate envi-
ronmental and social costs abroad. At the same time,
the Nordic model of openness, cooperation, welfare,
andinnovation offers a strong foundation forrenewed
progress.

In an era marked by uncertainty, misinformation, and
geopolitical fragmentation, it is more important than
ever to anchor decision-making in robust data and
transparentreporting. The data presented here allow
policymakers, researchers, and citizens alike to under-
stand both the progress and the shortcomings of the
Nordic countriesin achieving the SDGs.

As co-chairs of SDSN Northern Europe, we aim for
this report to be a trusted source of knowledge and
inspiration for policymakers, researchers, and citizens
dedicated to advancing a more just and sustainable
future. We also hope it will foster informed dialogue,
responsible action, and renewed ambition throughout
the Nordicregion and beyond.

Prof. Katherine Richardson and
Prof. Holger Wallbaum
Co-Chairs, SDSN Northern Europe

The report aims to support a more informed discus-
sion on SDG implementation in the Nordic countries
and identify areas for improvement, both at home
andintheircontributions to sustainable development
globally.
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Key findings

o The Nordic countries are among the top Euro-
pean countries in terms of SDG implementation.
Among European countries they rank at the
positions 1, 2, 3, 5and 10 in the European SDG
Index and have high SDG Index scores that
range from 73.4 to 81.1 percent of SDG imple-
mentation. The average Nordic SDG Index score
(78 %) is higher than that of the European Union
(72.8 %) and higher than those of all other Euro-
pean regions.

« The strong performance of the Nordic countries
in terms of SDG implementation derives primar-
ily from a century-long history of social reforms
and strong governance of “the Nordic model”,
rather than efforts made since the 2030 Agenda
was ratified in 2015, and the Nordic’s progress
towards SDG implementation has levelled off in
the last couple of years.

o The Nordic countries have challenges with
regard to SDG 2 (Zero hunger), SDG 12 (Respon-
sible consumption and production), SDG 13
(Climate action), SDG 14 (Life below water),
and SDG 15 (Life on land), primarily relating to
lifestyle choices, sustainable consumption and
production patterns, emissions of greenhouse
gases and nitrogen, natural resource utilization
in agriculture, forestry and fisheries, and protec-
tion of species and ecosystems.

« The Nordic countries also have challengesin
terms of large international spillovers that nega-
tively affect other countries’ capacities to imple-
ment the SDGs.

« The SDG implementation profiles of the Nordic
countries are quite similar, meaning that the
Nordic countries share roughly the same chal-
lenges and opportunities. The countries with the
most similar profiles are Finland, Denmark and
Sweden.

THE NORDIC SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2025

The Nordic countries perform well on the
domestic Leave-No-One-Behind Index.

Among European countries, there are indica-
tions of a negative correlation between indica-
tors for international spillovers and domestic
SDG implementation, and a positive correlation
between indicators for Leave-No-One-Behind
and the remaining SDG indicators.

The results presented here are in line with the
results of the midpoint evaluation of the Nordic
Council of Ministers vision for 2030, aiming to
make the Nordic region the most sustainable
and integrated region in the world. The mid-
point evaluation acknowledges that the goal of
becoming a Green Nordic Region poses a big
challenge. However, the SDG dashboard pre-
sented here shows an even lower degree of SDG
implementation for SDG 12, SDG 13, SDG 14, and
SDG 15 than the dashboard of the Nordic Coun-
cil of Ministers’ vision for 2030.

Although all UN nations have signed the UN
Pact for the Future, there are geopolitical ten-
sions and increased global polarisation that
bring uncertainties for the future of the 2030
Agenda and the SDGs. For the Nordic coun-
tries, the Nordic Council of Ministers recently
adopted 14 sectorial programmes for Nordic
co-operation 2025 - 2030 that promote sus-
tainable development. However, the increasing
focus on defence and national security owing to
the volatile geopolitical situation and the war in
Ukraine pose significant challenges to Agenda
2030 and SDG implementation in the Nordics
and beyond.
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Introduction: The Nordic region
and sustainable development

The Nordicregion comprises the nations of Denmark,
Finland, Iceland, Norway, and Sweden, as well as the
autonomous territories of Aland, the Faroe Islands,
and Greenland. This region is home to approximately
28 million people, roughly 0.35% of the global popu-
lation. Despite their small share of the world’s popula-
tion, the combined economies of the Nordic countries
resultedin a Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of 1.7 tril-
lion Eurosin 2024 (Nordics Statistics Database, 2025),
representing approximately 1.7 % of the global econ-
omy and falling just below the 2.0 % shares of Canada
and the Russian Federation (IMF, 2025). In terms of
GDP per capita, the Nordic countries are among the
richest countries in the world, and significantly above
the average of countries in the European Union (EU)
(Nordic Statistics Database, 2025). This means that
the Nordics play an important role in global trade,
investment flows, and natural resource consumption
and, therefore, also in the responsibility for achieving
Agenda 2030, the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), and the Paris Agreement. In terms of climate
impact, the Nordic countries emitted 198 million tons
CO,-equivalentsin 2024, corresponding to 0.37 % of
the global emissions (Crippa M., 2025).

The Nordic countries have a shared history with sim-
ilar social, political, and cultural structures, and have
long-standing traditions of social reform, democracy,
and international cooperation. What is known as “the
Nordic model”is comprised of economic, governance,
and social policies that have resulted in societies with,
for example, strong labour rights and collective bar-
gaining between labour unionsand employers, a mar-
ket-based mixed economy, high taxes, a broad com-
mitment to social cohesion and equality, ahigh degree
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of genderequality, and a strong welfare state (Kuisma,
2007, Kautto, 2010).

While Denmark, Finland, and Sweden are EU member
states, Iceland, and Norway are members of the Euro-
pean Free Trade Association and closely aligned with
EU policies through the European Economic Area
agreement. Denmark, Iceland, and Norway are found-
ing members of the North Atlantic Treaty Organ-
isation (NATO) and, since Sweden joined in 2024,
all Nordic countries are NATO members. The close
bondsand cooperation between the Nordic countries
are also formalised within the Nordic Council and the
Nordic Council of Ministers, whose vision is to make
the Nordicregion the most sustainable and integrated
region in the world by 2030 (Nordic Council of Min-
isters, 2020). While this vision enables alignment of
shared priorities within the region, it does not replace
the global Agenda 2030 and the SDG framework.

The national reportingon Agenda2030and the SDGs
takes place within the UN High-Level Political Forum
(HLPF) in the form of Voluntary National Reviews
(VNRs). Since 2016, all Nordic countries have sub-
mitted two VNRs, and Finland submitted their third
in 2025 (Table 1). Nordic reporting at the subnational
level has also been submitted to the HPLF in the form
of 31 Voluntary Local Reviews (VLRs) from 22 Nordic
municipalities, as well as three Norwegian, one Icelan-
dic, one Swedish, and one Nordic Voluntary Subna-
tional Review (Swedish Association of Local Authori-
tiesand Regions, 2021, Icelandic Association of Local
Authorities, 2023, UN-Habitat, 2024, UN DESA,
2024).
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Table 1. Number and submission years of Voluntary National Reviews

(VNRs) submitted by Nordic countries.

Country Number of VNRs  First VNR Second VNR Third VNR
Finland 3 2016 2020 2025
Denmark 2 2017 2021

Sweden 2 2017 2021

Norway 2 2016 2021

Iceland 2 2019 2023

The Nordic countries are often seen as global lead-
ers in sustainable development. This is, among other
things, reflected by the continuously high SDG Index
ranking in the annual Sustainable Development
Reports (SDRs) published by the UN Sustainable
Development Solutions Network (SDSN) (UN SDSN,
2025). Between 2016 and 2024, Finland, Denmark,
and Sweden have been ranked as the top three
nations, whereas Norway and Iceland have been
ranked between 4t to 8%, and between 9t to 29,

respectively.

The Nordic countries have long supported the UN
ambition of international cooperation and multilat-
eralism, and have repeatedly voiced their support for
multilateral cooperation and rules-based interna-
tional order in statements within the UN. Despite this

support, the Nordic countries are only ranked at place
70 (Iceland), 116 (Denmark), 124 (Norway), 129 (Fin-
land), and 136 (Sweden), among the 193 UN countries
inthe 2025 Index of Countries’Support to UN-based
Multilateralism (UN-Mi) (Sachs, 2025). The UN-Mi
is composed of six headline indicators, and the per-
formance on those indicators, as well as the UN-Mi,
forthe Nordic countriesis shown in Table 2. Although
thereis substantial variation among the Nordic coun-
tries, the UN-Miindicators forwhich the Nordic coun-
tries perform worst are Percentage of votes aligned
with the international majority at the UN General
Assembly, Use of unilateral coercive measures, and
Participation in selected UN organisations and agen-
cies. The Nordic countries perform very well on Con-
tribution to the UN budget and international solidar-
ity, and Ratification of major UN treaties.

Table 2. UN-Mi indicator scores and overall UN-Mi score for the Nordic countries.

Indicator Finland Denmark Sweden Norway Iceland
Ratification of major UN treaties 91,67 91,67 95,83 87,50 66,67
Percentage of votes aligned with the international majority at the UN 26,15 27,69 29,23 69,23 72,31
General Assembly
Participation in selected UN organisations and agencies 66,67 33,33 66,67 66,67 33,33
Participation in conflicts and militarisation® 5713 70,76 40,96 38,33 99,45
Use of unilateral coercive measures** 44,65 41,38 46,83 48,29 4611
Percentage of gross national income devoted to official development 5770 87,00 100,00 100,00 30,71
assistance
Contribution to the UN budget and international solidarity 100,00 100,00 93,20 100,00 100,00
Overall UN-Mi score 61.6 63.3 60.1 62.2 69.5

* Participation in conflicts and militarisation is built on data provided by the Global Peace Index.

** Use of unilateral coercive measures are sanctions adopted without the consent of the UN Security Council.
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The Nordic SDG Index and Dashboards

This section of the report builds on data from the
regional Europe Sustainable Development Report
2025 (ESDR, Lafortune G.and Grayson F., 2025), the
Bilateral Spillover Impacts Toolkit (Sustainable Devel-
opment Solutions Network, 2024), and the Nordic
Council of Ministers report The Nordic Region - a
sustainable and integrated region? Our Vision 2030
- Status Report 2023 (Nordic Council of Ministers,
2023).

The SDGindex score for a country is a value between
Oto100 andrepresentsthe percentage of SDGimple-
mentation. These scores can be used to monitor the
development of SDG implementation over time and

enable comparisons of SDG implementationin differ-
ent countries. For moreinformation onthe SDG Index
and Dashboards methods, see Methods summary.

Inthe ESDR 2025, the SDGindexscore forthe Nordic
countries ranges from 73.4 to 81.1 with an average of
78.0. Thereby, the average SDG index score of the
Nordic countries is higher than the average score of
the European Union (72.8) and the average scores of
allother Europeanregions (Table 2). Inthe comparison
of SDG implementation among European countries,
the Nordic countries rank high, i.e., at positions 1-3
(Finland, Denmark, and Sweden), 5 (Norway), and 10
(Iceland). (Table 3).

Table 3. The SDG index rank and score for the Nordic countries and

the average SDG index score for European regions.

Nordic SDG ESDRSDG Country SDG Index
Index rank Index rank score (%)
1 1 Finland 81.1
2 2 Denmark 797
3 3 Sweden 79.4
4 5 Norway 76.2
5 10 Iceland 73.4
Regions
Northern Europe 78.0
Western Europe 74.1
European Union 72.8
Southern Europe 71.2
Central and Eastern Europe 70.1
Baltic States 69.6

The score for the Northern Europe region is the average score for the Nordic countries. The score for the European
Union, as well as for the Western, Southern, Central, and Eastern Europe regions, is taken from the Europe
Sustainable Development Report 2025 (Lafortune G. and Grayson F., 2025).
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Although the Nordic countries rank highly in the
SDG Index, it isimportant to note that this does not
result from extraordinary sustainability efforts since
the launch of the UN Agenda 2030 in 2015. The high
rankings of the Nordic countries are indicative of a
century-long history of social reforms and strong gov-
ernance, leading to “the Nordic model” as described
above, which has resulted in the current high SDG
Index scores for the Nordics’ social and economic
SDGs.

When examining the evolution of SDG performance
since the early 2000s, the SDG Index scores of the
Nordic countries have increased but started to level
off between 2021and 2025. In contrast, the score for
the European Union increases from a lower level in
2000, but at a higher pace, and continuestoincrease
until 2024 (Figure1).

Figure 1. SDG Index score for the Nordic countries and the European Union

over the period from 2000 to 2025.
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The time series for the Nordic countries is the average score for the five Nordic countries. Data from the Europe Sustainable

Development Report 2025 (Lafortune and Grayson, 2025).

As a complement to the SDG Index scores, the Sus-
tainable Development Reports contain SDG Dash-
boards to track progress on specific SDG indicators.
These dashboards aim to highlight the status of SDG
achievement by country and, particularly, the SDGs
that require attention and action. The dashboard is
visualised using the colour categories green, yellow,
orange, and red. In this categorization, green means
SDG achieved, yellow means challenges remain,

THE NORDIC SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2025

orange means significant challenges remain, and red
means major challenges remain (Figure 2). The dash-
board aggregate indicator ratings for each SDG are
estimated by averaging the two variables on which a
country performed worst, thereby pinpointing sus-
tainability challenges that require more attention.
In addition, the dashboard contains visualisations
of implementation trends over time at the levels of
SDGs and indicators. The trends are visualised as the
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arrows upwards (On track), half upwards (Moderately
improving), sideways (Stagnating), and downward
(Decreasing) (Figure 2).

The SDG dashboard from the ESDR 2025 shows
that the Nordic countries have major or significant
challenges for SDG 2 (Zero hunger), SDG 4 (Quality
education), SDG 12 (Responsible consumption and

production), SDG 13 (Climate action), SDG 14 (Life
below water), and SDG 15 (Life on land). The biggest
challenge is found for SDG 12, where the average
Nordic SDG Indexscoreis aslow as 47.8 %. The trends
forthese SDGs are mostly stagnating except for mod-
erately increasing trends for SDG 14 in Finland, SDG
15 in Denmark, and SDG 12 and SDG 14 in Sweden
(Figure 2).

Figure 2. SDG dashboards and trends for the Nordic countries.

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOAL

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 1 12 13 14 15 16 17
NO POVERTY  ZERO HUNGER G0OD QUALITY GENDER CLEAN AFFORDABLE  DECENT WORK INDUSTRY, REDUCED SUSTAINABLE  RESPONSIBLE CLIMATE LIFEBELOW  LIFEON LAND  PEACE, JUSTICE PARTNERSHIPS
HEALTH AND EDUCATION EQUALITY WATER AND AND CLEAN ~ AND ECONOMIC  INNOVATION &  INEQUALITIES ~ CITIESAND  CONSUMPTION ACTION WATER AND STRONG FOR THE
WELL-BEING SANITATION ENERGY GROWTH  INFI & INSTITUTIONS GOALS
Finland [ ] [ ) [ ) [ IR [ ) @
Denmark . . . . .
Sweden [ ) * . ’
Norway . . . ? . . . . ?
Iceland ot 0 [ e 1 [ [ [ [ [ J [ ]
. SDG C remain Significant challenges remain . Major challenges remain Data not available
4 Ontrack d 9 J Decreasing

Data from the Europe Sustainable Development Report 2025 (Lafortune G. and Grayson F., 2025).

When analysing these challenges at the targetlevel, it
is clear that all Nordic countries have major or signifi-
cantchallenges forthe indicators Prevalence of obe-
sity, Human trophic level', Exports of plastic waste, Air
pollution associated with imports, Imported emissions
of reactive nitrogen, CO2 emissions from fossil fuel
combustion and cement production, GHG emissions
embodied in imports, and Imported deforestation
(Figure 3). Several of the Nordic countries also have
challenges for Yield gap closure? Underachievers
in mathematics, Circular material use rate, Pro-
duction-based emissions of reactive nitrogen, Fish
caught by bottom trawling or dredging, Mean area

that is protected in marine, terrestrial, and freshwa-
ter sites important to biodiversity, and Red List Index
of species survival. These challenges primarily relate
to lifestyle choices, education, sustainable consump-
tion and production, emissions of greenhouse gases
(GHG) and nitrogen, natural resource utilisation in
agriculture, forestry and fisheries, and the protection
of species and ecosystems (Figure 3). The responsi-
bility to mitigate these problems falls on the govern-
ments and authorities in the Nordic countries, on the
private sector to improve their business models, and
onthe publicto consume less and consume more sus-
tainable products.

' The indicator Human Trophic Levelis a mean of the trophic level of food items in the diet, weighted by quantity. Itisa measure of the energy
intensity of the diet composition and reflects the relative amounts of plants as opposed to animals eaten. A higher trophic level represents
agreaterlevel of consumption of energy-intensive animals.

2Theindicator Yield gap closure is the percentage of a country’s potential yield in the three annual crops using the most land area, weighted
for the relative importance of each crop in terms of surface area. The long-term objective for this indicator is a value of 80.
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Figure 3. SDG indicators for which the Nordic countries score orange orred in the SDG Dashboard.

SDG targets shown is selected from SDGs for which a Nordic country score red at the goal level.
Indicators with blank spots have yellow or green dashboard colours. Data from the Europe Sustainable

Development Report 2025 (Lafortune G. and Grayson F., 2025).

The Nordic countries compared with the rest of Europe

SDGimplementation performance depends on coun-
try-specific economic, environmental, social and
political conditions. As countries differ with regard to
these perspectives, they have differentimplementa-
tion profiles over the 17 SDGs.

A multivariate statistical analysis comparing the SDG

Index score profiles of European countries shows
that the Nordic countries have fairly similar profiles.

THE NORDIC SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2025

Figure 4 visualises the SDG Indexscore similarity pro-
files of European countries in a non-metric multidi-
mensional scaling plot. For more information about
this methodology, see Figure 4legend and the papers
by Clarke (1993) and Ricotta and Podani (2017). The
quite small distance between the Nordic countriesin
Figure 4 means that the Nordics have similar profiles.
The countries with most similar profiles are Finland,
Denmark and Sweden, which form a tight cluster on
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the figure. Norway and Iceland have less similar pro-
files and are positioned higher up in the plot. Other
European countries that have profiles similar to the
Finland, Denmark and Sweden clusterinclude Ger-
many, Austria, the Netherlands, and France. Quite
close to the Nordic countries are Belgium, the United
Kingdom, and Switzerland.

It also appears from Figure 4 that Western European
countries have more similar SDG implementation pro-
files than the Eastern European countries. There is,
however, no clear divide between Western and East-
ern European countries. For example, implementa-
tionin Slovenia, Czechia, Poland, the Slovak Republic,
Croatia,and Hungaryis quite similar to thatin Western
European countries.

Figure 4. Non-metric multidimensional scaling plot that shows Bray-Curtis similarity
index distances of the SDG Index profiles of European Countries.
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The distances between countries reflect their relative similarity, i.e. the closer two symbols are, the more similar are the SDG Index
profiles of those countries. The axes do not represent fixed variables but are ordination dimensions chosen to best represent the pairwise
differences among the country SDG Index profiles in reduced space. Black symbols represent the Northern European countries, whereas
open symbols represent other European countries. The stress value is 0.13 and the two coordinates account for 81.5 and 12.1% of the
variance in the plot, respectively. Data from the Europe Sustainable Development Report 2025 (Lafortune and Grayson, 2025) and

analysis performed by the authors.
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In order to identify the SDG indicators generating the
differences between the Nordic and the other Euro-
pean countries in Figure 4, an analysis of z-scores for
each indicator was performed. Z-scores were calcu-
lated by subtracting the Nordic countries’ indicator
scores from the corresponding averaged indicator
scoreforallnon-Nordic European countries and then
dividing the difference by the standard deviation of
the indicator scores for all the European countries.
Formore information, see Methods section. The indi-
cators with the highest positive and lowest negative
z-scores represent those for which the Nordic coun-
tries perform well and poorly, respectively, compared
to other European countries.

The approach to analysing the z-scores of a coun-
try’s indicators is different from the SDG dashboard
approach. The dashboard approach usedinthe 2025
ESDR (Lafortune G.and Grayson F., 2025) uses pre-
defined threshold values and determines the traffic
light colours based on the average of the two indica-
tors for which a country performed worst under each
SDG. The z-score approach used here analyses each
indicator score independently, without predefined
threshold values, and compares a Nordic country
score to the average non-Nordic European country
score.

The z-score for an indicator can be seen as the fold
change between a Nordic country and the average
of non-Nordic European countries. Forexample, Fin-
land has z-scores of 2.73 forthe SDG 12 indicator Gross
value added in environmental goods and services
sector, and -2.12 for the SDG 3 indicator Population
engaging in heavy, episodic drinking at least once
a week (Annex, Supplementary Table 1and 2). This
means that Finland performance is 2.73 times better
and 2.12 times worse that the European average, for
the former and latter indicator, respectively.

The SDG indicators that all Nordic countries have on
their top ten z-score lists are SDG 7: Share of renew-
able energy in gross final energy consumption and
SDG 5:Seats held by women in national parliaments.
The top ten z-score indicators shared by four Nordic

THE NORDIC SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2025

countries are SDG 4: Adult participation in learning
and SDG 16: Corruption Perceptions Index. The top
ten z-score indicators shared by three Nordic coun-
tries include SDG 3: Subjective wellbeing, SDG 9:
Population with at least basic digital skills,and SDG
9:Patent applications to the European Patent Office.
Thefulllist of top ten z-score indicatorsis givenin Sup-
plementary Table 3.

The SDGindicators that, on the otherhand, are found
on four Nordic countries’ bottom ten z-score lists
are SDG 14: Mean area that is protected in marine
sites important to biodiversity, SDG 2: Human Tro-
phic Level,and SDG 15: Imported deforestation. The
bottom ten z-score indicators shared by three Nordic
countries include SDG 3: Population engaging in
heavy, episodic drinking at least once a week, SDG 8:
Fatal work-related accidents embodied in imports,
and SDG 12: Exports of plastic waste. The full list of
bottom ten z-score indicators is given in Supplemen-
tary Table 3.

Despite the methodological differences, the bottom
ten z-score indicator lists for the Nordic countries
(Supplementary Table 2) show similarities with the
SDG Dashboard results shown in Figure 3. Indicators
forSDG 2,SDG 12, SDG 14, and SDG 15 are present
both in Figure 3 and in the bottom ten indicator lists
shared by the Nordic countries (Supplementary Table
3). There are, however, some interesting differences.
For example, some of the Nordic countries clearly
performworse thanthe average European country for
two of the SDG 8 spillover indicators, Fatal work-re-
lated accidents embodied in imports and Victims of
modern slavery embodied in imports (more informa-
tiononspillover effectsis givenin the next chapter).In
addition, the performance of Finland, Denmark and
Norway is worse than the average European coun-
try for the SDG 3 indicator Population engaging in
heavy, episodic drinking at least once a week. The
worst performance for any Nordic country in relation
tothe European averageis Norway'’s performance on
the SDG 13 indicator CO,emissions embodied in fossil
fuel exports (z-score =-5.66).
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The Nordic Spillover Index

International spillover effects have been calculated
annually in the SDRs published by the UN SDSN (UN
SDSN, 2025) to quantify benefits (positive spillovers)
or costs (negative spillovers) from actions in a coun-
try that generate effects in another country. Spill-
over effects can hence affect the abilities of these
other countries to achieve the SDGs. Spillovers can
be grouped into i) environmental and social impacts
embodied in trade, ii) economy and finance, and iii)
multilateralism, peace and security. Trade in global
supply chains often generates negative environ-
mental and/or social impacts that are not reflected in
market pricesinimporting countries (Schmidt-Traub,
2019, Sachs, 2024). Goods imported to Nordic coun-
tries can, for example, give rise to GHG emissions or
be produced under conditions of modern slavery in
exporting countries.

Most of the spillover indicators developed in the
ESDR 2025 measure negative environmental and
social impacts that hamper exporting countries from
implementingthe SDGs. There are also both negative
and positive spillovers in economy and finance, for
example, Shifted profits of multinationals and Official
development assistance, respectively.In the category
of multilateralism, peace and security, negative spill-
overs include Exports of major conventional weap-

ons,and positive spilloversinclude Index of countries’

support to UN-based multilateralism’.

The spilloverindicators are aggregatedinto the Inter-
national Spillover Index. The list of the indicators used
for the International Spillover Index is presented

in Table 4. The International Spillover Index should
be interpreted in the same way as the SDG Index,
namely that a high index value is positive and implies
small negative spillovers, whereas a low index implies
large negative spillovers (Lafortune G. and Grayson
F.,2025).

When comparing the high SDG Index scores of the
Nordic countries to their International Spillover Index
scores, the gap between domestic SDG implemen-
tation and international spillovers is clear. While the
SDG Indexscoresrange from 73.4 to 81.1, the Interna-
tional Spillover Index scores range from 53.6 to 67.4
(Figure 5). This points to a clear divergence between
high overall domestic implementation of the SDGs in
the Nordic countries and their substantial negative
spillover effects internationally.

Table 4 presents the scores for the indicators used
in the International Spillover Index for the Nordic
countries. Expressed as the average score for the
Nordic countries, the most challenging indicators
for the Nordic countries are Exports of plastic waste,
Imported deforestation, Imported emissions of
reactive nitrogen, and GHG emissions embodied in
imports. It is also noteworthy that the International
Spillover Index Scores varies more among the Nordic
countries compared to the SDG Index Scores. The
indicators that vary the most are Official development
assistance, Exports of major conventional weapons,
and Exports of plastic waste (Table 4).

' The Index of countries’ support to UN-based multilateralism measures countries’ support to UN-based multilateralism via six indicators: (1)
Ratification of major UN treaties; (2) UNGA votes with the international majority; (3) Membership in selected UN organizations; (4) Partici-
pation in conflicts and militarization; (5) Use of unilateral coercive measures and (6) Contribute to the UN budget & International solidarity
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Figure 5. SDG Index score and International Spillover Index score for the five Nordic countries.

Finland Denmark Sweden Norway Iceland

90
85

B SDG Index Score B International Spillover Index Score

Data from the Europe Sustainable Development Report 2025 (Lafortune G. and Grayson F., 2025).

Table 4. Scores (%) for the indicators used in the International Spillover Index for the Nordic countries.

Indicator

Finland Denmark Sweden Norway Iceland  Average
of Nordic
countries

Exports of pesticides banned in the EU 999 981 083 995 037 979
Scarce water consumption embodied in imports 80.6 738 774 699 73.9 751
Fatal work-related accidents embodied in imports 70.5 54.8 66.1 491 36,5 55.4
Victims of modern slavery embodied in imports 658 576 68.6 36.6 306 518
Exports of plastic waste 59 1 0 15 0 0 141
Air pollution associated with imports 68.4 56.4 695 54.8 631 62.4
Imported emissions of reactive nitrogen 454 276 383 153 12.6 278
GHG emissions embodied in imports 382 270 390 265 276 316
Marine biodiversity threats embodied in imports 96,5 96.2 96.0 790 NA 919
Imported deforestation 301 8.52 429 18.2 205 24.0
Exports of major conventional weapons 86.9 83.4 339 454 100 690
Official development assistance 40.0 611 83.3 956 26.7 613
Shifted profits of multinationals 100 100 100 100 100 100
Corporate Tax Haven Score 667 85.0 717 100 100 84.7
Index of countries’ support to UN-based multilateralism 62.3 62.8 64.4 642 65.7 63.9

The number O indicates an indicator score in the bottom 2.5 percentile of European countries. NA indicates no data available.
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The relation between domestic
SDG implementation and spillovers

While the responsibility to formally implement the
SDGs falls on nations, the international value chains
and consumption and production patterns greatly
affect the success of SDG implementation. The indi-
cator set for the International Spillover Index (Table
4) is a subset of the indicators of the SDG Index. To
analyse potential coupling between domestic SDG
implementation performance and international spill-
over impacts in more detail, an average SDG Index
score without the spillover indicators was calculated
and compared with the International Spillover Index
scores. Among the European countrieshavingan SDG
Index score, a statistically highly significant negative
correlation between domestic SDG implementation
performance and international spillovers was found
(Figure 6). While the strength of the relationship is
moderate (R?-value =0.56), the patternindicates that
countries producing the smallest negative spillovers
are the countries that perform poorly indomesticSDG
implementation. The results show that no country
has both a high SDG Index score and a high Interna-
tional Spillover Index score, i.e. no country is placed
in the upperright cornerin Figure 6. In this context, it
is important to remember that domestic SDG imple-
mentationis, to alarge extent, determined by national
social and economic factors, e.g., governance of pov-
erty, health, equality, education, and decent working
conditions. In contrast, international spillovers are
largely determined by the imports coupled to domes-
tic consumption which, in turn, is coupled to the eco-
nomic capacity of the country’s population. In other
words, economically strong nations consume more,
and theirconsumption patterns canresultin negative
international spillovers. The Nordic countries, shown
asopen symbolsin Figure 6, deviate slightly from this
pattern. In particular, the three countries with the
highest SDG Index score (Denmark, Finland, and
Sweden) are quite far from the dotted regression line.

Several of the indicators highlighting poor Nordic
performanceinthe SDG Dashboard (Fig. 3) are spill-
over indicators. The indicators Imported emissions

of reactive nitrogen and GHG emissions embodied
inimports are red for all Nordic countries, signalling
that major challenges remain. Furthermore, the indi-
cators Exports of plastic waste, Air pollution asso-
ciated with imports, and CO2 emissions from fossil
fuel combustion and cement production are red or
orangeforall Nordic countries. In addition to the indi-
cators presented in Figure 3, all the Nordic countries
have major (red) orsignificant (orange) challenges for
the spillover indicator Fatal work-related accidents
embodied inimports.

Spillover effects are bilateral and directional. In an
effort to map the destination and direction of a coun-
try’s spillover effects, the UN SDSN, with funding from
the Deutsche Gesellschaft fur Internationale Zusam-
menarbeit GmbH on behalf of the Federal Ministry
for Economic Cooperation and Development, has
developedthe Bilateral Spillover Impacts (BSI) Toolkit
(Sustainable Development Solutions Network, 2024).
Although international trade, economy, finance, and
value chains are highly complex, and gathering data
forthese processesisdifficult, the BS/ Toolkit contains
bilateral spillover data for eight indicators for most
countriesinthe world. The toolkit contains sixnegative
environmental indicators, one negative social indica-
tor, and one positive financial indicator.

To map the countries that receive large spillover
impacts from the Nordic countries, data for the spill-
over indicators GHG emissions, NOX emissions, 502
emissions, Nitrogen', Export of plastic waste, Scarce
water consumption, Fatal accidents at work, and
Official Development Aid (ODA) from the BSI Toolkit
were analysed and are presented in Figure 7. For each
Nordic country and each indicator, the five largest
spillovers were included.

As shown in Figure 7, the Nordic countries generate
similarly sized spillovers per capita for GHG emissions,
NOX emissions, 502 emissions,and Nitrogen.The max-
imum difference between the countries for these indi-
catorsisabout afactorof two. These spillovers primar-
ily end up in China, the Russian Federation, USA, and
India. For Scarce water consumption, however, Den-

'The indicator Nitrogen is defined as excess nitrogen emissions from crop production embodied in imported goods and services. These
emissions contaminate aquifers and the environment and can result in adverse human health impacts and eutrophication.
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Figure 6. International Spillover Index scores plotted against the SDG Index scores calculated without

the International Spillover Index indicators for European countries.
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Open symbols represent the Northern European countries and the country abbreviations ISL, NOR, DNK, SWE and
FIN are given for Iceland, Norway, Denmark, Sweden, and Finland, respectively. The p-value and the R?-value for the
linear regression are 4.9* 10" and 0.56, respectively. Data from the Europe Sustainable Development Report 2025

(Lafortune and Grayson, 2025) and analysis performed by the authors.

mark generates per capita more than double that of
any of the other Nordic country. The largest difference
between the Nordic countries is observed for Export
of plastic waste. Iceland exports more than five times
as much plastic waste per capita as Finland. Most of
the Scarce water consumption and Export of plastic
waste are directed towards other European countries.
For example, consumption in Denmark and Iceland
generates Scarce water consumption in the United
Kingdom and Germany. For Export of plastic waste,
Germany, the Netherlands, and Swedenreceive large
amounts of plastic waste. Some of this waste is incin-
erated to generate heat and/or electricity, but some
is also re-exported, furthering the chain of spillover
impacts.

THE NORDIC SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2025

The BSI Toolkit also includes the negative social spill-
over Fatal accidents at work and the positive financial
spillover ODA. For Fatal accidents at work, Nordic
countries have roughly the same size of the per capita
spillover impact and the fatal accidents occur mainly
in China, Germany, and India. Regarding ODA, which
is a positive unilateral spillover, the biggest Nordic
contributoris Norway, followed by Denmark, Iceland,
Sweden, and Finland. Norway has almost three times
the ODA of Finland. Except for Afghanistan and the
Syrian Arab Republic, most of the development aid
from the Nordic countries goes to African nations.
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Figure 7. International spillovers from the Nordic countries (left side of panels) to receiving countries
(right side of panels).

Spillovers included are Greenhouse gas emissions (A), NOX emissions (B), SO, emissions (C), Nitrogen (D), Scarce water consump-
tion (E), Exports of plastic waste (F), Fatal accidents at work (G), and Official development aid (H). For each Nordic country, only the
top five spillover-receiving countries are included. Nitrogen (D) is defined as excess nitrogen emissions from crop production embodied
in imported goods and services. These emissions contaminate aquifers and the environment and can result in adverse human health
impacts and eutrophication. Data from the BS/ toolkit and visualisation produced by the authors using the Flourish web application.

Units for the values in panels listed below each section.

A. Greenhouse gas emission B. NOx emission

Denmark 475 China 481 Denmark 12.5 China 10,7

Russian federation 10.5
Finland 409 Finland 10.8
Russian federation 467

USA9.27
Iceland 331 Norway 10.7
USA 302
Germany 6.33
Sweden 292 Germany 215 Iceland 7.99
Sweden 5.26
Sweden 198 India 2.62
Norway 287 Sweden 7.60 Estonia 1.47
Italy 1.32
Norway 97.2 Finland 1.15
India 34.3 Polen 0.840
Unit = Gg CO, eq/100.00 population Unit = kilograms /100,000 population
C. 8O, emission D. Nitrogen
denmark 7.76
USA 0.820
China 12.7 Norway 0.890
Finland 7.29 India 0.590
Denmark 0.710
Russian federatiol Germany 0.440
Norway 5.64 Iceland 0.650
. China 0.420
India 5.05
Denmark 0.300
Sweden 5.28 USA 2.88 Sweden 0.570
. Ethiopia 0.190
Sweden 2.35 Pakistan 0.170
Iceland 4.85 ) Finland 0.470 Sweden 0.130
Estonia 1,46 France 0.130
Finland 0.62 Norway 0.100
. . Australia 0.510 . . .
Unit =tons/100,000 population Unit = kilograms /100,000 population
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Denmark 12200

Iceland 5140

Finland 4750

Norway 5100

Sweden 3590

Norway 0.960

Denmark 0.850

Iceland 0.800

Sweden 0.560

Finland 0.470

E. Scarce water consumption

Germany 6640

UK 6290

Sweden 4270

China 3630

USA 2900
Norway 2450

Japan 1970

Russian federation 1530
France1100

Unit = megaliters/100,000 population

G. Fatal accidents at work

China 1.27

Germany 0.770

India 0.720

Netherlands 0.360

Pakistan 0.250

Sweden 0.130
Denmark 0.080
Bangladesh 0.060

Unit = deaths/100,000 population
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Iceland 17.7

Norway 10.3

Denmark 10.0

Sweden 8.77

Finland 3.50

Norway 7.73

Denmark 6.93

Iceland 5.51

Sweden 5.40

Finland 2.60

F. Export of plastic waste

Unit = kilograms/capita

H. Official development aid

Unit = million US dollars

Germany 13.0

Netherlands 12.6

Sweden 11.6

Lithuaina 5.31

Poland 3.45
Latvia 1.90

Turkiye 0.690
Malaysia 0.610
France 0.580

\ UK 0.350
China 0.180

Afghanistan 5.59

Ethiopia 3.74
Syrian Arab Republic 3.37

Uganda 3.28
South Sudan 2.14

Malawi 2.11

Mali 1.54

Somalia 1.46
Colombia 1.33
Congo dem. rep. 1.23
Mosambique 0.87
—— SierraLeone 0.7¢

Nepal 0.39
T Tanzania 0.37
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The Nordic Leave-No-One-Behind Index

The principle of Leave-No-One-Behind (LNOB)is cen-
tralin the 2030 Agenda and calls for eradicating pov-
erty, ending discrimination and exclusion, and reducing
inequalities and vulnerabilities among people. LNOB
aims to reduce inequalities across and within coun-
tries. To measure inequalities within countries, the UN
SDSN hasdevelopedan LNOB index (Lafortune G.and
Grayson F,, 2025). The set of indicators for the LNOB
Indexisasubsetoftheindicators of the SDG Index, and
the LNOB index is calculated in the same way as the
SDG Index (see Methods summary below and Annex).

The Nordic countries top the LNOB Index ranking in
thelatest European Sustainable Development Report

andthus have the samerankingin this Nordic Sustain-
able Development Report. The country with the high-
est LNOB indexscore is Norway, followed by Finland,
Iceland, Denmark, and Sweden. Furthermore, the
LNOB index score for the Nordic region is well above
the average LNOB score of the EU orany of the other
European regions (Table 5). This means that there is
a higher level of equality and less discrimination and
exclusion within the Nordic countries compared with
the rest of Europe. The Nordic tradition and model
of strong governance as well as the creation of fiscal
space for societal reform have contributed to these
high LNOB Index scores.

Table 5. The Leave No One Behind Index rank and score for the Northern Europe countries,

and the average Leave-no-one-behind Index score for European regions.

LNOB ESDRLNOB Country LNOB Index
Index rank Index rank score
1 1 Norway 86.4
2 2 Finland 84.9
3 3 Iceland 84.7
4 4 Denmark 84.4
5 5 Sweden 824
Regions
Northern Europe 84.6
Western Europe 78.0
European Union 75.2
Southern Europe 72.8
Central and Eastern Europe 70.9
Baltic States 70.7

The score for the Northern Europe region is the average score for the Nordic countries. The score for the European
Union, as well as for the Western, Southern, Central and Eastern Europe regions, is taken from the Europe Sustainable

Development Report 2025.
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The relation between domestic
SDG implementation and the
principle of Leave-No-One-Behind

To analyse a potential coupling between SDG imple-
mentation performance and LNOB in more detail, an
average SDG Index score without the LNOB indica-
torswas calculated and compared to the LNOB Index
scores. Among the European countrieshavingan SDG
Indexscore, a positive correlation between SDG Index
scores and LNOB scores was found. This correlation
is statistically highly significant, and the coefficient of
determination (R2-value) indicates that the strength
of the relationship is moderate, i.e. that 49 % of the

variance in the SDG Index score without the LNOB
indicators can be explained by the LNOB scores.
Nevertheless, it appears that more equal countries
also perform betterin SDG implementation. Shown
as open symbols in Figure 8, Finland, Denmark, and
Sweden are found above the dotted regression line,
while Norway and Iceland are found below this line.
Norway and Iceland hence have high LNOB Index
scoresbuttheirscoresonotherSDG Indexindicators,
including their International Spillover Indexscores, are
lower than those of Finland, Denmark, and Sweden.
Although Norway and Iceland have lower SDG Index
scores compared to the other Nordic countries, they
perform well with respect to LNOB.

Figure 8. Leave-no-one-behind scores plotted against SDG Index scores calculated without the LNOB

indicators for European countries.
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The country abbreviations ISL, NOR, DNK, SWE and FIN are given for Iceland, Norway, Denmark, Sweden, and Finland, respectively.
Open symbols represent the Northern Europe countries. The p-value and the R2-value for the linear regression are 5.2 *10-06 and 0.49,
respectively. Data from the Europe Sustainable Development Report 2025 (Lafortune and Grayson, 2025) and analysis performed by

the authors.
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The most sustainable and integrated

region in the world?

In 2019, the Nordic Council of Ministers adopted Our
Vision 2030, aiming to make the Nordic region the
most sustainable and integrated region in the world
(Nordic Council of Ministers, 2020). The action plan
for this vision contained three strategic priority areas:
A green Nordic region, A competitive Nordic region
and Asocially sustainable Nordic region.

A mid-point evaluation of Our Vision 2030 was made
in the report The Nordic Region - a sustainable and
integrated region? Our Vision 2030 - Status Report
2023 (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2023). This report
shows the results for 45 indicators. The three strate-
gic priority areas have five focus areas each, and each
focus area hasthreeindicators. These focus areas were
mapped towards the SDGs, and while some of the focus
areas haveidentical counterpartsamongthe SDGs, for
example, Good Health and Wellbeing and Reduced
Inequalities, other Our Vision 2030focus areasare only
similar to some SDGs or have no counterpart among
the SDGs. The status report for Our Vision 2030 from
2023 acknowledges that although the Nordic Region

has come a long way towards becoming a sustainable
region, itfaceschallenges primarilyin becomingagreen
region and has major challenges forthe SDGs 12,13, 14,
and 15 (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2022).

In general, this conclusion corresponds to the results of
the SDG Index and Dashboards presented here. How-
ever, when comparing the dashboard of the mid-point
evaluation of Our Vision 2030 and the SDG dashboard
presented here, some differences are worth noting. For
the social and economic SDGs (SDG 3,4, 5,7, 8, 9,10,
11,and 16), the SDG dashboard presented here shows
a higher degree of SDG implementation than the Our
Vision dashboard. However, for the environmental
SDGs (SDG 12,13,14, and 15), the SDG dashboard pre-
sented here shows alowerdegree of SDG implementa-
tion than the dashboard for Our Vision 2030 (Fig. 9). As
the two dashboards rely on different indicator sets that
are not directly comparable, full alignment between
them cannot be expected. For example, in the SDG
dashboard presented here, the environmental SDGs
includes several spillover indicators, which the dash-

Figure 9. Comparing results from the Europe Sustainable Development Report and the Nordic Region

Status Report.

Data from the Europe Sustainable Development Report (ESDR) and the Nordic Region Status Report (NRSR) is shown as share of
indicators coloured according to Achieved (green), Challenges remain (yellow), Significant challenges remain (orange), and Major

challenges remain (red). Analysis performed by the authors.
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board of the mid-point evaluation of Our Vision 2030
does not. The poor performance of the Nordic coun-
tries on several of those spilloverindicators might partly
explainthelowerdegree of SDGimplementationinthe
dashboard presented here. Nevertheless, it is worth
noting that although the mid-point evaluation of Our
Vision 2030 acknowledges that becoming a green
region presents major challenges, the SDG dashboard
presented here indicates that these challenges may be
even greaterthan the Our Vision 2030 evaluation sug-
gests, especiallyif environmental spilloversareincluded.

In 2024, the Nordic Council of Ministers approved
14 sectorial programmes for Nordic co-operation
2025 - 2030 (Nordic Co-operation, 2024). These
programmes aim to deliver on the three strategic pri-
orities of Our Vision 2030: A green Nordic Region, a
competitive Nordic Region, and a socially sustainable
Nordic Region. The programmes most relevant forthe

SDG challenges of the Nordic countries are those for
Environmentand Climate and Fisheries, Aquaculture,
Agriculture, Food and Forestry. The programme for
Environment and Climate focuses on three goals: cli-
mate neutrality and resilience, reducing biodiversity
loss, and reducing ecological footprint and pollution,
i.e, goalsaimed at mitigating the triple planetary crises.
The programme for Fisheries, Aquaculture, Agricul-
ture, Food and Forestry also outlines three goals focus-
ingon astrengthened green transition within the pro-
gramme sectors, greater competitiveness through
sustainable management and use of resources, and
greaterresilience within the programme sectors. Each
ofthe goalsinthese programmeshasthree orfoursub-
goals, pinpointing political priorities for the Nordic
Council of Ministers. The topics in the programme
sub-goals partly overlap, and the sub-goals also aim
to ensure positive results for the strategic priorities of
social sustainability and competitiveness.

Examples of recent developments

at the national Nordic level

At the national level, the Nordic governments have
recently acted quite differently in relation to Agenda
2030.

Finland

Finland submitted a third VNR in 2025, which states
that Finland is strongly committed to achieving the
SDGs by 2030 and continuing sustainability work
both nationally and as an international partner. It also
acknowledges that although Finland has attained
some proportion of the SDGs, it is still far below the
level of its ambition with respect to some crucial issues.
Inthe assessment by Lyytimékietal. (2025), the current
government prioritises economic development over
environmental and social goals, while sidelining climate
concerns and the concept of “green transition”.

THE NORDIC SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2025

In Finland, asin several other Nordic countries, the war
in Ukraine hasled toafocus onsecurity and economic
issues at the expense of a focus on developing more
sustainable societies. Nevertheless, thereisagrowing
awareness that sustainable developmentis critical for
enhancingresilience and competitiveness (European
Commission: Directorate-General for Research Inno-
vation, 2025).

Denmark

In2025, the Danish government published an updated
action plan for the SDGs, where the current status of
SDG implementation is summarised and several key
initiatives contributing to SDG implementation are
presented. The SDGs highlighted as challenging for
Denmarkinclude SDG12,SDG14,and SDG 15. No tar-
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getsforSDG2and SDG 13 are highlighted as challeng-
ing'. However, intensive agriculture is still highlighted
as an area where trade-offs with the environmental
SDGs are occurring. The Danish government has for-
mulated 50 specificaims for SDG implementationand
assigned responsibilities to follow indicators forthese
aims to different ministries.

Sweden

In Sweden, the National Coordinator for Agenda
2030, tasked to support the Swedish government
and other national actors with the implementation
of Agenda 2030, submitted its final report in 2024.
The main messages of the final report were that the
transformation towards sustainable development is
progressing too slowly, theimplementation measures
takenareinsufficient, and that clearer political leader-
ship forimplementation is needed (National Coordi-
nator for Agenda 2030, 2024).

InSeptember2025, the Swedish National Audit Office
examined Sweden’s work on implementing Agenda
2030. Their conclusions were that, although the gov-
ernment and parliament have expressed high ambi-
tions for SDG implementation, the progress has not
increased significantly since 2016, and theimplemen-
tation work has not been effective. The audit showed
several major shortcomingsin the government’swork.
Forexample, notidentifying a clear direction for SDG
implementation, not directing and enabling Swedish

authorities to contribute to the work, and not following
upandreportingtothe Parliamenton SDGimplemen-
tation (Riksrevisionen, 2025).

Norway

Norway presenteditslast VNRin2021and, to the best
of our knowledge, no updated action plan has been
published. However, in 2025, the Norwegian gov-
ernment and UNDP signed a statement of intent to
strengthen cooperation on public finance for sustain-
able development (UNDP Sustainable Finance Hub,
2025).This statement of intent aims to help countries
close the financing gap for sustainable development
through stronger domestic resource mobilisation and
more coherent fiscal policy.

Iceland

Iceland submitted its latest VNR to the HLPF in 2023,
which, similar to the results presented here, identified
international spillovers as one of the main challenges.
Interestingly, this VNR contains parallel assessments
of SDG progress from the Icelandic government and
the Icelandic civil society. There are clear differences
between these assessments, particularly for SDG
12, SDG 13, and SDG 15, for which the government
assessed greater progress compared with the civil
society assessment. At the HLPF 2024, the Icelandic
government reassured its commitment to Agenda
2030 (Government of Iceland, 2024).

' The updated Danish action plan evaluates the SDG implementation status based on the UN targets and indicators, which partly differs from

the indicators used in this report.
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Conclusions and outlook

The Nordics are clearly among the countries that
have reached the furthestin achievingthe SDGs. It s,
however, important to note that most of the actions
taken towards achieving the goals happened before
the 2030 Agenda and the associated SDGs were for-
mulated andratified. The long-standing Nordic history
of social reform, leading to strong labour rights, social
cohesion and equality, high degree of gender equality,
andastrongwelfare state, resultsin high scores forthe
social and economic SDGs.

However, all the Nordic countries have major chal-
lenges withrespectto SDG 12 (Sustainable consump-
tion and production) and several of the Nordics have
major or significant challenges for the environmental
perspectives in SDG 2 (Zero hunger), SDG 13 (Cli-
mate action), SDG 14 (Life below water) and SDG 15
(Life onland). These challenges are manifestations of
unsustainable consumption and production linked to
Nordic lifestyle choices, partly insufficient education,
high emissions of greenhouse gases (GHG) and nitro-
gen, inadequate natural resource utilisation in agri-
culture, forestry and fisheries, and poor protection of
species and ecosystems. As pointed out by Lyytimaki
et al. (2025), the idea of the Nordic welfare state is
based on continuous economic growth, which gives
the fundamental policy dilemma that achieving eco-
logical sustainability requires questioning the para-
digm underpinning the Nordic welfare society based
on endless economic expansion.

Among European countries, the Nordics have sim-

ilar SDG implementation profiles. The Nordic SDG
implementation profiles are, however, not identical
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and the profiles of Finland, Denmark and Sweden are
also similar to nations such as Germany, Austria, the
Netherlands, and France.

All Nordic countries perform well with respect to
Leave-No-One-Behind, again emphasising the
Nordic history of social reforms and ambitions to
create a strong welfare state. However, the Nordic
countries have large negative spillovers, meaning that
consumption in the Nordics create negative environ-
mental and social impacts in other countries. These
impacts hinderthe exporting countries from achieving
the SDGs. The major challenges for the Nordic coun-
tries regarding SDG 12 also highlight the problematic
Nordic lifestyle and consumption patterns, for exam-
pleresultinginlarge exports of plasticwaste and neg-
ative spillover effects of air pollution and emissions of

reactive nitrogenin other countries.

Overthelastcentury,the Nordic countries have devel-
oped into nations with high economic growth, astrong
welfare state, and high material standards. Using the
indices and resources presented in the report, and
measuring this developmentas SDG implementation,
hasresultedin high scores forthe socialand economic
SDGs and high scores for Leaving-No-One-Behind
domestically. It could be argued that other countries
could follow a similar path towards SDG implementa-
tion, but the reforms leading to the current state took
along time. At the same time, this development has
resultedinlowscores for SDG 12 and the environmen-
tal SDGs, and large negative spillovers. It is thus diffi-
cultto pinpoint specificactions that will help countries
to holisticallyimplement Agenda 2030 and the SDGs.
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The future of the 2030 Agenda
and the SDGs

As we come closer to 2030, the lack of global SDG
implementation has spurred discussions about the
future of the SDGs and how global sustainable devel-
opmentwill be handled post 2030. These discussions
are ongoing at different levels and within different
sectors. Within academia, several scientific papers
have addressed this question. Forexample, Bai (2024)
argues that the post 2030 set of goals should better
address “who should do what” and have more explicit
targets for cities and businesses. Cernev and Fenner
(2024) suggest developing seven new goals that build
on lessons from the Millenium Goals and the SDGs.
Nerinietal.(2024) argue for the extension of the time-
linesforsome of the SDGs t0 2050, but also for adapt-
ing the goals based on the development since 2015.

Within the UN, the Summit of the Future meetingin
September 2024 resulted in the consensus adoption
of the Pact forthe Future (Resolution A/RES/79/1).In
this resolution, UN member states re-committed to
acceleratingtheimplementation of the 2030 Agenda.
The Pactforthe Futureisawide-ranginginternational
agreement that aims to adapt international cooper-
ation to the realities of today and the challenges of
tomorrow. It has chapters on Sustainable develop-
ment and financing for development, International
peace and security, Science, technology and innova-
tion and digital cooperation, Youth and future gener-
ations,and Transforming global governance. In addi-
tion, the Pact for the Future annexes a Global digital
compactand a Declaration on future generations.

The Pact for the Future also acknowledges the need
to consider how to advance sustainable development
beyond 2030. Such considerations were, for exam-
ple, discussed at a UN meeting in February 2025 by
parliamentarians from all over the world, but the con-
clusions were far from unanimous (UN News, 2025).

The current geopolitical situation with new conflicts,
emergingrivalries,and the associated increased global
polarisation threaten global cooperation for sustain-
able development. For example, at the beginning of
March 2025, the United States was the first nation
to officially reject and denounce the 2030 Agenda
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and the SDGs. The US presidential administration
claimed that “the SDGs advance a program of soft
globalgovernance thatisinconsistent with U.S.sover-
eignty and adverse to therightsandinterests of Amer-
icans” (United States government, 2025). However, it
remains to be seen how the changes towards a more
multipolar world, in combination with the increas-
ing environmental disasters that follow with climate
change, will affect global cooperation for sustainable
development. Furthermore, the initiative to transform
global governance within the Pact for the Future, as
well as creating a more agile, responsive, and impact-
fulUN 2.0 (United Nations, 2023), might bolster global
cooperation for sustainable development.

The future for sustainable
development in the Nordics

The official position of the Nordic countries is to sup-
port the implementation of the 2030 Agenda and
the SDGs. All Nordic countries also support the Pact
forthe Future. The UN Permanent Representative of
Iceland delivered a statement to the consultations on
Chapter 4 of the Pact for the Future on behalf of the
Nordic countries that fully supports the Pact and its
Declaration on Future Generations.

Animportant development is the recently adopted
sectorial programmes for Nordic co-operation 2025
-2030, approved by the Nordic Council of Ministers.
The political priorities of the Nordic Council of Min-
isters for 2025 - 2030 clearly states that the Nordic
prime ministers share a vision of the Nordic Region
being the most sustainable and integrated region in
the world by 2030 (Nordic Co-operation, 2024). The
14 sectorial programmes are clearly aligned with the
Nordic Our Vision 2030 and aim to deliver on the
three strategic priorities of a green Nordic Region, a
competitive Nordic Region, and a socially sustainable
Nordic Region.

Although these programmes are sectorial, they have
multiple cross-sectorial links and can jointly address
the holistic ambition of sustainable development as
expressed in Agenda 2030. In addition to the focus
on delivering on the Nordic Our Vision 2030, the
Nordic Council of Ministers political priorities 2025
- 2030 address the recent changes in global geopo-
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litical development, the triple planetary crises, and
future societal changes in the Nordic countries. All of
these bring additional challenges and opportunities
for realising the Nordic Our vision 2030. The politi-
cal priorities 2025 - 2030 also include an increased
focusonsocietal resilience of robustnessin the Nordic
countries.

As the 14 programmes have multiple cross-sectorial
links, they all need to address the SDG challenges for
the Nordic region. However, the challenges within
SDG 2 (Zero hunger), SDG 12 (Sustainable consump-
tionand production), SDG 13 (Climate action), SDG 14
(Life belowwater)and SDG 15 (Life onland) identified
in this report, make the programme for the Environ-
ment and Climate, and the programme for Fisheries,
Aquaculture, Agriculture, Food and Forestry highly
relevant for improving Nordic SDG implementation.
The latter programme also mentions that international
co-operation around Agenda 2030 and the Sustain-
able Development Goals (SDGs) should be strength-
ened. The challenge of minimising international spill-

over effects is indirectly addressed in several of the
programmes as reducing ecological footprint and
waste generation (including plastic waste), promoting
circulareconomy, resource efficiency, and solutionsin
emission-intensive sectors to minimise, for example,
air pollution and nitrogen emissions.

The programmes are divided into two periods of 2025~
2027 and 2028-2030 and will be evaluated between
these periods. To date, no information has been pub-
lished regarding how this evaluation will be performed
or if the previous indicators for Our Vision 2030, or
subsets of these indicators, will be used. In addition
to cooperation at the ministerial level, actors such as
government authorities, academic institutions, busi-
nesses and civil society are also encouraged to collab-
orate within the programme. The details of how this
collaboration will be realised remain to be seen. The
SDSN Northern Europe will follow the development
ofthe new Cooperation Program forthe Environment
and Climate 2025-2030 and, whenever possible, sup-
portitsimplementation.

Country profiles and data visualisation

The data in the Nordic Sustainable Development
Report can be visualised by an online data tool acces-
sible at sdgtransformationcenter.org. This site also
contains the full excel database and indicator meta-
data.

Thelinkstothe country profiles of the Nordic countries
are:Finland, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, and Iceland.
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Methods summary

The SDG Index, International Spillover Index, and
Leave-No-One-Behind Indexare calculated accord-
ing to the Europe Sustainable Development Report
2025 (Lafortune G. and Grayson F., 2025). A full
description of the methodologies of the SDG Index
and Dashboards is available in Lafortune et al. (Lafor-
tune G., 2018). Furthermore, the SDG Index and
Dashboards have been audited by the Joint Research
Centre (JRC) of the European Commission (Papad-
imitriou, 2019). More information on the SDG Index
and Dashboards methodsisavailable underthe head-
ing SDG Index and Dashboards method description
below.

The similarity of SDG implementation profiles among
countrieswas analysed using the Bray-Curtis similarity
indexand non-metric multidimensional scalingin the
Past 5.2.1software (Hammer, Harperand Ryan, 2001).

Thetopand bottom tenlists of indicators for which the
Nordic countries perform well and poorly were pro-
duced from z-scores of the indicator scores. Az-score
for anindicator and a Nordic country was calculated
by subtracting the indicator score from the corre-
sponding average indicator score for all non-Nordic
European countries and then dividing the difference
by the standard deviation of the indicator scores for
allthe European countries, according to the formula

where xis the score for an indicator of a Nordic coun-
try, u is the average score for the indicator among
non-Nordic European countries,and 0 is the standard
deviation of all European countries.

The spilloverimpacts from the Nordic countries were
analysed using the Bilateral Spillover Impacts (BSI)
Toolkit (Sustainable Development Solutions Network,
2024), using the proportional (per capita) values. In
short, the methodology of this toolkit uses a Con-
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sumption Based Accounting (CBA) approach. The
CBA method considers all impacts associated with a
country’s consumption and requires comprehensive
data on trade flows within and between countries to
trace the production and transformation of products
across various economic sectors globally. Empirical
trade data, typically provided by national statistical
offices, is integrated by international organisations or
researchers to construct Multi-Regional Input-Out-
put (MRIO) models, and these models are usedinthe
BSIToolkit. The data for the Nordic countries was visu-
alised using the Flourish application (Flourish, 2024).

SDG Index and Dashboards
method description

The SDG Index and Dashboards have been used in
several global, regional, and city-scale Sustainable
Development Reports produced since 2016 by the
UN Sustainable Development Solutions Network. For
more information on the different Sustainable Devel-
opment Reports, see the SDG Transformation Center
website (UN SDSN, 2025).

In short, the methodologies of the SDG Index and
Dashboards used in the Europe Sustainable Devel-
opment Report and this Nordic Sustainable Devel-
opment Report are based on a set of 111 indicators.
Approximately 70% of the indicators come from offi-
cial statistics offices (primarily that of the European
Commission) and 30% from non-official data sources
(NGOs, academia). The full list of sources by indicator
is available online (UN SDSN, 2025).

SDG Index scores

The SDG Indexscore, aswellas the score foreach goal,
can beinterpreted as the percentage of achievement.
The difference between a country’sscoreand 100 %is
the percentage that needsto be completedtoachieve
the SDGs.
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The procedure for calculating the SDG Index com-
prised three steps:

1. Censor extreme values from the distribution of
each indicator

2. Normalise the data to ensure comparability
across indicators

3. Aggregate the indicators within and across SDGs

The data is censored at the bottom 2.5t percentile of
the distribution.

Eachvariableisrescaled from O to 100 with O denoting
worst performance (2.5th percentile) and 100 describ-
ing the technical optimum, based on the formula:

where x is the raw data value, max/min denotes the
bounds for best and worst performance, respectively,
and x*isthe normalised value.

The aggregation for the SDG Index is done in two
steps. First the arithmetic mean value of the nor-
malised values of each indicator is calculated. Sec-
ondly, the arithmetic mean values for each of the
SDGs are aggregated into an overall SDG Index score
by calculating the arithmetic mean value of the indi-
vidual SDG scores. This approach allows for any later
addition of new variables for a particular SDG without
affecting the relative weight of each SDGin the overall
score. This also means that equal weights are given to
indicators within an SDG, as well as across the SDGs.

SDG Dashboards

The SDG Dashboard aims to highlight SDGs that
require particular attention and actions and is visu-
alised using the traffic light categories, where green
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means SDG achieved, yellow means Challenges
remain, orange means Significant challenges remain,
and red means Major challenges remain. The SDG
dashboards track progress on specific SDG indica-
tors by aggregating indicator ratings for each SDG
by estimating the average of the two variables on
which a country performed worse, thus pinpointing
sustainability challenges that need more attention.
The green category is bounded by the maximum that
can be achieved for each variable and the threshold
for achieving the SDG. Such a threshold (the upper
bound) can be:

1. An absolute quantitative threshold formulated in
the SDG or target (e.g. Zero poverty)

2. Where no absolute quantitative threshold is
available, apply the principle of “Leave no one
behind” for indicators aiming for universal access
or zero deprivation (e.g. Eradicate extreme
poverty)

3. Science-based targets that should be achieved
by 2030 or later

4. The average of the top five performers

Thered categoryisbounded by the minimum thatcan
be achieved and the 2.5 percentile of the distribu-
tion. The thresholds for orange and yellow categories
are established based on statistical techniques (e.g.
average and standard deviations) and in consultation
with experts. The yellow/orange thresholdissetasthe
value halfway between the red and green thresholds

The traffic light color for the goal is determined from
the trafficlight color of the two variables on which the
country performs worst. In addition, in order to score
green for the goal, both indicators have to be green
- otherwise the goal is rated as yellow. Similarly, a red
scoreis applied only if both worst-performing indica-
tors scorered.
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Supplementary tables

Supplementary Table 1. Top ten SDG indicators with the highest z-score for the Nordic countries.

Finland Denmark Sweden Norway Iceland
Indicator Z- Indicator Z- Indicator Z- Indicator Z- Indicator Z-
score score score score score
SDG12. Gross 273 SDG 4. Adult 2.06 SDG7. Share 2,20 SDG17. Official 2.53 SDG7.Share of 2.20
value addedin participationin of renewable development renewable energy
environmental learning energy in gross assistance in gross final
goods and ser- final energy energy consump-
vices sector consumption tion
SDG 3.Subjective 213 SDG 3.Subjective  1.96 SDG 17. Official 210 SDG7. Share 220 SDG 3.Subjective  2.06
Wellbeing Wellbeing development of renewable Wellbeing
assistance energy in gross
final energy
consumption
SDG 7. Share of 2.03 SDG16. Corrup- 1.89 SDG 4. Adult 2.06 SDG?Q9. 177 SDG1. People at 2.04
renewable energy tion Perceptions participation in Population with risk of poverty
in gross final Index learning at least basic after social
energy consump- digital skills transfers
tion
SDG 8. In work 1.90 SDG16. Access to 1,82 SDG16. Access to 1.99 SDG 4. Variation 1.68 SDG 5. Seats 1.83
at-risk-of-poverty justice justice in mathematics held by wom-
rate performance enin national
explained by parliaments
students’ socio-
economic status
SDG16. Corrup- 1.82 SDG16. 1.80 SDG 9. Gross 1.93 SDG16. 1.62 SDG 4. Adult 1.81
tion Perceptions Timeliness of domestic Corruption participation in
Index administrative expenditure on Perceptions learning
proceedings R&D Index
SDG 4. Adult 1.81 SDG7. Share 178 SDG 3. Smoking 1.81 SDG 5. Seats 1.56 SDG 9. Popula- 177
participationin of renewable prevalence held by wom- tion with at least
learning energy in gross enin national basic digital skills
final energy parliaments
consumption
SDG 9. Popula- 177 SDG 9. Patent 1.63 SDG 5. Seats 173 SDG12. 1.56 SDG 4. Variation 176
tion with at least applications to held by wom- Production- in mathematics
basic digital skills the European enin national based air performance
Patent Office parliaments pollution explained by
students’ socio-
economic status
SDG 5. Seats 1.66 SDG 3. Individ- 1.51 SDG 9. Patent 1.63 SDG17.Corporate 153 SDG 8. People 1.55
held by wom- uals that use the applications to Tax Haven Score killed in accidents
enin national internet to make the European at work
parliaments appointments Patent Office
with a practitioner
SDG 9. Patent 1.62 SDG 5. Seats 146 SDG 9. Logistics 1.57 SDG16. 1.52 SDG17.Corporate 153
applications to held by women performance Timeliness of Tax Haven Score
the European in national index: Quality administrative
Patent Office parliaments of trade and proceedings
transport-related
infrastructure
SDG 9. Logistics 1.56 SDG 2.Yield gap 146 SDG16. 149 SDG 3. Individ- 1.51 SDG12. 1.53
performance closure Corruption uals that use the Production-
index: Quality Perceptions internet to make based air
of trade and Index appointments pollution

transport-related
infrastructure

with a practitioner
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Supplementary Table 2. Bottom ten SDG indicators with the lowest z-score for the Nordic countries.

Finland Denmark Sweden Norway Iceland
Indicator Z- Indicator Z- Indicator Z- Indicator Z- Indicator Z-
score score score score score
SDG 3. Popula- -212 SDG12. -2.51 SDG15. -3.36 SDG13.CO, -5.83 SDG14.Mean =276
tion engagingin Production- Biochemical emissions area that is pro-
heavy, episodic based emissions oxygen demand embodied in fossil tected in marine
drinking at least of reactive inrivers fuel exports sites important to
once a week nitrogen biodiversity
SDG16. Gap -147 SDG15.Imported  -1.82 SDG16. Exports -1.44 SDG 3. Popula- -2.13 SDG17. Statistical -2.56
in population deforestation of major conven- tion engagingin Performance
reporting crime tional weapons heavy, episodic Index
in their area, by drinking at least
income once a week
SDG 2. Preva- -1.27 SDG 3. Popula- -1.56 SDG2.Human -1.27 SDG 8. Victimsof -2.01 SDG 8. Fatal -2.47
lence of obesity, tion engagingin Trophic Level modern slavery work-related
BMI =30 heavy, episodic embodiedin accidents
drinking at least imports embodiedin
once aweek imports
SDG 2. Human -1.27 SDG 8. Fatal -1.28 SDG12. Exports -0.87 SDG 8. Fatal -1.65 SDG13.CO, -2.45
Trophic Level work-related of plastic waste work-related emissions
accidents accidents from fossil fuel
embodied in embodiedin combustion
imports imports and cement
production
SDG12. Circular -119 SDG2.Human -1.27 SDG 14.Mean -0.86 SDG15.Imported -1.49 SDG15. Mean -243
material use rate Trophic Level areathatis pro- deforestation areathatis pro-
tected in marine tected in terrestri-
sites important to al sites important
biodiversity to biodiversity
SDG15. Imported  -1.08 SDG12. Exports -1.20 SDG 14. Bathing -0.71 SDG 2. Human -1.27 SDG 8. Victimsof -2.36
deforestation of plastic waste sites of excellent Trophic Level modern slavery
quality embodiedin
imports
SDG 14. Mean -0.85 SDG11. Housing -114 SDG11. Over- -0.71 SDG12.Imported -1.20 SDG 6. Popula- -2.32
areathatis pro- cost overburden crowding rate emissions of tion connected to
tected in marine rate among people reactive nitrogen at least second-
sites important to living with below ary wastewater
biodiversity 60% of medi- treatment
an equivalized
income
SDG 3. Suicide -0.77 SDG12. Air -0.96 SDG15.Mean -0.63 SDG12. Exports -1.20 SDG 4. Early -1.97
rate pollution area that is pro- of plastic waste leavers from
associated with tected in freshwa- education and
imports ter sites important training
to biodiversity
SDG 5. Unadjust- -0.72 SDG13.GHG -0.96 SDG15.Mean -0.68 SDG4. Early -1.09 SDG15.Mean -1.68
ed gender pay emissions em- area that is pro- leavers from area that is pro-
gap bodied inimports tected in terrestri- education and tected in freshwa-
al sites important training ter sites important
to biodiversity to biodiversity
SDG 16. Victims -0.70 SDG16. -0.81 SDG15.Imported -0.65 SDG 14. Mean -1.09 SDG3.Gapin -1.47
of human Unsentenced deforestation area thatis self-reported
trafficking detainees protected in unmet need for
marine sites medical examina-
important to tion and care, by
biodiversity income
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Supplementary Table 3. SDG indicators listed on at least two Nordic countries lists of indicators with

highest and lowest z-scores.

Indicators occurringontopten  Number of N ordic Average Indicators occurring on bot- Number of Nordic Average
Z-score lists countries with indica- z-score  tom ten Z-score lists countries with indica-  z-score
tor on top ten list tor on bottom ten list
SDG 7 Share of renewable 5 2.08 SDG 14 Mean area thatis 4 -1.39
energy in gross final energy protected in marine sites
consumption important to biodiversity
SDG 5 Seats held by women 5 1.65 SDG 2 Human Trophic Level 4 -1.27
in national parliaments
SDG 4 Adult participation 4 1.94 SDG15 Imported 4 -1.26
in learning deforestation
SDG 3 Subjective Wellbeing 3 2.05 SDG 3 Population engaging 3 -1.94
in heavy, episodic drinking at
least once a week
SDG 9 Population with atleast 3 1.77 SDG 8 Fatal work-related 3 -1.80
basic digital skills accidents embodied in
imports
SDG 9 Patent applications to 3 1.62 SDG 12 Exports of plastic 3 -1.09
the European Patent Office waste
SDG 17 Official development 2 2.32 SDG 8 Victims of modern 2 -2.19
assistance slavery embodied in imports
SDG 16 Access to justice 2 1.90 SDG 15 Mean area that is 2 -112
protected in terrestrial sites
important to biodiversity
SDG 16 Timeliness of 2 1.66 SDG 4. Early leavers from 2 -1.53
administrative proceedings education and training
SDG 3 Individuals that usethe 2 151 SDG 15 Mean areathatis 2 -118
internet to make appointments protected in freshwater sites
with a practitioner important to biodiversity
SDG 4 Variation in mathemat- 2 172
ics performance explained
by students’ socio-economic
status
SDG 12. Production-based air 2 1.54
pollution
SDG 17 Corporate Tax Haven 2 1.53

Score
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