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Abstract

The UN Sustainable Development Goals are a top priority worldwide; however, their full
implementation is susceptible to the high costs associated. This research invites the following
question: is it financially prudent to implement the SDGs? This paper answers this query and
discusses the necessity of increasing public knowledge of the financial advantages of achieving
the global goals. The primary budgetary gaps to accomplish the Sustainable Development Goals
by 2030 are also shown and discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

The 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the UN were created to provide a roadmap for
building a sustainable future. A global framework was established to support nations'
development initiatives. Moreover, it aims to generate a feeling of responsibility and pressure
that facilitates constructive advancement in the direction of sustainable development (Frail et
al., 2020; Khalid & Abdul, 2025). By encouraging wealthier nations to fund initiatives in less
developed or poor areas, the SDGs specifically target developing or less developed states (Doni
et al., 2020; United Nations, 2020; Fatih, 2025).

More precisely, the SDGs were created to ensure that social, economic, and
environmental sustainability are balanced while also providing a foundation for ending poverty,
eradicating hunger, safeguarding the environment, and enhancing global quality of life (UNDP,
2021). The least developed nations, who are the ones that lack the (financial) means to make
the required adjustments, face these difficulties more urgently. This article examines the
significance of financial tools in reaching the SDGs and evaluates the gaps in timely SDG
attainment. The expenses associated with achieving the SDGs, the difficulties investors confront,
and the many aspects of sustainable investing are all taken into account. It is essential to have a
thorough grasp of the financial and economic elements of pursuing the SDGs in order to trace
the strategies for accomplishing them within the 2030 timeframe.

THE ECONOMIC IMPLICATIONS OF THE UNITED NATIONS SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS
There are significant economic ramifications to implementing the SDGs. The urgency to achieve
the SDGs by 2030 suggests that the costs of implementing the SDGs and the (intertemporal)
consequences of not pursuing them should be analysed and evaluated more thoroughly
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(Bhamra et al., 2015; UNEP, 2018; Burgess & Turner, 2019; United Nations, 2024; Asif et al.,
2024; Kumar & Wu, 2025; Audi et al., 2025). As a result, a number of organizations have been
doing costing analyses for the SDGs' implementation as well as projections of the worldwide
resources required to meet them. However, comparisons are seldom possible with the results
(Vorisek & Yu, 2020; Mubeen et al., 2023; Alvi & Mudassar, 2025).

For example, according to the World Investment Report (2014), reaching the SDGs would
require an annual global investment of USDSS5 trillion to USDS7 trillion between 2015 and 2030,
of which USDS3.3 trillion to USD$4.5 trillion would go to developing nations, primarily for basic
infrastructure, food security, climate change policies, health, and education (UNCTAD, 2014).
The policies and resources of OECD nations (such as taxes, investment, fees, and fund transfers)
can significantly influence the ability to facilitate more sustainable finance, according to one of
the most well-known studies later conducted by the OECD (OCDE, 2020). The governments of
low-income developing nations will need substantial increases in fiscal revenue and
international collaboration to be able to finance the costs associated with implementing the
SDGs, though, given that about 80% of the world's financial assets (USD $379 trillion) are held in
OECD nations (Sachs, 2022). In addition to this complexity, the expenditures required to
accomplish the SDGs have been jeopardized due of the unforeseen COVID-19 outbreak (Hydari
et al., 2019). This is problematic since, even before to the epidemic, there had been limited
progress toward achieving the goals due to a number of obstacles (Caiado et al., 2018; Moyer &
Hedden, 2020; Asif et al., 2023; Hanvoravongchai & Paweenawat, 2025). Most nations were
already having difficulty funding the 2030 Agenda prior to the pandemic-caused catastrophe,
with a USDS$S 500 billion shortfalls for low-income nations and USDS 2 trillion for other
developing nations (OECD-UNDP, 2020). In addition, the McKinsey Global Institute (Woetzel et
al., 2016) projects that nations need spend around USS3.3 trillion a year to overcome the
infrastructure gap by 2030 (a USS$0.8 trillion shortfall), which includes the expenses of local and
basic infrastructure in high, middle, and low-income nations.

The anticipated cost of inactivity (as a percentage of global GDP) must be included in the
economic aspect of executing certain SDGs (Rock, 2022; Asif et al., 2022). For instance, the loss
of biodiversity was projected to have cost between $10 and $31 trillion year, or 11% to 36% of
the world's gross domestic product, between 1997 and 2011 (OECD, 2019). The SDGs must be
viewed as a network rather than as isolated goals since the consequence of delay is not
restricted to those that are not moving quickly enough to reach the 2030 deadline. The
corporate sector, government development aid, international funding institutions, civil society,
and philanthropies must all be involved in order to eliminate this cost of inactivity. These
stakeholders must also provide money (Asif & Pervaiz, 2022; Razan & Ibrahim, 2025).

The Addis Ababa Agenda Action asserts that in order to achieve the SDGs, additional
funding is required to support public services (UN & KPMG, 2015). The public sector must make
a strong commitment to encouraging the mobilization of financial resources, especially in the
least developed nations. International financial institutions can lower perceived risks, while
national policies can boost access to financing and encourage financial systems to line with
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long-term sustainable development. Certain proposals have proposed a consistent framework
(OECD-UNDP, 2020), an SDG Industry matrix (UN & KPMG, 2015), the identification of
infrastructure assets that are likely to have specific outcomes in line with the SDGs (Pri et al.,
2020), or the understanding of SDGs through the financial materiality lens (Rock, 2022) in order
to better align private sector incentives and practices with SDGs that foster long-term quality
investment (Asif et al., 2021; Mbodj & Laye, 2025).

A small number of research have also examined certain SDGs. For instance, Prakash et al.
(2020) assessed the expenses to fulfill SDG 11, which is related to sustainable cities and
communities, and found that the complexity and scale of urban systems made it difficult to
measure. Given the need for smart, sustainable, and efficient cities and the prediction that
around 60% of the world's population will live in urban areas by 2030, more study should be
done to assess the costs of achieving SDG 11 despite these challenges. Hutton and Varughese
(Hutton & Varughese, 2016) examined SDG 6 (clean water and sanitation) and calculated that
two of the eight targets (6.1—safe and affordable drinking water and 6.2—Sanitation and
hygiene for all) would require expenditures ranging from US$13.8 to $46.7 billion annually. They
predicted significant challenges in the majority of low- and middle-income nations as well as in
high-income nations with low coverage of WASH (Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene). In specific
terms, resources must be directed toward basic sanitation and hygiene in nations and regions
where this disparity is greater (for example, 70% of the expenses to attain basic WASH are
incurred in metropolitan areas). According to Stenberg et al. (2017), that examined 67 nations
with various health systems, an extra $274 billion in health spending year by 2030 is required to
enhance SDG 3 (excellent health and well-being). In a more optimistic scenario, each person's
overall healthcare costs would increase by around $271. The authors predict a $20-54 billion
annual financial shortfall notwithstanding the improvements in health investment. The primary
issues, according to Development Initiatives (DI) (2020), were "the costs of scaling up to cover
the full population; the higher unit costs of reaching the most marginalized people and places;
the costs of some health interventions; the costs of reaching people affected by future crises;
the full costs of moving to more equitable financing models." DI also examined the gaps in
current estimates for SDG 3 and SDG 4 (quality education).
CLOSING THE FUNDING GAPS TO ACHIEVE THE SDGS AT THE NATIONAL LEVEL
According to statistics from the United Nations (2019) and UNA-UK (2019), the budgetary gaps
impeding the overall achievement of the SDGs show in Figure 1. We may compare the demands
of the three examples that were reported—the 59 poorest nations, the 31 low-income and 51
lower-middle-income countries, and all the countries that collectively need to further advance
the SDGs—thanks to the visuals. The figures displayed show the proportion of each case's
success. The yearly budget gap for the SDGs ranges between $1.4 to S$3 trillion for the "low-
income" and lower middle-income nations, and from $300 to $528 billion for the "poorest"
countries. To provide clarity, Fig. 1 only projects the lowest bounds for both scenarios. The
figures above show the current financial disparity if the SDGs are to be fully achieved by 2030.
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A worldwide priority is the SDGs' implementation, and economic tools and sustainable finance
choices have become crucial in bridging the financial gaps for socioeconomic and
environmental concerns and reducing the costs of executing the 2030 agenda (Clark et al.,
2018).

FIGURE 1: FINANCIAL GAPS TO ACHIEVE SDGS
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TABLE 1: COUNTRY-SPECIFIC INITIATIVES FOR GREEN SUSTAINABLE FINANCING
Country/ Sector Reference Description
Western Balkan countries Luksi¢, et al. (2022) Financing sustainable green
development through the use
of both traditional and novel

mechanisms.
G7 countries Yang et al. (2022) According to Environment,
Social, and Governance

indicators, green financing is a

major factor in determining

sustainable performance.
Africa Aust et al. (2020) In  developing economies,
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foreign direct investments (FDI)
can raise SDG ratings.
United Nations Financing for Sustainable The paper makes urgent
Development Report 2022.  recommendations for
Inter-agency Task Force on addressing finance gaps and
Financing for Development growing debt concerns,

(United Nations, 2024) improving information
openness, and coordinating
financing flows with
sustainable development.

European Council EU Long term budget 2021- The EU's pledge to the SDGs

2027 (European Council, includes an extraordinary green

2021). spending goal, with 30% of the

overall budget going toward
combating climate change.

FIG. 2 OUTCOMES OF INVESTING IN THE SDGS
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Particularly, sustainable funding and investments have received a lot of attention (Migliorelli,
2021). Private investments, foreign direct investments, sustainable development financing
sources, sustainable bonds, and other local, national, and international funding sources are a
few examples of these instruments (Clark et al., 2018; Migliorelli, 2021). Furthermore, in order
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to create a more sustainable society, economic and regulatory tools like taxes, tax exemptions,
or auctions might lessen the negative externalities. The primary recent country-specific
initiatives for green and sustainable funding are summarized in Table 1.

SDGS AND CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY IN PRIVATE SECTOR

There is a well-established and potentially profitable connection between the private sector's
CSR efforts and the SDGs (Malan, 2023; Serafeim, 2018; Bull & Miklian, 2019; Lu et al., 2021;
Marc et al., 2025). Schramade (2017), for instance, investigated the investment opportunities of
SDGs by distinguishing two types of motivations for investing in SDGs: returns to shareholders
and returns to society. This indicates that there are some variations across SDGs in terms of the
anticipated volumes of opportunities. More recently, Consolandi et al.'s study (2020) provided a
framework for assessing how health care organizations contribute to SDG 3 by utilizing the
financial materiality viewpoint to link the goal's aims with the SASB's generic ESG problem:s.
However, insufficient attention to the SDGs may lead to a phenomenon known as "SDGs
washing" (Heras-Saizarbitoria et al., 2022), whereby companies utilize the SDGs to promote
their positive role in accomplishing certain goals while ignoring their detrimental effects on
others, or it may have a negative impact on financial analysts' "sell" recommendations (Garcia-
Saizarbitoria et al., 2020).

SDG IMPLEMENTATION: FINANCIAL INVESTMENT AND NON-IMPLEMENTATION COSTS
However, achieving the SDGs should be viewed as an investment as well as a financial
commitment. In four essential economic systems—food and agriculture, cities, energy and
materials, and health and well-being—the SDGs potentially create market possibilities worth an
estimated USD $12 trillion. When the entire economic system is taken into account, along with
the rise in labor and resource productivity, this global economic advantage may be increased
(Koocheki, 2018; Rock, 2022).

Notwithstanding the many strategies already in use to address sustainability issues,
there is still a need to recognize the benefits of sustainability from an economic standpoint
when putting the SDGs into practice and to overcome the associated expenses. In order to assist
societies achieve the SDGs, the economic viewpoint with its many tools—such as sustainable
investments, accountability, and transparency processes (OCDE, 2020)—is crucial, either by
creating positive externalities or by lowering negative ones. This viewpoint is summed up in
Figure 2, which shows how sustainable finance and investments, along with economic strategies,
make sense for promoting sustainability. The figure illustrates, for example, that the SDGs
promote more justice around the world, which has an economic benefit (e.g., less money
devoted to security and prosecution processes). Many other arrows can be added to Fig. 2,
which all lead to a positive economic impact.

CONCLUSIONS

This article has demonstrated that while sustainable investments are a sensible way to pursue
the 2030 Agenda, there are still obstacles to overcome, including the costs involved and
investors' ignorance of the need to make sustainable investments. This will help to dispel the
myth that sustainable investing is not profitable. Furthermore, new research on the paradox of
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corporate sustainability highlights how difficult it is to deal with sustainable investing because it
is a multi-context decision-making process that involves multiple trade-offs, conflicting
stakeholder interests, and even conflicting objectives when taking sustainability into account.
Nevertheless, in order to close the SDG financing gap and benefit both people and the
environment, researchers and organizations are urged to expand their knowledge of the ways to
maximize sustainable investing and how it can become the norm rather than the exception
among investors and other stakeholders (OCDE, 2020). In conclusion, the societal cost of failing
to meet the SDGs should motivate us to work together and leverage our strengths in order to
create a better world for present and future generations.
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