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Improving Policy Coherence 
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Sustainable Development 
A Checklist
Introduction

Governments must ensure that their policies are consistent with the
sustainable development goal and not undermined by other poli-
cies. The following checklist provides guidance for policy-makers
on improving policy coherence and integration for the pursuit of the
goal of sustainable development. It is not a compilation of "quick
fix" solutions or "recipes". Rather, building on the experience of
OECD countries and their concerns that achieving the sustainable
development goal requires specific attention to governance prac-
tices, it draws attention to the main obstacles to be overcome at
the domestic level in order to address the institutional challenges
raised by the pursuit of sustainable development. Guidance is pre-
sented in the form of an outline on the different aspects of policy
coherence and integration. These institutional challenges involve
not only government but all stakeholders, including the business
community, civil society organisations and other citizens’ associa-
tions.

This checklist is intended to contribute to the building of longer-
term governance for sustainable development. It draws primarily on
the lessons learned by OECD countries, but most of the issues
raised may also be of relevance to non-OECD countries. The
checklist has been developed on the basis of findings from case
studies in five OECD countries1, and has been discussed and
amended by experts from government, academia and non-govern-
mental organisations who participated in the seminar on Improving
Governance for  Susta inable Development (Par is ,  22-23
November 2001). It was reviewed by the OECD Public Manage-
ment Committee at its 25th session, Paris, 21-22 March 2002. �

1. See Governance for Sustainable Development: Five OECD Case Studies,
OECD, 2002.
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
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Main issues

If sustainable development is so important, why have
our commitments often failed to be effectively imple-
mented? Part of the answer lies in the inadequacy of
governance tools. Good governance and sound pub-
lic management are preconditions for the implemen-
tation of sustainable development policies. These
preconditions include efforts to ensure an ethical and
more transparent government process, as well as
decision-making practices “sufficiently open to citi-

zens participation”. Although the precise impact of
these basic “good governance preconditions” on sus-
tainable development has not been examined, the
negative impact of defective governance on eco-
nomic and social development, as well as on the envi-
ronment,  is  c lear.  In  addi t ion  to  these bas ic
preconditions of key management, tools such as per-
formance measurement, mechanisms for citizen
engagement, specific policy and implementation
processes and continuous strategic assessment are
crucially important for sustainable development. �

Achieving greater internal coherence 
through policy integration

The traditional response to how to integrate an
emerging issue in the policy debate has been to cre-
ate new institutions. The same pattern is evident with
respect to sustainable development. However, new
institutions may not have the capacity to respond to
the challenges posed to public management systems
by sustainable development, as these institutions
tend to be independent and fragmented, and to oper-
ate according to closed decision-making processes.
Implementation of sustainable development goals

often requires specific initiatives by government to
better integrate economic, environmental and social
goals within the mandate of each existing institution.

What institutional adjustments are required to imple-
ment sustainable development policies? For example,
how to raise awareness and maintain commitment
both within and outside government when short-term
economic considerations about GDP growth and
inflation are the absolute priority?  During economic
recessions, for instance, short-term stabilisation poli-
cies are often preferred to long-term sustainable
development policies.
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In addition, traditional government procedures for
addressing cross-sectoral and intergenerational
issues often display a deficit of coherence: constitu-
tional, legal and political obstacles to policy co-ordi-
nat ion ex ist  par t ly  in  order to  maintain c lear
distribution of responsibilities and specialisation of
tasks among sectors and across levels of govern-
ment. In addition, segmented working methods pre-
vail. A lack of effective co-ordination between sectors
and across the various levels of government is there-
fore one of the major challenges. Similarly, coherence
is still lacking between the key choices made by the
public sector and those made by the private sector.

Achieving greater policy coherence demands sus-
tained efforts to improve the integration of sectoral
policies, to ensure policy integration across levels of
government, and to ensure consistency in the choices
made by the various stakeholders. An important issue
is how to advance this “integration agenda”. Central
agencies have a role to play in monitoring the imple-
mentation of the sustainable development agenda,
and this process should be mainstreamed into the
regular policy process. Longer-term budgeting and
sound regulatory instruments, for example, are impor-
tant tools for integration. Governments also have a
key role in providing the right incentives for improving
coherence and integration, including through finan-
cial and fiscal mechanisms. �

Involving all stakeholders

Further developing internal government mechanisms,
while necessary, is not suff icient for achieving
progress towards sustainable development. Major
barriers to policy integration are strongly rooted in the
differing stakeholder perceptions of the issues
involved. Conflicting interests are often at stake in dis-
cussions about sustainable development, and trade-
offs remain a major feature of policy-making. Efforts
have been made to address this problem, in particular
when agreement on a common interest can be identi-
fied or when the unsustainable nature of specific
activities becomes obvious. Governments have an
important role to play in addressing the major con-
flicts of interest among stakeholders, in particular by
involving them in constructive discussions on these
issues.

Innovative decision-making mechanisms that associ-
ate the private and public sectors as well as NGOs

are in demand, and, increasingly, business is playing a
positive role. This is particularly true of traditionally
polluting (“brown”) sectors that suffered from their
increasingly negative image in society. Beyond spe-
cific sectoral efforts, a commitment to reach more
sustainable production and consumption habits is
critical. This may require partnership between govern-
ment, business and consumers.

A careful review of the mechanisms for interacting
with civil society requires the capacity to identify and
use the best available instruments for managing this
broad involvement. If sustainable development poli-
cies are to be implemented by governments, then
they need to be supported by effective systems for
broader consultation and participation throughout
policy processes (e.g. to ensure transparency, fair-
ness, realistic timeframes, procedures for managing
feedback, etc.). �

Improving knowledge management

The complexity and unpredictability of the long-term
effects of most issues related to sustainable develop-
ment imply that, for most policy decisions to be
made, conclusive scientific evidence is not always
available. Most decisions will therefore involve stake-
holders with different backgrounds and objectives. A
limited capacity on the part of institutions to deal with
the range of stakeholder perspectives on the issue, as
well as an inability to absorb complexity and to man-
age change, will be at odds with the need for mutual
understanding among the different disciplines, audi-
ences or constituencies involved.

Managing knowledge for sustainable development is
therefore extremely challenging. Scientific knowledge
should be the basis for raising awareness in different
constituencies and increasing the visibility of the sus-
tainable development concept within and outside
government (including in the media). However, since
conclusive scientific evidence may not be available
for many of the decisions to be made, it is crucial to
ensure that sufficient debate occurs to confront val-
ues, perceptions and views, in order to take decisions
that are as universally acceptable as possible. Most
importantly, perhaps, this requires a government that
is prepared to judge its interventions in the policy
debate appropriately.
3
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Better inputs from scientific research in policy deci-
sions will require that governments stimulate the pro-
duction of  scient i f ic  data in  a number  of  key
disciplines, and that they set clear and transparent
rules for “assessing knowledge”.  Governments
should therefore:

� Fund research based on a range of paradigms and
options, including "dissident opinions";

� Stipulate that scientific institutes should reflect
broader societal concerns, where appropriate; and

� Organise public discussion guided by concrete
scenarios on conflicting information and knowl-
edge. �

For further information

� For further information regarding this Policy Brief
please contact Frédéric Bouder, 
Tel.: 33-1-45-24-90-75; 
email: frederic.bouder@oecd.org.
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Checklist on improving policy coherence 
and integration for sustainable development

The criteria presented below constitute some of the
fundamental elements that need to be borne in mind
when assessing institutional and decision-making
practices for sustainable development. The guiding
principle in the design of these criteria is improving
policy coherence and integration. In this context,
effective implementation of sustainable development
goals requires:

� A common understanding of sustainable develop-
ment;

� Clear commitment and leadership;

� Specific institutional mechanisms to steer integra-
tion;

� Effective stakeholder involvement;

� Efficient knowledge management.

More specific questions on these points are pre-
sented below.

Criteria I: Is there a common understanding of 
sustainable development?

The sustainable development agenda has been
agreed at international level, but this does not mean
that the implications of economic, environmental and
social sustainability are adequately brought into the
general policy debate and into various sectoral policy
agendas. Government should ensure that the precise
economic, social and environmental realities of sus-
tainable development are properly understood and
that their relationship is also understood. Achieving
this understanding will require addressing the follow-
ing questions:

� What efforts have been made to provide clear,
widely accepted and operational objectives and
principles for sustainable development?

� Is the concept of sustainable development suffi-
ciently clear and understood by the public?

� Is the concept of sustainable development well
understood by public organisations and across
levels of the government?

� Are the benefits made evident with clear examples
supported by statistics?

Criteria II:  Is there a clear commitment and 
leadership?

Clear government commitment to sustainable devel-
opment goals, leadership, and communication of this
commitment, are essential to support the develop-
ment of a concrete strategy and subsequent action.
This commitment should come from the top, but
developing leadership and capacity throughout pub-
lic sector organisations is also essential.

This is particularly challenging given the potential for
conflict among various interests both in the public
and private sectors. Stronger political leadership is
needed to shape the debate on how to take sustaina-
ble development forward.  This leadership has, in
turn, to address problems that result from "silo" think-
ing, from a reluctance to cede decision-making
authority, and from “short-termism”. Achieving clear
commitment and leadership implies addressing the
following questions:

� Is there a clear commitment at the highest level to
the formulation and implementation of sustainable
development objectives and strategies?

� Is this commitment effectively communicated to
the various sectors of government machinery and
across levels of government?

� When gaps exist between the administrative and
political agendas, are specific efforts made to
bridge (or fill) them?

� Is leadership expressed through a sequence of pri-
orities over time?

� Is government maintaining a sense of urgency,
despite the longer-term nature of the issues related
to sustainable development?

� Are pioneer activities of selected agencies and
local communities encouraged, rewarded and dis-
seminated?
5



Policy Brief
Improving Policy Coherence and Integration for Sustainable Development
Criteria III:  Are conditions in place to steer 
sustainable development integration?

Non-environmental policy sectors should be man-
dated to develop their own sectoral strategies in con-
formity with overall objectives.  This should include a
critical evaluation of both the formulation of sectoral
strategies and their implementation, including from
the point of view of the enforcement tools used (vol-
untary agreements, etc.). The need to enforce sustain-
able development strategies through an overarching
institution acting as a "catalyst" is particularly impor-
tant, as is the need to ensure mechanisms for critical
evaluation. Within this framework, sectoral ministries
should introduce monitoring mechanisms for the early
“internal” discussion of their sectoral sustainable
development strategies.  Environment agencies could
play an important, mainly supportive, role in this
process.

Increasing decentralisation of power is a feature of
most OECD countries, and maintaining the right bal-
ance between local autonomy and central steering
capacities is a major challenge for managing across
levels of government. To support sustainable devel-
opment, specific attention should be paid to translat-
ing international, national and sub-national strategic
policy directions into measures that can be imple-
mented at lower levels.  This requires paying attention
to the risk of fragmentation and overlap of responsi-
bilities.  In addition, decentralisation should not take
place at the expense of accountability for sustainable
development. Achieving policy integration for the pur-
suit of sustainable development goals requires
addressing the following questions:

� Is there an institutional “catalyst” (ministry, select
committee etc.) in charge of enforcing sustainable
development strategies?

� Is this "catalyst" located strategically within the
government machinery (e.g. at the level of the
Prime Minister’s office)?

� Are there specific reviews of laws and regulations
to check whether they conflict with sustainable
development, and are sustainable development
objectives embedded in new legislation and regu-
lations?

� Are there mechanisms to ensure effective feed-
back between different levels of government?

� Are organisations moving from narrow sectoral
perspectives (e.g. agriculture, industry, transport
etc.) to a more “issues-oriented” agenda (e.g. air
quality, mobility, poverty reduction etc.)?

� Is sustainable development integrated into regular
government exercises (e.g. the budget process)?

� Is there a clear framework for assessing the perfor-
mance of public organisations with regard to sus-
tainable development?

� Are there evaluation and reporting mechanisms to
support sustainability appraisal within the public
sector (i.e. indicators of progress, cost/benefit
analysis, environmental and social impact assess-
ment)?

� Does government make effective use of these
evaluation and reporting mechanisms?

� Have specific external and independent auditing
and reporting mechanisms been established?

� Has a body been put in charge of providing guid-
ance to organisations upon request?

Criteria IV:  Is stakeholder involvement in 
decision-making encouraged?

Information and communication about government
measures will not be sufficient to reassure stakehold-
ers about the complex and controversial sustainable
development agenda. Business, trade unions, NGOs
and citizens' associations should be encouraged to
participate actively, and governments have the
responsibility to ensure that these consultation and
participation processes feed effectively into decision-
making processes.

Public consultation and participation should not
become formal exercises, nor should they be an
excuse for governments to defer decisions when
faced with sensitive trade-offs in policy choices.  Gov-
ernment ‘culture’ is still evolving towards more partici-
pative approaches, with greater transparency in
decision-making processes. A sound infrastructure
for citizen involvement should address the following
questions:

� Do effective mechanisms exist within government
or independent organisations for informing con-
6
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sumers about the consequences of their con-
sumption decisions?

� Has the legal framework been reviewed and
adapted in order to provide clear legal provisions
for consultation and participation?

� Are there clear guidelines on when, with whom,
and how consultations should be carried out?

� Is a case-by-case approach to policy formulation
being developed at all levels and on the various
dimensions of the issues, and is the public
involved in this?

� Are mechanisms in place for the evaluation of and
feedback on consultation, and for monitoring the
influence of participation on decision-making?

� Is transparency ensured? For example, has
restricted information been made the exception,
not the rule, both in principle and in practice?

� Are transparency mechanisms being reinforced at
different levels of government for key decisions?

Criteria V:  Is the diversity of knowledge and the 
scientific input to problems adequately 
managed?

Improved scientific input to policy development for
sustainability is necessary and requires investment in
specific research fields. In addition to improving links
between the scientific community and policy-makers,
changes in government practices will be require an
assessment of possible options before taking deci-
sions. The methodological limits of approaches such

as contingent evaluation, as well as the fact that sci-
entific uncertainty is sometimes downplayed in the
evaluation of effects, may require a “precautionary”
approach. Efforts are also needed to develop a multi-
disciplinary and holistic evaluation of costs and bene-
f its.   Stakeholders should also be engaged in
appraisal and evaluation systems, as required.
Addressing the following questions is therefore cru-
cial:

� Are the mechanisms transparent, supported by
arbitration processes (e.g. a “sustainable develop-
ment ombudsman”), for managing conflictual
knowledge?

� Does government ensure that a framework is in
place to allow discussions to focus constructively
on areas of disagreement, by developing scenarios
and options?

� Given that scientific and technological innovation
is critical for sustainable development, is sufficient
attention devoted to ensuring that the flows of
information between the scientific community and
decision-makers are efficient and effective?

� Do research policies encourage and facilitate net-
works of scientists and do they support the devel-
opment  o f  “ jo ined-up”  research be tween
disciplines?

� Are specific efforts being made to support for-
ward-looking and policy-relevant knowledge, in
particular through assuring the “right mix” between
publ ic and pr ivate ly  funded investment in
research? �
7
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