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A. An Australian study
The 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and their associated targets form a comprehensive and
internationally agreed agenda for development. Yet, their presentation invites treatment goal by goal—to
the neglect of the mutual influences among them. Understanding the direct and indirect influences on
the SDGs can impact their attainment. To determine the various influences and thus determine a starting
point for action and investment, a research group in Australia applied a transdisciplinary systems thinking
approach to explore the relationships among all 17 SDGs and specifically between the eight targets of SDG
6 (on water and sanitation)1. Although they looked at the approach in the Australian context, their research
is relevant to other national contexts.

B. How to manage these interactions
A transdisciplinary systems approach was adopted to understand the relationships among the 17 SDGs
and all the targets of SDG 6 to prioritize the SDG targets for action and investment and to determine the
appropriate administrative agencies within the government. A simplified Bayesian network approach was
then used to produce a diagram that displays interlinkages between “nodes”, also known as “directed acyclic
graphs”2. During two workshops, the research group created visual representations that clarified the causeand-effect relationships among the goals and targets. They then ascribed the strength of influence between
the goals and targets using expert judgement to develop estimates, known as “expert elicitation”3. The final
stage, a simplified form of policy analysis, considered the relevant Australian Government portfolios that
could best manage the SDG activities, both within Australia and overseas.4
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• Influences among the 17 SDGs
The results show that the goals for global partnerships (SDG 17) and climate action (SDG 13) have major and
overarching influences. These are considered as “enabling goals” that can generally influence all the other
goals through a range of complex links. SDG 17 can influence the priorities of aid spending—thus facilitating
attainment of the other goals. After much debate during the workshops, the goal for health and well-being
(SDG 3) was agreed as also an influencer on all the other goals. Its role reflects the interdependency of
health outcomes on the range of physical and social aspects, including (most directly) from clean water and
adequate sanitation and the reduction of hunger and malnutrition incidence.
Interlinkages and strength of influences (as indicated by line thickness) among the 17 SDGs, in the
Australian context

• Influences among the targets for SDG 6 on water, sanitation and hygiene
The overarching target of SDG 6 is safe, accessible and affordable drinking water for all people (target 6.1),
which contributes to health and well-being (SDG 3). Integrated water resources management (target 6.5) is
the primary influence for achieving all the other SDG 6 targets. The “implementing targets” of cooperation
and capacity (target 6.a) and local participation (target 6.b) are crucial for the attainment of all the other
SDG 6 targets.
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Relationships between the targets of SDG 6 on water and sanitation in the Australian context

C. Recommendations
In planning SDG approaches, the interlinkages among the goals and targets need to be understood within
each national context to avoid unintended negative consequences and to enhance the benefits. Cross-over,
liaison and inter-agency collaboration are required at the local, national and international levels to achieve
each goal and their respective targets. The overarching goals of climate action (SDG 13) and partnerships
(SDG 17) need to be the initial focus of all plans for achieving the SDGs. The health and well-being goal (SDG
3) needs to be considered in response to the other SDGs because it is influenced by all the other goals. The
integrated water resources management approach should be a key focus in plans to attain all elements
of SDG 6. Investment in water, sanitation and hygiene programmes should be conducted within upstream
water management and treatment regulations to ensure maximum and long-term benefits.
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