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The international community has committed to achieve 169 Sustainable Development Goal

(SDG) targets by 2030 and to enhance climate adaptation under the Paris Agreement.

Despite the potential for synergies, aligning SDG and climate adaptation efforts is inhibited by

an inadequate understanding of the complex relationship between SDG targets and adap-

tation to impacts of climate change. Here we propose a framework to conceptualise how

ecosystems and socio-economic sectors mediate this relationship, which provides a more

nuanced understanding of the impacts of climate change on all 169 SDG targets. Global

application of the framework reveals that adaptation of wetlands, rivers, cropland, con-

struction, water, electricity, and housing in the most vulnerable countries is required to

safeguard achievement of 68% of SDG targets from near-term climate risk by 2030. We

discuss how our framework can help align National Adaptation Plans with SDG targets, thus

ensuring that adaptation advances, rather than detracts from, sustainable development.
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In 2015, the world’s governments committed to achieve 169
targets under the global Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) and to engage in climate adaptation planning under

the Paris Agreement. Success in delivering on these two com-
mitments will heavily depend on decision-makers to effectively
plan and implement synergistic action between SDG tar-
get achievement and climate adaptation1. Yet, despite numerous
calls to align national climate adaptation with sustainable devel-
opment objectives2, these calls have not yet led to action3. To
date, only four of twenty existing National Adaptation Plans
(NAPs) mention the SDG targets (Supplementary Table 1).

Aligning SDG targets and climate adaptation is inhibited by
siloed global and national governance. Another obstacle is the
inadequate understanding of the complex relationship between
SDG targets and climate adaptation at a useful scale to inform
decision-making in practice. Currently, most national govern-
ments organise and implement adaptation plans at the sector
scale (such as infrastructure, healthcare, ecosystems, etc.) (Sup-
plementary Table 1). Yet, the research community has focused
on investigating the relationship between the 169 SDG targets, the
impacts of climate change, and climate adaptation at a broad
scale4 and has not yet provided an actionable framework to
systematically understand the role of sectors of the economy,
society and the environment in mediating this relationship.
Without a systematic understanding of how sectors mediate
between SDG targets, impacts of climate change and adaptation,
it is not possible to systematically align national adaptation plans
with SDG targets or to account for the indirect and inter-
dependent sectoral effects of how SDG targets are affected by
various impacts of climate change. Yet, it is these indirect and
interdependent cascading effects on SDG targets5 that are likely
to lead to the most far-reaching risks6, and, inversely, allow for
the greatest SDG benefits from adaptation.

In this paper, we aim to address these gaps by proposing and
globally applying a sector-scale framework for targeting adapta-
tion to safeguard and advance SDG targets. The framework builds
on previous studies that mapped: (a) influences (also referred to
as interlinkages in the literature) between specific sectors and
specific SDG targets7–13, (b) influences between specific climatic
impact-drivers, such as floods or chronic warming, and
sectors14–17 and (c) interdependencies across SDG targets18–22.
Whilst these previous studies have provided a conceptual basis for
targeting sector-scale action in practice23,24, they share a number
of limitations that inhibit informing national adaptation plans in
alignment with sustainable development: (a) they have separated
the SDG and climate adaptation field; (b) they have focussed on a
selected set of SDGs, sectors, or climatic impact-drivers, and c)
they have not accounted for interdependent sectoral effects on
SDG targets.

Our proposed framework integrates and expands upon past
studies to conceptualise the complex bi-directional influences
between all 169 SDG targets, 12 different acute (extreme) and
chronic (slow-onset) climatic impact-drivers, and a holistic set of
22 ecosystems and socio-economic sectors (Fig. 1). By applying
our framework globally, we show that all 169 SDG targets are
threatened by near-term sectoral risk from climate change. To
reduce these risks, adaptation of ecosystems can help safeguard
and advance 62% of all 169 SDG targets, adaptation of utility
infrastructure sectors can help safeguard and advance 81% of
targets, adaptation of primary/secondary sectors can help safe-
guard and advance 40% of targets, and adaptation of tertiary
sectors can help safeguard and advance all SDG targets if planned
and governed well. Integrating ecosystems in climate adaptation
will be essential to complement and substitute socio-economic
sectors in achieving targets across 13 of 17 SDGs in the face of
near-term sectoral risks.

Results
A framework for adaptation to safeguard and advance SDGs.
Our proposed framework conceptualises how sectors mediate
between climatic impact-drivers and SDG target achievement
(Fig. 2a). It focuses on service provision from a holistic set of 22
ecosystems and socio-economic sectors that represent the three
sustainable development pillars: environmental, social and
economic25,26, and are based on international classifications27–29.

Using content analyses and evidence mapping, we populate our
proposed framework with potential influences from sectors to
SDGs, and climatic impact-drivers to sectors (Fig. 2b, rightward
arrows). We first identified and mapped evidence of the
influences between each sector and SDG target, differentiating
by direct, indirect, and interdependent sector-SDG influences (for
definitions, see Supplementary Table 2). Second, we mapped
evidence of the influences between each climatic impact-driver
and each sector, differentiating by climate-sector influences on a
sector’s supply: (a) land/natural resources (e.g. affecting natural
biodiversity), (b) physical capital (e.g. affecting factories/offices),
(c) labour (e.g. affecting workers or productivity) and d) demand
(e.g. affecting electricity demand). We refer readers to the
methods section and to Supplementary Data Tabs 2.1–3.2 for a
record of all influences, evidence, and word strings used.

We demonstrate how it is possible to build upon these
potential influences with the best available global data on high
near-term sectoral risk, which exemplifies one potential forward
application of our framework (Fig. 2c). Near-term sectoral risk
refers to the probability and magnitude of climatic impact-drivers
affecting sectors by the 2030 s (aligned with the SDG timeline)
and is defined based on the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change Fifth Assessment Report by Working Group II (IPCC
AR5)16. Based on deductive reasoning, we link results from near-
term sectoral climate risk to sector influences on SDG targets,
which allows quantifying how many SDG targets are potentially
affected by global near-term sectoral risk (see Supplementary
Data Tab 4). We discuss how our analysis of potential and global
influences can help work backwards from the SDGs to ensure
adaptation safeguards and advance SDG targets and reduces
sectoral risk.

National governments typically tailor adaptation plans accord-
ing to their national circumstances and interpret the SDGs and
Paris Agreement based on their level of development. We show
how applications of our framework that consider nations’
differences in resources and geography provide practical guidance
to align national adaptation planning with SDG targets and help
leave no one behind (Fig. 2d).

Influences among sectors and SDG targets. Ecosystems and
socio-economic sectors can directly influence SDG targets, based
on the concept that these sectors provide services critical for
development7,10,30,31. This first step of identifying potential
influences involved content analyses of whether an SDG target is
directly described in terms of the services a sector provides (see
worked example in Supplementary Table 3 and see Supplemen-
tary Data Tab 2.1 for a detailed overview of the services provided
by each sector). Natural or semi-natural ecosystem sectors
include grasslands, savannas & shrublands, forests, rivers & lakes,
wetlands & peatlands, barren, polar/alpine and croplands.
Depending on their context, these ecosystems provide regulating
(flood protection or carbon sequestration), provisioning (food,
water, energy or medicines), supporting (habitat) and cultural
services (heritage, recreational) that are critical for sustainable
development7,32. Based on the services they provide, we find that
all ecosystems directly influence 24% of all 169 SDG targets
(Fig. 3, direct total). Beyond targets under SDG14 (life below
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Fig. 1 Summary of climatic impact-drivers and ecosystem and socio-economic sectors considered in this paper. The sector classification is used to
simplify presentation and discussion and does not represent any hierarchy of sectors. We acknowledge the grey boundaries between sectors, and have
hence performed the related analysis at the service-scale, i.e. based on the services that sectors provide (see “Methods”).

Fig. 2 Conceptualisation and application of our proposed framework for targeting adaptation, which focuses on how sectors mediate between climatic
impact-drivers and SDG target achievement. a Framework conceptualisation. b Evidence mapping based on potential influences. c Global application
based on IPCC 5th Assessment Report initial global influences. d Considerations for national application of our framework. Icon images courtesy of United
Nations.

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-31202-w ARTICLE

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS |         (2022) 13:3579 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-31202-w |www.nature.com/naturecommunications 3

www.nature.com/naturecommunications
www.nature.com/naturecommunications


water) and SDG15 (life on land) that explicitly mention ecosys-
tems, 11 additional goals are described in terms of the services
that ecosystems provide.

Socio-economic sectors, which include the three categories of
utilities, primary/secondary, and tertiary sectors (see Fig. 1), also
provide services that are critical for achieving SDG targets. Utility
sectors (electricity, transport, water) provide infrastructure
services, such as energy or mobility, that can directly influence
17% of SDG targets. Primary/secondary sectors (manufacturing,
mining, construction) provide processing or installation services
that we find can directly influence 8% of targets. Tertiary sectors
(public administration, education, healthcare, amongst others)
provide critical governance or educational services that can
directly influence 74% of targets (Fig. 3, direct total). Compared
to any other sector, the tertiary public administration sector
directly influences most targets through the governance services it
provides (50% of SDG targets). Identifying the SDG targets
directly influenced by a sector’s services enables researchers and
decision-makers to relate policy action on improving service
provision directly to SDG target achievement.

We distinguish ecosystems or socio-economic sectors for
practical reasons, acknowledging that multiple sectors act inter-
dependently to provide services. For example, water services can be
provided both by rivers & lakes and by utilities; ecosystem services

such as flood protection can complement or substitute physical
infrastructure services; and socio-economic governance services
enable equitable ecosystems management. In addition, cultural
services permeate through and across all sectors33. We consider
interdependencies in direct SDG influences by accounting for
whether sectors provide unique, cross-sectoral or substitutable
contributions to SDG target achievement (Fig. 3). Whilst 43% of
SDG targets are described in terms of a single sector’s service only
(unique influence), 33% of targets mention multiple sectors’ services
(cross-sectoral influence) and 11% are described in terms of a
sector’s service that can be substituted by a different sector
(substitutable influence). Identifying these types of interdependen-
cies for each SDG target allows decision-makers to understand
whether SDG target achievement is solely dependent on action
within a single sector (unique influence) or whether target
achievement can benefit from action within more than one sector
(cross-sectoral; substitutable influence). In this context, our finding
that targets across a total of 13 goals are directly described in terms
of services from both ecosystems and socio-economic sectors reveals
insight into the essential role ecosystems play in directly
complementing and substituting socio-economic sectors in efforts
towards sustainable development.

Ecosystems and socio-economic sectors can also indirectly
influence SDG targets. Indirect SDG influences are defined as cases

Fig. 3 Ecosystems and socio-economic sectors influence SDG targets. Each rectangle represents one SDG target: magenta shading denotes a unique
direct influence; blue a cross-sectoral influence; and green a substitutable influence for achieving the SDG target. Grey indicates an indirect influence,
where there is published evidence that improving the quality/quantity of the sector’s services can help achieve the SDG target. White shading indicates the
absence of identified evidence. Evidence is reported in Supplementary Data Tab 3.1. Icon images courtesy of United Nations.
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whereby a sector’s service is not directly mentioned in the target’s
description, but for which published evidence indicates SDG target
links (see worked example in Supplementary Table 3). For example,
we find evidence that ecosystem services provide economic
productivity and decent work benefits in relation to SDG8 (decent
work)31. We identify on average five times more indirect SDG
influences than direct ones (Fig. 3, grey shading). This ratio between
indirect/direct SDG influences is highest for targets under SDG8
(decent work), SDG5 (gender equality), SDG4 (education) and
SDG16 (peace). To ensure a decent work environment, a gender-
equal world, quality education and peaceful living therefore does not
directly emerge from scaling up sector’s services. It requires attention
to the more hidden, indirect influences. Similarly, we find that the
ratio between indirect/direct SDG influences is highest for the digital
communications, mining, manufacturing, and transport sector.
Achieving sustainable development benefits in these sectors needs
explicit focus on indirect influences in order to maximise the full
potential of sectoral investments for sustainable development
outcomes.

Influences among climatic impact-drivers and sectors. There is
ample evidence of the influences between climatic impact-drivers
and sectors (see worked example in Supplementary Table 4). Our
evidence review reveals that acute climatic impact-drivers can
threaten all 22 considered sectors through impacts on supply of,
or demand for, sectors’ services (Fig. 4, red shading). Chronic
climatic impact-drivers predominantly affect sectors negatively
via impacts on land/natural resources, with some regional posi-
tive effects (Fig. 4, red and blue shading). For example, chronic
warming is projected to reduce agricultural yields globally, but
may increase yields in northeast China and the UK34.

Yet, the risk emerging from these climatic impact-drivers is
highly context-dependent. It is largely based on the magnitude
and frequency of the hazard (a climatic impact-driver with
negative consequences) within a certain area, the exposure of
sectors to the hazard, and the vulnerability of the sector to
continue to provide its services when exposed to a hazard (a
sector’s sensitivity) as well as the vulnerability of the population
using the sector’s service (adaptive capacity) (see Supplementary
Table 2 for definitions). Sectors where service provision is already
poor, declining or endangered from other stressors are likely to be
more vulnerable to additional impacts of climate change.
Similarly, poorer societies are less capable to recover from
climate-induced losses by means of diversification of incomes,
amongst other factors35. Acknowledging the difficulty and
complexities with any global evidence of climate-sector influ-
ences, we apply IPCC AR5s near-term sectoral risk ranking16.
We find that all acute and three chronic climatic impact-drivers
(the warming trend, ocean acidification and the drying trend)
cause highest near-term risk to six sectors and the services these
provide. These climate-sensitive sectors include rivers & lakes,
wetland & peatland, cropland, electricity, water & waste,
construction and housing & real estate.

SDG targets influenced by impacts of climate change. Based on
deductive reasoning, we integrate: (i) sector-SDG influences and
(ii) climate-sector influences. This allows us to identify that
achievement of 146 of 169 SDG targets (86%) can potentially be
directly undermined by any acute climatic impact-driver (Fig. 5).
Chronic climatic impact-drivers, which have either negative or
regionally positive effects, can threaten 37% more SDG targets
than they can support through opportunities. Combining direct
and indirect SDG influences, the achievement of all 169 SDG
targets is potentially threatened by acute or chronic cli-
matic impact-drivers. These results demonstrate the value of

considering sectors as mediators between SDG targets and
impacts of climate change: adopting a sector-scale approach
provides a more nuanced understanding of the impacts of climate
change on the SDGs as compared with recent literature in the
field4.

An understanding of the magnitude of impacts of climate
change on SDG targets in turn provides insight into the SDG
benefits of adapting climate-sensitive sectors. When planned and
governed well, adapted ecosystems can help safeguard 62% of all
169 SDG targets; adapted utility infrastructure sectors can help
safeguard 81% of targets; adapted primary/secondary sectors can
help safeguard 40% of targets; and adapted tertiary sectors can
help safeguard all SDG targets. Notably, 21% of potentially
climate-sensitive targets require adaptation across ecosystems and
socio-economic sectors.

Based on IPCC AR5’s global data on near-term sectoral risk,
the seven sectors at highest near-term risk can directly hamper
the achievement of 36% of SDG targets (Fig. 5, exclamation
marks). Especially affected is the achievement of SDG2 (end
hunger), SDG6 (clean water), SDG7 (energy), SDG9 (innovation
and infrastructure), SDG11 (sustainable cities), SDG12 (respon-
sible consumption and production) and SDG14 (life underwater),
where a minimum of half of the targets under the respective SDG
are directly influenced by one or more of the seven sectors (see
Supplementary Data Tab 4 for target-level results). When
considering both direct and indirect sector-SDG influences, high
near-term risk from climate change on the seven sectors can
affect 68% of SDG targets across all 17 goals. Focussing
adaptation on these seven sectors this decade is therefore critical
to safeguard achievement of 68% of SDG targets by 2030.

Discussion
Tailor adaptation to safeguard SDG targets and advance SDG
target co-benefits. Our understanding of types of influences can
help work backwards from the SDGs to specify: (1) where and
how to adapt sectors to safeguard SDG target achievement, and
(2) what type of sectoral adaptation option might reduce climate
risk and advance SDG target co-benefits, which we describe in the
context of our global near-term sectoral risk findings.

In tailoring adaptation to safeguard SDG targets, we apply our
findings of how sectors can influence targets (unique, cross-
sectoral, substitutable, indirect). For SDG targets which are directly
influenced by a single climate-sensitive sector, adaptation can focus
uniquely on that sector. In the absence of information on where
risk on sectors is highest, adaptation of climate-sensitive public
administration facilities, which are responsible for implementing
just policy, can uniquely safeguard most SDG targets (30%) as
compared to other sectors (Fig. 3, magenta shading).

For SDG targets that are influenced by different climate-
sensitive sectors, cross-sectoral adaptation is needed. Compared
to other sectors, we find that adaptation of climate-sensitive
public administration facilities and ecosystems can safeguard
most SDG targets through cross-sectoral contributions (17 and
12% of SDG targets, respectively) where each service provides an
independent contribution to target achievement (Fig. 3, turquoise
shading).

For SDG targets influenced by climate-sensitive sectors that
provide substitutable functions, decision-makers have more
options in their choice of where to adapt. We find that protecting
or enhancing ecosystems—including rivers & lakes, wetlands &
peatlands, and forests—can safeguard 9%, 9%, and 8% of SDG
targets, respectively, through substituting services provided by
climate-sensitive socio-economic sectors (Fig. 3, green shading).

In tailoring adaptation to reduce risk and to advance SDG
target co-benefits, we differentiate by the three components of
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Fig. 4 Ecosystems and socio-economic sectors influenced by acute and chronic climatic impact-drivers. Red shading denotes evidence of a negative
effect, blue shading highlights a potential positive regional effect of a climatic impact-driver on a sector. White shading indicates the absence of identified
evidence. Percentages for climatic impact-drivers signify changes in frequency under a 1.5 and 2 °C scenario (see Supplementary Data Tab 3.3), whereby
the symbol * suggests that no quantified evidence was identified. The symbol ** denotes the grey boundaries on whether a drying trend and droughts are
classified as chronic or acute climatic impact-drivers (see Supplementary Data Tab 2.1 for definition and justification). Exclamation marks represent high
near-term risk based on IPCC AR5 TS.416.
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risk: hazard, exposure, and vulnerability (see Supplementary
Fig. 1 for an example). Firstly, decision-makers might focus
adaptation on geographic areas projected to experience more
frequent/severe hazards. Hazard-based adaptation options often
involve scaling up ecosystems’ adaptation services, such as
restoring wetlands that reduce flood severity36. Our influence
findings show that ecosystems’ adaptation services, especially
when implemented in a manner that maximises potential indirect
influences, have the potential to advance up to 104 SDG target co-
benefits (see Supplementary Data Tab 3.1). As hazard-based
options often focus on geographic areas, they can help protect
more than one sector against hazards.

Secondly, decision-makers might tailor adaptation to address
the exposure of a sector (land/resources, physical capital, labour)

or the demand for its services (Supplementary Data Tab 3.2). For
example, we identified evidence that outdoor-working agricul-
tural labour (agricultural workers) is mainly exposed to extreme
temperature, whilst agricultural physical capital (machinery,
factory) is mainly exposed to floods. Therefore, decision-makers
might choose working hour policies as an adaptation option to
reduce exposure of labour, and land-use policies to reduce
exposure of physical capital. Given that exposure-based adapta-
tion options focus on location adjustments, substituting service
provision away from exposed sectors may be a suitable adaptation
option to reduce exposure.

Thirdly, decision-makers may tailor adaptation based on which
populations or sectors are most vulnerable to hazard exposure.
For example, poor agricultural workers who are already working

Fig. 5 Results of the global application of our framework, showing sectoral risk from climatic impact-drivers on SDG target achievement. From left to
right: Percentage of sectors under each category (ecosystems, utilities, primary/secondary, tertiary) influenced by acute and chronic climatic impact-
drivers (red and blue Sankey lines); quantity of influences between acute and chronic climatic impact-drivers (red and blue bars) and sectors; quantity of
direct and indirect influences between sectors and SDG targets (dark and light green bars); and the percentage of SDG targets under each goal directly
influenced (green Sankey lines) by each category. Exclamation marks denote high global near-term sectoral risk. The symbol * denotes the grey boundaries
on whether a drying trend and droughts are classified as chronic or acute climatic impact-drivers. Icon images courtesy of United Nations.
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under insecure arrangements or with little access to diversified
resources have less capacity to adapt16, and agricultural factories
that are built without resilient designs may be more sensitive to
intense floods. As vulnerability-based adaptation options often
focus on ensuring continued service provision to already
vulnerable populations or climate-sensitive sectors in the face of
hazard exposure, vulnerability-based adaptation may be suitable
especially in cases where sector’s service provision cannot be
substituted and/or hazard exposure cannot be reduced. Con-
sidering the potential hidden indirect SDG influences of scaling
up governance or essential services related to vulnerability-based
options can help maximise SDG co-benefits. In practice, hazard,
exposure and vulnerability-based options might often be
implemented together, and will likely be most effective for
near-term hazards of high probability and relatively low impact37.

In light of our global near-term sectoral risk findings, we
identify that safeguarding those SDG targets affected by multiple
climate-sensitive sectors—especially under SDG2 (end hunger),
SDG9 (innovation and infrastructure), SDG11 (sustainable cities),
and SDG12 (responsible consumption and production)—neces-
sitates cross-sectoral adaptation to multiple climatic impact-
drivers. Nature-based Solutions (NbS), which include scaling up
ecosystem protection or restoration in a specific geographic area
(e.g. greening)38, could provide a valuable adaptation option to
protect these multiple climate-sensitive sectors against various
climatic impact-drivers (hazard-based). If they respect cultural
and ecological rights and support biodiversity38, NbS options can
—in addition to their adaptation services—also provide other
cultural and regulating services that advance SDG co-benefits.

To globally protect achievement of the near-term climate-
sensitive targets under SDG6 (clean water) and SDG7 (energy)
with many substitutable influences, decision-makers may focus
adaptation on sectors that provide multiple services in order to
maximise SDG co-benefits. For example, achievement of SDG6
(water) could be protected by prioritising river & lake or wetland
& peatland ecosystems less exposed by chronic warming to
substitute for, or complement, climate-sensitive dams (exposure-
based). Such substitutive or complementary action can not only
safeguard the ecosystems regulating and cultural services. It also
builds both social capital and adaptive capacity through
community-based ecosystem management39.

Some SDG targets, especially under SDG11 (sustainable cities)
and SDG14 (life under water), are influenced by climate-sensitive
sectors that provide globally non-substitutable services towards
wellbeing outcomes40,41. For example, rivers & lakes, forests and
wetland & peatland ecosystems provide regulating air purification
as well as natural and cultural heritage services that are globally
non-substitutable in their contribution to targets under SDG11
and SDG14. These regulating and cultural services are already
threatened by other non-climatic stressors. These non-climatic
stressors include, amongst others, the declining contribution of
ecosystem regulating and cultural services to the SDGs over
time42. Therefore, to help safeguard SDG targets influenced by
non-substitutable ecosystem services, management and/or con-
servation of such highly productive ecosystems is essential
(vulnerability-based).

Reflections and considerations in applying the conceptual
framework. Adaptation decision-making is a complex and multi-
faceted challenge. Yet, governments and development organisa-
tions must urgently make decisions on adaptation that intersect
with different dimensions of development43. To avoid maladaptive
outcomes, decisions on adaptation should not only reduce risk, but
also safeguard and advance sustainable development44,45. Although
both research and real-work experience underscores the criticality

of better understanding the relationships between SDG targets and
climate adaptation to inform such synergistic decisions at the sector
scale46, this understanding has been incomplete and inconsistent to
date. Our proposed framework based on influences provides a
starting point to navigate these complexities. Yet, its application
must account for spatial and temporal dynamics and requires a
number of considerations (see Fig. 6).

First, is the sector-SDG and climate-sector influence positive or
negative? Negative sector-SDG influences might reveal opportu-
nities to reverse trends and scale-up SDG contributions.
Reversing negative trends can be realised by working backwards
from potential indirect sector influences in a way that the SDG
targets provide a framework to guide sustainable action. For
example, negative influences from infrastructure sectors on
ecosystems can be partly offset by embedding ecosystem
considerations and NbS at the outset of any infrastructure
project. Such design changes have the potential to maximise
indirect influences of infrastructure services on SDG15 (life on
land). Similarly, positive climate-sector influences, such as
increased agricultural crop yields under warming trends, might
be exploited in a way to scale-up sectoral service provision that
benefits the poorest (SDG1 poverty).

Second, is the magnitude of the influence direction strong or
weak? A strong sector-SDG influence (the SDG target is near full
achievement based on a sector contribution) coupled with a
strong climate-sector influence (sector is at high risk from climate
change) suggests adaptation must be targeted to safeguard
existing SDG progress. Conversely, a weak sector-SDG influence
with a strong climate-sector influence (low baseline progress on
SDG targets influenced by climate-sensitive sectors) suggest
future SDG investments must be climate-resilient. An analysis of
substitutable sectoral influences may help guide how to replace
climate-sensitive with more resilient services to safeguard SDG
target achievement.

Third, how robust is the influence, now and into the future? In
other words, under what circumstances might the influence prove
to be different to what is anticipated? Sectoral adaptation might
be targeted to reduce climate risks and maximise SDG co-benefits
across those influences with the highest robustness first (e.g.
focusing on near-term sectoral risks attributable with high
confidence), whilst creating iterative processes to monitor and
assess less robust influences.

Fourth, where are gaps in our understanding of influences,
including climate–climate (compound events47), sector–sector
(cascading sectoral interdependencies48–50) and SDG–SDG (SDG
interdependencies19,51,52) influences? Missing evidence for influ-
ences can help identify research gaps, but might also provide clues
on existing sustainability or climate-resilience efforts or network
effects that are working. Assessing self-reinforcing and cascading
interdependent influences is critical to start to understand trade-
offs and synergies amongst climate risks, sectors, and SDG
targets, evidence of which is limited but emerging17,47,53,54.

Fifth, is the influence bi-directional? A sector can demonstrably
influence SDG targets, whilst working backwards from an SDG
vision might provide useful insights on non-existing influences
and thereby guide future research. Similarly, climate change may
influence a sector for which risk-reduction efforts may be
infeasible. This is the case with some degraded ecosystems that
have reached adaptation limits55, rendering risk-reduction
options largely impossible.

The aim of the application will determine which of these
considerations is particularly important, and how so. Climate-
first application of our framework (from climate via sectors to
SDG targets) can help researchers and decision-makers assess and
quantify impacts of climate change on sectors and its inter-
dependent influences on SDG targets, as demonstrated in a recent
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national-scale assessment in Saint Lucia56,57. Such climate-first
applications make the SDG case for sectoral adaptation,
transcending economic adaptation assessments.

Development-first application (from SDG targets via sectors to
climate) can help ground climate adaptation in an SDG vision. By
working backwards from national development targets, it is
possible to evaluate the extent to which existing service provision
across sectors already contributes to SDG targets and where
sector adaptation provides the largest safeguarding gains, as

demonstrated in a recent national-scale assessment in Ghana58,59.
Similarly, development-first applications can help identify where
and how future SDG investments require climate-resiliency
considerations.

Sector-first applications (from sectors to SDG targets and
climate) can support infrastructure planners or land-use
managers to better tailor sector adaptation. This includes
identifying where sectoral action can maximise positive SDG
target influences, minimise negative ones, and reduce potential

Fig. 6 Five considerations in applying the proposed framework on influences amongst climatic impact-drivers, sectors and the SDG targets. Grey
shading illustrates the five considerations. Bold black arrows depict influences considered in this paper, blue light arrows show future influences of
climate–climate (compound events), sector–sector (sectoral interdependencies), and SDG–SDG influences (SDG interdependencies) to be considered in
the national application of our framework. The aim of the application determines the relative importance of each consideration and whether a climate-first
(from climate via sectors to SDG targets) or a development-first (from SDG targets via sectors to climate) approach is adopted. The symbol * denotes the
grey boundaries on whether a drying trend and droughts are classified as chronic or acute climatic impact-drivers.
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climate risks across different hazards. Opportunities for cross-
sectoral coordination can be teased out, both in enhancing SDG
target outcomes and in reducing risk.

Towards coordinated global and national efforts. Whilst the
global application of our proposed framework described in this
paper made use of the best available global evidence on the sectoral
risk magnitude across a range of climatic impact-drivers, it was
hampered by a limited scope of sectors and missing evidence on the
sign and magnitude of sector-SDG influences (see Limitations).
Building on efforts such as the ISIMIP60 or the SDSN network61

and making use of machine learning62, centralised global databases
that bring together siloed data in an updated manner are essential
to build a more substantive and dynamic evidence base.

Yet, differences in geography and resources make it difficult
and risky to apply generalised, global influences across highly
diverse subnational contexts and countries. In some countries,
application with national quantitative data on hazard scenarios,
sectoral service information14,43,64, and quantified SDG
linkages23 might be possible. Given the focus of this framework
on a holistic set of internationally classified sectors, further
integration with input-output models64 could enable better
quantifications of the cascading effects across sectors in
influencing sustainable development outcomes. Multi-criteria
decision analysis can help simulate the reliability,
multifunctionality30 and potential maladaptation consequences65

of nature-based solutions alongside engineering-based adaptation
options66, including in the context of the SDG targets.

In more data- or resource-scarce countries, the framework
might be used as a more structured process to aid participatory
discussions on which hazard, sectors, and SDG linkages exist,
resulting in qualitative scoring of adaptation priorities. Potential
adaptation options can be discussed in multi-stakeholder work-
shops to identify where and how adaptation can advance
synergistic, and reduce negative, SDG target outcomes.

Yet, unless the voices of local, marginalised and indigenous
peoples are explicitly accounted for, any application of the
proposed framework will fail in delivering sustainable develop-
ment outcomes. The most successful applications of the frame-
work will promote citizen buy-in from those already most left
behind, account for issues of equity, fairness and justice67, and
consider the non-substitutable value of ecosystems in multi-
functional landscape approaches68. When such applications are
also grounded in living data systems and use the best available
science, they can play an important role in developing dynamic
climate adaptation plans that leave no one behind.

A call for scaling up sustainable climate adaptation. To date,
calls for aligning climate adaptation with the SDGs have failed to
deliver action3. Yet, we have demonstrated that without targeted
climate adaptation action across sectors, the achievement of all
SDG targets is being threatened by the impacts of climate change.
As more nations around the globe revise their adaptation plans
and commitments under the Paris Agreement, there is an urgent
need for an actionable framework to help exhaustively align
national adaptation plans with SDG targets. If planned and
governed well, application of our proposed framework can help
stir the action needed to ensure that adaptation is advancing,
rather than detracting from, sustainable development.

Methods
Overview of three-step methodology. The conceptualisation and application of
this work followed a set of three best-practice steps to increase the methodological
transparency and rigour in synthesising adaptation research as proposed by
Berrang-Ford69 (see Supplementary Data Tab Contents for a detailed description of
each step and its application to this research; see Fig. 7 for visualisation). The first

step involved contextualising the research problem and identifying a conceptual
approach to develop the framework. Search terms and inclusion and exclusion
criteria were formulated to populate the framework with influences. The second
step involved searching, screening, and cataloguing published evidence. This evi-
dence was then characterised through descriptive statistics in the third step, which
included mapping the quantity of sector-SDG and climate-sector influences for
each sector. These steps were applied with IPCC-derived global data on near-term
sectoral risk from 12 climatic impact-drivers and can be further applied at the
national scale.

Step 1: aim and concept. The aim of this research was to identify a framework for
contextualising the complex relationship between the achievement of sustainable

Fig. 7 Overview of the method used to develop and apply our proposed
framework for targeting adaptation to safeguard and advance the SDG
targets. Left column introduces three main steps of the method, second
column shows key milestones within each of the three main steps, third
column illustrates the link to the Supplementary Data Tab.
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development targets and different impacts of climate change to provide a direct
entry point for decision-makers to target climate adaptation for sustainable
development outcomes. Acknowledging the complexities and ambiguities in con-
ceptualising sustainable development and climate adaptation, we adopt normative
definitions of the two concepts in the context of the global SDGs and the Paris
Agreement (these normative definitions represent the best globally available
compromise between the scientifically necessary and the politically possible
response to address sustainable development and climate change, thereby reflecting
a multiplicity of concerns and interests46,70). Previous literature has identified that
providing direct entry points for decision-makers at different scales (global,
national, public and private sector, academic modelling) requires the role of an
intermediary63. We identified the following set of criteria for such an intermediary
in the context of the SDGs and the Paris Agreement:

i. mentioned in nations’ sustainable development plans, Nationally Deter-
mined Contributions (NDCs), and/or National Adaptation Plans (NAPs),

ii. action within the intermediary can influence SDG target achievement and
the adaptation component of the Paris Agreement (as an operator) and is
influenced by the stimulus of climatic impact-drivers (as an exposure unit or
receptor), following an existing framework on adaptation71,

iii. mappable, i.e. allows for a quantitative, GIS-based translation,
iv. globally applicable, i.e. consistent with international accounting standards,

such as the System of Environmental Economic Accounting (SEEA) and
global modelling standards to allow comparison across nations.

We used a holistic set of 22 ecosystems and socio-economic sectors as an
intermediary, because nations’ development and climate adaptation plans are
typically organised in terms of sectors and because sectors are both essential for
achieving the SDGs and affected by climatic impact-drivers. Given the physical
dimension of climatic impact-drivers, we based our choice of ecosystems and
socio-economic sectors on the original land-cover/land-use classification categories
by USGS29, which was developed using strict criteria to ensure mappability (i.e.
spatial units are geographically exclusive and exhaustive). As the USGS
classification was the first classification of land-cover/land-use, a range of global
land-cover classifications build on it, making it globally applicable28. In addition,
geospatial data for the terrestrial and freshwater categories is available at high
resolution28. We updated the USGS classification categories according to the
SEEA-based USGS categories of major ecosystem types28, which also aligns with
the ecosystem types developed by the International Union for Conservation of
Nature (IUCN) (see Supplementary Data Tab 1). We further disaggregated USGS’
classification of built-up land by socio-economic sectors, using the International
Standard Industrial Classification (ISIC Rev 427) of economic activities. ISIC is an
internationally-used classification of socio-economic sectors that allows for the
integration of open-source spatial data and that is consistent with international
accounting standards.

Given that the value of a sector is determined by the services it provides over
its life32, our analysis focused on the concept of sector’s services (including
goods and resources)7,10,30. We explicitly catalogued the range of services
provided by each of the 22 ecosystems and socio-economic sectors, based on
international classifications where possible (see Supplementary Data Tabs 1 and
2.1). We identified a total of 35 different services provided by all ecosystem
sectors, and a total of 32 different services provided by all socio-economic
sectors. We grouped ecosystem sectors based on where they provide the same
services, acknowledging that the quantity or quality of service provision may
differ within the same sector (e.g. tropical forests provide much larger mitigative
services compared to temperature forests, but both tropical and temperature
forests are grouped under the forest sector category). For socio-economic
sectors, we applied the services provided by each sector as stated in ISIC Rev 4.
Recognising that the grouping of services into single entity sectors masks
important differences between sectors and across different national accounts
(see Limitations), it nevertheless provides a useful means by which to present
and discuss findings that are transferable and can be expanded upon in national
applications.

We populated our framework based on content analyses and evidence mapping
of influences through two main phases (see Supplementary Data Tabs 2.1–3.2 for
definitions, specific inclusion and exclusion criteria and catalogue of literature
evidence).

Phase 1 included content analysis and evidence mapping for sector-SDG
influences, differentiating by the type of influence. For each of the 169 SDG targets
and each of the 22 sectors, we analysed and catalogued influences by answering the
following questions:

1.1 Direct SDG influences: “Using the official UN wording of the SDG targets, is
the SDG target directly described in terms of the services provided by the
sector”? (search terms included the wording of SDG targets and the sector’s
services as described in Supplementary Data Tabs 2.1 and 3.1)
For example, target 11.6 “By 2030, reduce the adverse per capita
environmental impact of cities, including by paying special attention to air
quality and municipal and other waste management” is directly described in
terms of the purification of air services provided by forests, and the waste
management services provided by the water & waste sector.

1.2 Interdependent SDG influences: ‘For each SDG target directly described in
terms of the services provided by a sector, how many sectors’ services are
mentioned in the description of the SDG target?’

● If “1”, classify as unique SDG influence. A unique influence is identified
when an SDG target is described solely in terms of one sector’s service, in
other words, the sector provides an independent, singular contribution
towards SDG target achievement. For example, target 16.3 “Promote the
rule of law at the national and international levels” is uniquely influenced
by (i.e. directly described in terms of only) the law enforcement services
provided by the public administration sector. This function cannot be
substituted by the services of another sector.

● If “2” or more, “does each sector provide a different service, in other
words an independent contribution towards SDG target achievement?”

● If “Yes”, classify as cross-sectoral SDG influence. A cross-sectoral
influence is identified when a sector’s service provides independent,
cross-sectoral contributions towards the achievement of an SDG target.
For example, target 11.4 “Strengthen efforts to protect and safeguard the
world’s cultural and natural heritage” is described in terms of both
cultural heritage services from the arts & recreation sector as well as
natural heritage services from a range of ecosystem sectors, including the
forest sector. Both services are needed to ensure target achievement.

● If “No”, classify as substitutable SDG influence. A substitutable influence
is identified when sectors provide a service that can be substituted by
another sector. In such a case, various sectors provide the same service
towards SDG target achievement, presenting decision-makers with a
choice of how to safeguard target achievement in the face of impacts of
climate change. For example, target 6.1 “Achieve universal and equitable
access to safe and affordable drinking water”, can be influenced by the
water provision services directly abstracted from either rivers & lakes or
from water & waste utilities.

1.3 Indirect SDG influence: “Is there published evidence that achievement of the
SDG target can be indirectly influenced by the services provided by the
sector?” (search terms included the wording of SDG targets and the sector or
sector’s services, as described in Supplementary Data Tabs 2.1 and 3.1).
An indirect influence is identified where the SDG target is not described
specifically in terms of the service that a sector provides, but for which
published evidence indicates that improving the quality or quantity of the
service provided by a sector can enhance the achievement of the target,
following the definition of Thacker et al.10. For example, target 5.2
“Eliminate all forms of violence against all women and girls […]” can be
indirectly influenced by the healthcare & social work sector, as there is
evidence that improving the quality of healthcare services, especially drug
addiction services, can reduce violence72. Indirect influences include cases
whereby there is published evidence that improvements in environmental
management or fair service provision can support achievement of the target.
It excludes cases of second-order interdependencies: for example, there is no
indirect influence between the mining & quarrying sector and SDG target
11.1 (“Ensure access to housing”), because only a second-order influence
could be identified: mining & quarrying supports the provision of minerals,
which are then used in construction of housing shelter (see Supplementary
Data Tab 3.1 for all inclusion and exclusion criteria).

Phase 2 included evidence mapping of climate-sector influences, differentiating
by the type of influence. Thereby, we categorise 12 climatic impact-drivers, as
defined by the IPCC AR516, into acute (extreme) and chronic (slow-onset)
climatic impact-drivers (Supplementary Data Tab 2.2). For each of the 12
climatic impact-drivers and each sector, we analysed and catalogued influences for
the following questions:

2.1 Climate-sector influence: ‘Is there published evidence that the cli-
matic impact-driver can negatively or positively influence the quantity or
quality of the services provided by the sector via impacts on land/natural
resources, physical capital, labour) or demand?’ (search strings included the
wording of the climatic impact-drivers, various strings for supply and
demand factors, and the sector’s services as described in Supplementary
Data Tab 3.2).

● If “Negative”, encode as “−”, include the type of impact, and include
confidence of the published evidence if available.

● If ‘Positive, encode as “+”, include the type of impact, and include
confidence of the published evidence if available.

If reference was made to coastal infrastructure, any socio-economic sector was
considered to be potentially affected. If the literature made reference to extreme
events, the following climatic impact-drivers were included: extreme precipitation,
damaging cyclone, extreme temperature, flooding, storm surge. Climate-sector
influences exclude evidence in which climatic impact-drivers can result in
economic market readjustments (e.g. increased prices due to shortage of supply
following extreme impacts) and do not differentiate by geographic regions (see
Supplementary Data Tab 3.1 for all inclusion and exclusion criteria).
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Step 2: data source and selection. The content analysis for the direct sector-SDG
influences used the wording of the SDG targets and the sector and services of each
sector (see search strings in Supplementary Data Tab 2.1). The search for scientific
evidence for the indirect sector-SDG and the climate-sector influences was con-
ducted in three different stages (in order of search): (1) Tier 1 journals and IPCC
assessments and special reports (for climate-sector influences, including Global
Warming of 1.5 °C67, AR516, Climate Change and Land73), (2) other peer-reviewed
articles and preprints, and (3) Grey literature (reports from international organi-
sations, national and subnational agencies). The search for evidence was first
performed through Web of Science, which was chosen given its high speed of
inclusion of related articles and the inclusion of preprints. Second, a google scholar
and google search was used to identify evidence from stage 3 (Grey literature).
English was used for the evidence search, as it is the most employed language and
considered as the international academic language74.

The evidence for each influence was screened against the predetermined
definitions and the inclusion and exclusion criteria. In the case of ambiguous
influences, these were reviewed and discussed amongst the author team until a
consensus was reached, following the process adopted in previous studies4,10. One
piece of evidence was considered sufficient to warrant an influence. All evidence
was catalogued in Supplementary Data Tabs 3.1 and 3.2. The search for evidence
aimed to gain a view on whether potential influences exist rather than a systematic
review of all published evidence. We did not conduct a meta-review of the evidence
to characterise the quality of the evidence, but hope to mitigate this aspect through
our prioritised search in different stages and by embedding confidence intervals
where available. We discussed how potential influences could be realised in practice
with evidence on actual or projected influences (see the section “Reflection and
considerations in applying the conceptual framework”).

Step 3: analysis and presentation. The sector-SDG influence findings from the
content analysis and evidence mapping were characterised through descriptive
statistics, both at the sector and SDG target level. At the sector level, we sum-
marised the quantity of sector-SDG influences in terms of absolute numbers and
percentages of SDG targets (Fig. 3). At the SDG target level, we summarised the
number of sectors that can potentially influence that SDG target as well as the type
of influence (direct, indirect, interdependent). To provide useful implications for
decision-making, we further summarised results through aggregating sector results
at the category scale: ecosystems; utilities, primary/secondary (economic sectors);
and tertiary sectors (social) (Fig. 2). For the sector-SDG influences, we did not
assess the magnitude of influences, because such information was not available at
the global scale across all ecosystems and socio-economic sectors, and is highly
context-specific. Global indicator data to measure the magnitude of SDG target
achievement exists75, but this is determined by the availability of data across all
nations, does not capture the contribution of sectors as described in this paper, and
does not allow accounting for indirect and interdependent influences.

For the climate-sector influences, we described the number of potential negative
or positive influences from each climatic impact-driver on each sector (Fig. 4). We
summarised how climatic impact-drivers influence each supply factor (land/natural
resources, physical capital, labour) or demand for each sector (see Supplementary
Data 3.2).

Unlike for the SDG influences, global data on the magnitude of influences from
different climatic impact-drivers on sectors was available. We therefore applied
data from IPCC AR5s key sectoral risk ranking (Table TS.4)16, the best globally
available ranking of risk across 12 different climatic impact-drivers and across
sectors. We used near-term sectoral risk to align with the 2030 SDG timeline. A
sector was marked as being at high global near-term risk if IPCC AR5’s Table
TS.416 identifies the sector (or the sector’s services, as worded in Supplementary
Data Tab 2.1) as being at high or very high risk of the specific climatic impact-
drivers with current adaptation levels and high confidence (see Supplementary
Data Tab 4 for results).

Based on deductive reasoning, we combined sector-SDG (Phase 1) and climate-
sector influences (Phase 2) in order to compute how each SDG target can be
affected by climatic impact-drivers via effects on sectors’ services (a climate-first
application of the proposed framework). For example, if there is published evidence
of a negative effect of chronic warming on cropland-based food production, we
compute the number of SDG targets directly and indirectly influenced by cropland-
based food production. We repeated this step with our IPCC-derived global data
on the magnitude of near-term sectoral risk to identify the potential SDG targets
influenced by those sectors/ services at near-term climate risk (see Supplementary
Data Tab 4).

Limitations and future work
Sector definition/scope. There are many ways that sectors and services can be
classified, a main determinant of the proposed framework and influences presented
in this paper. Due to the inherent complexity of sectors across environmental,
social, and economic dimensions, there is no universally accepted representation of
sectors. Each representation reflects a different worldview46. To provide a frame-
work that can be operationalised and is transferable across nations, we based our
sector classification on an original land-cover/land-use and international
accounting classification adopted by most nations and global entities. Instead of
focusing on impacts on sectors, one might also focus on systems of receptors, as

discussed in the literature63. We opted for the internationally classified set of
sectors, given our expectation that the framework can be applied with international
and national accounting data across ecosystems and socio-economic sectors (see
SEEA28).

Yet, this internationally based physical and mainly economic framing may mask
cultural or nation-specific categorisations of indigenous peoples or marine
ecosystems, amongst others. As the influence analysis in this paper (Step 2) focused
on the service level, future work could group the service-level influences under
different sector categories in ways that considers national differences. Future work
is also required to better conceptualise the full range of services provided by each
sector, especially in the context of ecosystems for which service allocation is
complex76 and which often varies across spatial and temporal scales30. An
understanding of the spatial and temporal changes in different services provided by
ecosystems is crucial for sustainable ecosystem management77,78. Whilst ISIC
provides a globally applicable overview of services linked to socio-economic
sectors, no such international classification for ecosystems and the specific services
these provide is available to date30. Future work can update the ecosystem
categories and the services these provide accordingly, for example, using the SEEA
classification being developed.

Importantly, the analysis in this paper does not consider income as a service
provided by sectors, as at times adopted in previous studies13. We did not include
income as a sector’s service, as it is provided by all sectors and can be indirectly
linked to most SDG targets, thereby skewing the results to influence all targets.
Future national-scale application might include the magnitude of income provided
by each sector.

Climatic impact-driver definition/scope. We defined climatic impact-drivers based
on IPCC’s AR5. We aimed to mitigate the absence of fire79 as a climatic impact-
driver by including those influences whereby fires are exacerbated by droughts
under the drying trend influences. We highlighted throughout our paper that
droughts could be regarded as both an acute or chronic climatic impact-drivers.
This differentiation does not influence our results (see Supplementary Data
Tab 2.2).

SDG target definitions/scope. We utilised the SDG targets to provide a globally
accepted framework of defining sustainable development, recognising that the
targets are a political compromise rather than a scientific representation of all
dimensions of sustainable development70. Our proposed framework is largely
dependent on the wording used within each SDG target to determine direct sector-
SDG influences. This focus on wording implies that the influence findings are
affected by the often qualitatively delineated target descriptions that reflect the
results of negotiations in intergovernmental contexts as opposed to science46. Yet,
by focusing on the SDG target—rather than indicator— descriptions, we hope to
address critiques of the use of indicators that are limited by globally available
datasets80. Further, the target focus broadens the scope, applicability, and potential
range of sectoral action (investments, policies, infrastructures) to influence the
SDGs. Ambiguous direct or indirect sector-SDG influences were discussed within
the author team, following previous literature in the field4,10.

Analysis. The majority of the analysis presented in this paper was based on evi-
dence mapping of influences. Note that direct influences were based on content
analysis and the indirect influences between utility infrastructure services and the
SDG targets were taken from ref. 10 and updated based on new evidence published
since 2019 (thereby yielding 58 more indirect influences). We acknowledge that for
some sector-SDG influences or climate-SDG influences there might not be pub-
lished evidence yet, therefore the absence of an influence in our manuscript does
not necessarily imply the absence of a link. We based our manuscript on existing
and published evidence to ensure findings are replicable and supported.

It is possible for existing literature to make erroneous inferences on influences,
especially when based on grey literature. We aimed to mitigate this aspect by
reviewing several grey literature studies for each influence and by discussing any
potential issues or ambiguities with the authors of this paper, which span a range of
disciplines and topical expertise (including geography, engineering, social science,
ecosystems & biodiversity, infrastructure, climate risk analysis, SDG target
mapping and climate adaptation). Yet, further research is required that uses the
analysis on sector-SDG and climate-sector influences presented in this paper as a
basis for more comprehensive systems analyses based on reinforcing or self-
reinforcing loops, meta-analyses, or as inputs into systematic assessments. A
systematic assessment could characterise the quality, quantity, and geographic
focus of each influence. Additional data can help move from associative influences
to quantitative causal inferences22, which helps result in more specific policy
implication. Dynamic and machine learning-based literature evidence mappings62

can ensure that influence findings remain updated.
Sectors can have severe negative influences on SDG targets. Whilst we do not

specifically assess negative influences or negative trade-offs amongst sectors, our
analysis provides an indication of potential sector-SDG influences. These potential
influences are often reversible, where a potential negative influence is—in the case of
weak governance frameworks or corruption—also a positive influence. Future
research should explicitly assess negative interdependent influences, for example by
evaluating the impact of socio-economic sectors on ecosystem service provision.
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Previously established interaction scales that range from indivisible, reinforcing, to
counteracting, or cancelling SDG target links19,52 could also be applied to sector-
SDG, sector–sector, and climate-SDG influences to better identify the full range of
positive and negative influences, including those for which more research is required.

Global application. With respect to our global application, the identification of
near-term climate risk on sectors is based on the best available evidence of global
sectoral near-term risk from the synthesis work reported in IPCC AR516. As with
any synthesis work, there remains some distance from the original studies and
papers that reduce the researcher’s ability to judge the information accuracy81.
Moreover, whilst IPCC AR5 considers a holistic set of climatic impact-drivers and
multiple sectors, it is unclear to what extent a holistic set of sectors has been used in
the sectoral risk assessment. Importantly, we acknowledge that public adminis-
tration and its relevant governance services might not have been considered a
sector by IPCC AR5’s risk ranking, largely under-estimating the range of SDG
targets potentially affected. Future work can apply the framework to an updated
overview of global sectoral risk that is explicit about the range of sectors it includes,
such as for example IPCC’s AR6 or other global studies.

Risk is valued differently by different sectors and communities, making it
challenging to compare across sectors82. Whilst the IPCC provided a first broad
estimate of sectoral climate risk, it was not possible to: (i) compare the magnitude
of climate risk across these sectors, (ii) identify the relative importance of climate
stressors as compared to non-climate stressors, such as land-use or pollution, in
affecting sectors and their service provision, (iii) account for systemic feedbacks
amongst sectoral risks which may under- or over-represent climate risk. A more
comprehensive approach should aim to compare climate risk amongst sectors,
consider the amplification of risk across climate and non-climate stressors, and
evaluate cascading impacts where possible.

The global application presented in this paper focused on a climate-first
application of the framework. Whilst the discussion highlights how it is possible to
work backwards from SDGs via sectors to reduce climate risk and deliver SDG co-
benefits, further research can complement the analysis with a better understanding
of: (i) how SDG targets guide sector action or sustainable service provision, and (ii)
how different adaptation options can reduce risk from acute and chronic
climatic impact-drivers and advance the SDG targets. This is particularly important
in order to understand how leverage points not related to service provision—such
as politics, people, culture, or technology— can help achieve SDG targets and
contribute to climate adaptation. Further expansion of the framework that
accounts for the climate mitigation potential of different sectors in reducing
impacts of climatic impact-drivers could enable the framework to be used to
identify climate-compatible (both low-carbon and resilient) pathways.

Reporting summary. Further information on research design is available in the Nature
Research Reporting Summary linked to this article.

Data availability
All data that support the findings of this study are available within the paper and its
Supplementary Information (including all Supplementary Figures and Supplementary
Tables). Supplementary Data are provided with this paper.

Received: 18 June 2021; Accepted: 7 June 2022;

References
1. Climate action and the SDGs: interlinked and indivisible. https://www.un.org/

development/desa/en/news/sustainable/climateaction-sdgs-conference.html
(2019).

2. UNFCCC. National Adaptation Plans. Technical Guidelines for the National
Adaptation Plan Process. (2012).

3. Zhenmin, L. & Espinosa, P. Tackling climate change to accelerate sustainable
development. Nat. Clim. Change 9, 494–496 (2019).

4. Fuso Nerini, F. et al. Connecting climate action with other Sustainable
Development Goals. Nat. Sustainability 2, 674–680 (2019).

5. Reichstein, M., Riede, F. & Frank, D. More floods, fires and cyclones—plan for
domino effects on sustainability goals. Nature 592, 347–349 (2021).

6. Renn, O., Lucas, K., Haas, A. & Jaeger, C. Things are different today: the
challenge of global systemic risks. J. Risk Res. 22, 401–415 (2019).

7. Wood, S. L. R. et al. Distilling the role of ecosystem services in the Sustainable
Development Goals. Ecosyst. Serv. 29, 70–82 (2018).

8. Fuso Nerini, F. et al. Mapping synergies and trade-offs between energy and the
Sustainable Development Goals. Nat. Energy 3, 2018 (2018).

9. Singh, G. G. et al. A rapid assessment of co-benefits and trade-offs among
Sustainable Development Goals. Mar. Policy https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.
2017.05.030 (2018).

10. Thacker, S. et al. Infrastructure for sustainable development. Nat.
Sustainability 2, 324–331 (2019).

11. Velis, M., Conti, K. I. & Biermann, F. Groundwater and human development:
synergies and trade-offs within the context of the sustainable development
goals. Sustainability Sci. 12, 1007–1017 (2017).

12. Vinuesa, R. et al. The role of artificial intelligence in achieving the Sustainable
Development Goals. Nat. Commun. 11, 233 (2020).

13. Lynch, A. J. et al. Inland fish and fisheries integral to achieving the Sustainable
Development Goals. Nat. Sustainability 3, 579–587 (2020).

14. Carleton, T. A. & Hsiang, S. M. Social and economic impacts of climate.
Science 9, 6304 (2016).

15. Challinor, A. J. et al. Transmission of climate risks across sectors and borders.
Philos. Transact. Royal Soc. A: Mathematical, Phys. Eng. Sci. 376, 20170301
(2018).

16. Field, C. B. et al. (eds). Technical summary. in Climate Change 2014: Impacts,
Adaptation, and Vulnerability. Part A: Global and Sectoral Aspects.
Contribution of Working Group II to the Fifth Assessment Report of the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. pp. 33–34 (Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge, 2014).

17. Yokohata, T. et al. Visualizing the interconnections among climate risks.
Earth’s Future 7, 85–100 (2019).

18. McGowan, P. J. K., Stewart, G. B., Long, G. & Grainger, M. J. An imperfect
vision of indivisibility in the Sustainable Development Goals. Nat.
Sustainability 2, 43–45 (2019).

19. Nilsson, M. et al. Mapping interactions between the sustainable development
goals: lessons learned and ways forward. Sustainability Sci. 13, 1489–1503
(2018).

20. Pradhan, P., Costa, L., Rybski, D., Lucht, W. & Kropp, J. P. A systematic study
of Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) Interactions. Earth’s Future 5,
1169–1179 (2017).

21. Pradhan, P. Antagonists to meeting the 2030 agenda. Nat. Sustainability 2,
171–172 (2019).

22. Lusseau, D. & Mancini, F. Income-based variation in Sustainable Development
Goal interaction networks. Nat. Sustainability 2, 242–247 (2019).

23. Adshead, D., Thacker, S., Fuldauer, L. I. & Hall, J. W. Delivering on the
Sustainable Development Goals through long-term infrastructure planning.
Glob. Environ. Change 59, 101975 (2019).

24. Izaguirre, C., Losada, I. J., Camus, P., Vigh, J. L. & Stenek, V. Climate change
risk to global port operations. Nat. Clim. Change 11, 14–20 (2021).

25. WCED. Our Common Future (The Brundtland Report) (Oxford University
Press, 1987).

26. Purvis, B., Mao, Y. & Robinson, D. Three pillars of sustainability: in search of
conceptual origins. Sustainability Sci. 14, 681–695 (2018).

27. UN. International Standard Industrial Classification of All Economic Activities
(ISIC), Revision 4. https://unstats.un.org/unsd/classifications/Econ/Download/
InText/ISIC_Rev_4_publication_English.pdf (2008).

28. Bogaart, P. et al. Discussion paper 1.1: An ecosystem type classification for the
System of Environmental Economic Accounting - Ecosystem Accounting Areas.
https://seea.un.org/sites/seea.un.org/files/documents/EEA/seea_eea_revision_
wg1_discussion_paper_1.1_classification_ecosystemtypes.pdf (2019).

29. Anderson, J. R., Hardy, E. E., Roach, J. T. & Witmer, R. E. A Land Use and
Land Cover Classification System for Use with Remote Sensor Data. Geological
Survey Professional Paper 964 https://pubs.usgs.gov/pp/0964/report.pdf
(1976).

30. Bateman, I. J. & Mace, G. M. The natural capital framework for sustainably
efficient and equitable decision making. Nat. Sustainability 3, 776–783 (2020).

31. Blicharska, M. et al. Biodiversity’s contributions to sustainable development.
Nat. Sustainability 2, 1083–1093 (2019).

32. Dasgupta, P. The Economics of Biodiversity: The Dasgupta Review. (HM
Treasury, London, 2021).

33. Díaz, S. et al. Assessing nature’s contributions to people. Science 359, 270–272
(2018).

34. IPCC. in Climate Change 2014: Synthesis Report. Contribution of Working
Groups I, II and III to the Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change (eds Core Writing Team, Pachauri, R. K. & Meyer,
L. A.) p. 151 (IPCC, 2014).

35. Koks, E. E., Jongman, B., Husby, T. G. & Botzen, W. J. W. Combining hazard,
exposure and social vulnerability to provide lessons for flood risk
management. Environ. Sci. Policy 47, 42–52 (2015).

36. Chausson, A. et al. Mapping the effectiveness of nature-based solutions for
climate change adaptation. Glob. Change Biol. 26, 6134–6155 (2020).

37. Mechler, R. et al. Managing unnatural disaster risk from climate extremes.
Nat. Clim. Change 4, 235–237 (2014).

38. Seddon, N. et al. Getting the message right on nature-based solutions to
climate change. Glob. Change Biol. 27, 1518–1546 (2021).

39. Reid, H., Faulkner, L. & Weiser, A. The role of community-based natural
resource management in climate change adaptation in Ethiopia. https://doi.
org/10.13140/RG.2.1.4592.4968 (2013).

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-31202-w ARTICLE

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS |         (2022) 13:3579 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-31202-w |www.nature.com/naturecommunications 13

https://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/sustainable/climateaction-sdgs-conference.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/sustainable/climateaction-sdgs-conference.html
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2017.05.030
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2017.05.030
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/classifications/Econ/Download/InText/ISIC_Rev_4_publication_English.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/classifications/Econ/Download/InText/ISIC_Rev_4_publication_English.pdf
https://seea.un.org/sites/seea.un.org/files/documents/EEA/seea_eea_revision_wg1_discussion_paper_1.1_classification_ecosystemtypes.pdf
https://seea.un.org/sites/seea.un.org/files/documents/EEA/seea_eea_revision_wg1_discussion_paper_1.1_classification_ecosystemtypes.pdf
https://pubs.usgs.gov/pp/0964/report.pdf
https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.1.4592.4968
https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.1.4592.4968
www.nature.com/naturecommunications
www.nature.com/naturecommunications


40. Cohen, F., Hepburn, C. J. & Teytelboym, A. Is natural capital really
substitutable? Annu. Rev. Environ. Resour. 44, 425–448 (2019).

41. Noon, M. L. et al. Mapping the irrecoverable carbon in Earth’s ecosystems.
Nat. Sustainability 11, 1–10 (2021).

42. IPBES. Global assessment report on biodiversity and ecosystem services of the
Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem
Services. p 1148 (eds Brondizio, E. S., Settele, J., Díaz, S. & Ngo, H. T.). (IPBES
secretariat, Bonn, Germany, 2019).

43. Adger, W. N., Brown, I. & Surminski, S. Advances in risk assessment for
climate change adaptation policy. Philos. Trans. R. Soc. A: Math., Phys. Eng.
Sci. 376, 1–13 (2018).

44. Schipper, E. L. F. Maladaptation: when adaptation to climate change goes very
wrong. One Earth 3, 409–414 (2020).

45. Eriksen, S. et al. Adaptation interventions and their effect on vulnerability in
developing countries: Help, hindrance or irrelevance? World Dev. 141, 105383
(2021).

46. le Blanc, D. Towards integration at last? The Sustainable Development Goals
as a network of targets. Sustain. Dev. 23, 176–187 (2015).

47. Zscheischler, J. et al. Future climate risk from compound events. Nat. Clim.
Change 8, 469–477 (2018).

48. Zorn, C., Pant, R., Thacker, S. & Shamseldin, A. Y. Evaluating the magnitude
and spatial extent of disruptions across interdependent national infrastructure
networks. ASCE-ASME J. Risk Uncertainty in Eng. Syst., Part B: Mechanical
Eng. 6, 020904 (2020).

49. Pant, R., Hall, J. W. & Blainey, S. P. Vulnerability assessment framework for
interdependent critical infrastructures: case-study for Great Britain’s rail
network. Eur. J. Transp. Infrastruct. Res. 16, 174–194 (2016).

50. Theoharidou, M., Kotzanikolaou, P. & Gritzalis, D. Risk assessment
methodology for interdependent critical infrastructures. Int. J. Risk Assess.
Manag. 15, 128 (2011).

51. Bennich, T., Weitz, N. & Carlsen, H. Deciphering the scientific literature on
SDG interactions: a review and reading guide. Sci. Total Environ. 728, 138405
(2020).

52. Nilsson, M., Griggs, D. & Visbeck, M. Policy: map the interactions between
Sustainable Development Goals. Nature 534, 320–322 (2016).

53. Koks, E. E. et al. A global multi-hazard risk analysis of road and railway
infrastructure assets. Nat. Commun. 10, 1–11 (2019).

54. Simpson, N. P. et al. A framework for complex climate change risk
assessment. One Earth 4, 489–501 (2021).

55. Klein, R. J. T. et al. Adaptation opportunities, constraints, and limits. in
Climate Change 2014 Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability: Part A: Global
and Sectoral Aspects. Contribution of Working Group II to the Fifth Assessment
Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 899–943 (eds Field,
C. B. et al.) (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, United Kingdom and
New York, NY, USA, 2014).

56. Adshead, D. et al. Saint Lucia: National Infrastructure Assessment. (United
Nations Office for Project Services, Copenhagen, Denmark, 2020).

57. Fuldauer, L. I., Thacker, S. & Hall, J. Informing national adaptation for
sustainable development through spatial systems modelling. Glob. Environ.
Change 71, 102396 (2021).

58. Adshead, D. et al. Ghana: roadmap for resilient infrastructure in a changing
climate. https://gca.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Ghana_Roadmap-for-
Resilient-Infrastructure-in-a-Changing-Climate.pdf (2022).

59. Fuldauer, L. I. et al. Evaluating the benefits of national adaptation to climate
risks in the context of the Sustainable Development Goals. Global Environ.
Change (2022).

60. Frieler, K. et al. Assessing the impacts of 1.5 °C global warming-simulation
protocol of the Inter-Sectoral Impact Model Intercomparison Project
(ISIMIP2b). Geosci. Model Dev. 10, 4321–4345 (2017).

61. UN. Sustainable Development Solutions Network. (Sustainable Development
Solutions Network, 2020).

62. Berrang-Ford, L. et al. A systematic global stocktake of evidence on human
adaptation to climate change. Nat. Clim. Change 11, 989–1000 (2021).

63. Conway, D. et al. The need for bottom-up assessments of climate risks and
adaptation in climate-sensitive regions. Nat. Clim. Change 9, 503–511 (2019).

64. Koks, E. et al. The macroeconomic impacts of future river flooding in Europe.
Environ. Res. Lett. 14, 084042 (2019).

65. Seddon, N. et al. Understanding the value and limits of nature-based solutions
to climate change and other global challenges. Philos. Transact. Royal Soc. B:
Biol. Sci. 375, 20190120 (2020).

66. Jones, H. P., Hole, D. G. & Zavaleta, E. S. Harnessing nature to help people
adapt to climate change. Nat. Clim. Change 2, 504–509 (2012).

67. Masson-Delmotte, V. et al. Global warming of 1.5 °C. An IPCC Special Report
on the Impacts of Global Warming of 1.5 °C Above Pre-industrial Levels and
Related Global Greenhouse Gas Emission Pathways, in the Context of
Strengthening the Global Response to the threat of Climate Change (Report of
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2018).

68. Kremen, C. & Merenlender, A. M. Landscapes that work for biodiversity and
people. Science 362, eaau6020 (2018).

69. Berrang-Ford, L., Pearce, T. & Ford, J. D. Systematic review approaches for
climate change adaptation research. Reg. Environ. Change 15, 755–769 (2015).

70. Kanie, N. et al. Rules to goals: emergence of new governance strategies for
sustainable development: Governance for global sustainability is undergoing a
major transformation from rule-based to goal-based. But with no compliance
measures, success will require an unprecede. Sustainability Sci. 14, 1745–1749
(2019).

71. Eisenack, K. & Stecker, R. A framework for analyzing climate change
adaptations as actions. Mitig. Adapt. Strateg. Glob. Change 17, 243–260
(2012).

72. Swartz, M. S. et al. Taking the wrong drugs: the role of substance abuse and
medication noncompliance in violence among severely mentally ill
individuals. Social Psychiatry Psychiatric Epidemiol. 33, S75–S80 (1998).

73. IPCC. Climate Change and Land: an IPCC Special Report on Climate Change,
Desertification, Land Degradation, Sustainable Land Management, Food
Security, and Greenhouse Gas Fluxes in Terrestrial Ecosystems (IPCC Report,
2019).

74. Bailey, R. W., Gorlach, M. & Arbor, A. English as a world language. RELC J.
17, 91–96 (1986).

75. Schmidt-Traub, G., Kroll, C., Teksoz, K., Durand-Delacre, D. & Sachs, J. D.
National baselines for the Sustainable Development Goals assessed in the SDG
Index and Dashboards. Nat. Geosci. 10, 547–555 (2017).

76. Smith, A. C. et al. How natural capital delivers ecosystem services: a typology
derived from a systematic review. Ecosyst. Serv. 26, 111–126 (2017).

77. Felipe-Lucia, M. R. Modelling dynamic ecosystem services. Nat. Sustainability
4, 928–929 (2021).

78. Snäll, T., Triviño, M., Mair, L., Bengtsson, J. & Moen, J. High rates of short-
term dynamics of forest ecosystem services. Nat. Sustainability 4, 951–957
(2021).

79. Smith, A. J. P., Jones, M. W., Abatzoglou, J. T., Canadell, J. G. & Betts, R. A.
Climate change increases the risk of wildfires update. https://sciencebrief.org/
topics/climate (2020).

80. Diaz-Sarachaga, J. M., Jato-Espino, D. & Castro-Fresno, D. Is the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDG) index an adequate framework to measure the
progress of the 2030 Agenda? Sustain. Dev. 26, 663–671 (2018).

81. March, J. G. & Simon, H. A. Organizations (Wiley–Blackwell, 1993).
82. Magnan, A. K. et al. Estimating the global risk of anthropogenic climate

change. Nat. Clim. Change 11, 879–885 (2021).

Acknowledgements
We appreciate the contributions of the Infrastructure Transitions Research Consortium
and the Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council by grants (L.I.F.), EP/
N509711/1 (L.I.F.), and EP/N017064/1 (J.W.H). We thank Prof. Nathalie Seddon and
colleagues at the University of Oxford and beyond for providing useful suggestions that
improved this paper. We acknowledge the image courtesy of the United Nations Sus-
tainable Development Goals: https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment. The content
of this publication has not been approved by the United Nations and does not reflect the
views of the United Nations or its officials or the Member States.

Author contributions
L.I.F. lead the study. L.I.F., S.T. and J.W.H. designed the study. L.I.F., R.H., S.T. and F.F.-
N. performed most of the analyses. L.I.F. and J.W.H. wrote most of the manuscript, with
input from the others. L.I.F., S.T., R.H., F.F.-N., R.N., and J.W.H. contributed to the
manuscript through methodological advice, analysis, and feedback as well as figure and
text edits.

Competing interests
The authors declare no competing interests.

Additional information
Supplementary information The online version contains supplementary material
available at https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-31202-w.

Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to Lena I. Fuldauer.

Peer review information Nature Communications thanks Jari Lyytimäki and the other,
anonymous, reviewer(s) for their contribution to the peer review of this work.

Reprints and permission information is available at http://www.nature.com/reprints

Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

ARTICLE NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-31202-w

14 NATURE COMMUNICATIONS |         (2022) 13:3579 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-31202-w |www.nature.com/naturecommunications

https://gca.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Ghana_Roadmap-for-Resilient-Infrastructure-in-a-Changing-Climate.pdf
https://gca.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Ghana_Roadmap-for-Resilient-Infrastructure-in-a-Changing-Climate.pdf
https://sciencebrief.org/topics/climate
https://sciencebrief.org/topics/climate
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-31202-w
http://www.nature.com/reprints
www.nature.com/naturecommunications


Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing,

adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give
appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative
Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party
material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless
indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in the
article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by statutory
regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from
the copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/.

© The Author(s) 2022, corrected publication 2022

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-31202-w ARTICLE

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS |         (2022) 13:3579 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-022-31202-w |www.nature.com/naturecommunications 15

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
www.nature.com/naturecommunications
www.nature.com/naturecommunications

	Targeting climate adaptation to safeguard and advance the Sustainable Development Goals
	Results
	A framework for adaptation to safeguard and advance SDGs
	Influences among sectors and SDG targets
	Influences among climatic impact-drivers and sectors
	SDG targets influenced by impacts of climate change

	Discussion
	Tailor adaptation to safeguard SDG targets and advance SDG target co-benefits
	Reflections and considerations in applying the conceptual framework
	Towards coordinated global and national efforts
	A call for scaling up sustainable climate adaptation

	Methods
	Overview of three-step methodology
	Step 1: aim and concept
	Step 2: data source and selection
	Step 3: analysis and presentation
	Limitations and future work
	Sector definition/scope
	Climatic impact-driver definition/scope
	SDG target definitions/scope
	Analysis
	Global application

	Reporting summary
	Data availability
	References
	References
	Acknowledgements
	Author contributions
	Competing interests
	Additional information




