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ABSTRACT
Relevance. Sustainable development is now an increasingly important topic 
on the global agenda, which received much attention in connection with the 
adoption of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). Research objectives. The article aims to contribute 
to the understanding of sustainability expansion and SDGs achievement in 
Europe by comparing the differences between Western and Eastern European 
countries. Data and methods. The study relies on descriptive statistics and 
comparative analysis of sustainable development results in Western (18) and 
Eastern European (21) countries. The parametric Student’s t-distribution 
test and non-parametric U Mann-Whitney test were used to examine the 
significance of the differences between Western and Eastern European countries. 
Results. Sustainable development in Eastern and Western European countries 
is affected by various economic, social and environmental processes. The SDGs 
in Western European countries is achieved mostly in the social and economic 
spheres while in the Eastern European countries, in social and environmental 
spheres. Although Europe leads globally on sustainability, it still faces significant 
challenges in reaching the SDGs. Conclusions. European countries are compared 
in order to identify the main SDGs directions and constraints in the current state 
of sustainability achievement. Research findings can be useful for adjustment of 
the integrated sustainable development strategy at the global and national levels.
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Достижение устойчивого развития:  
анализ исходных условий стран Западной и Восточной Европы
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АННОТАЦИЯ
Актуальность. В настоящее время устойчивое развитие становится все более 
важной темой в глобальной повестке дня, которой уделяется большое вни-
мание в связи с принятием Повестки дня в области устойчивого развития 
на период до 2030 года и Целей устойчивого развития (ЦУР). Цель иссле-
дования. Статья направлена на содействие пониманию расширения устой-
чивости и достижения ЦУР в Европе путем сравнения различий между 
странами Западной и Восточной Европы. Данные и методы. Исследование 
опирается на описательную статистику и сравнительный анализ результатов 
устойчивого развития в странах Западной (18) и Восточной Европы (21). Па-
раметрический критерий t-распределения Стьюдента и непараметрический 
U-критерий Манна-Уитни использовались для проверки значимости разли-
чий между странами Западной и Восточной Европы. Результаты. На устой-
чивое развитие в странах Восточной и Западной Европы влияют различные 
экономические, социальные и экологические процессы. ЦУР в странах За-
падной Европы достигается в основном в социальной и экономической сфе-
рах, а в странах Восточной Европы – в социальной и экологической сферах. 
Хотя Европа является лидером в мире по устойчивости, она по-прежнему 
сталкивается со значительными проблемами в достижении ЦУР. Выводы. 
Европейские страны сравниваются, чтобы определить основные направле-
ния и ограничения ЦУР в текущем состоянии достижения устойчивости. Ре-
зультаты исследования могут быть полезны для корректировки комплексной 
стратегии устойчивого развития на глобальном и национальном уровнях.
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Introduction 
Sustainable development with its three di-

mensions – economic, social and environmental – 
has recently acquired great importance on the in-
ternational agenda. The sustainable development 
framework includes 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), which cover a wide range of issues 
and aim to find effective solutions to the complex 
challenges of modern society that require an in-
terdisciplinary perspective (Secundo et al., 2020). 

Economists believe that countries will be able 
to make only a limited progress towards sustai- 
nable development by 2030. Moreover, the gap 
of sustainable development between developed 
and developing countries has expanded. Many 
researchers study the positive and negative fac-
tors that influence sustainable development such 
as national development strategies and priorities, 
international aid policies, allocation of financial 
resources and the level of technological develop-
ment (Lopatkova et al., 2019; Moyer & Hedden, 
2020; Schmidt-Traub et al., 2017). Moreover, the 
level of SDGs achievement as well as global and 
national priorities may change drastically due 
to the novel coronavirus pandemic (Solberg & 
Akufo-Addo, 2020).

The purpose of this paper is to evaluate the 
current state of SDGs achievement by Western 
and Eastern European countries in order to iden-
tify the main directions and constraints of strate-
gic sustainability through data gathering, moni- 
toring and assessing. This research goal includes 
the following objectives: (1) to analyze the current 
state of global sustainability; (2) to evaluate dy-
namics and achievement of SDGs in Europe; and 
(3) to identify the priorities in sustainable strate-
gies in Western and Eastern European countries.

Theoretical background

The concept and measurement of sustainable 
development 

The concept of sustainable development is 
linked to globalization, technological pressure, crea- 
tion of global information space, and depletion 
of natural resources. Sustainable development is a 
multi-dimensional concept which focuses on three 
interdependent elements: economic development, 
social environmental development and protection 
(Belyaeva & Lopatkova, 2020; Kwatra et al., 2020) 
From the very beginning, however, this concept 
has received various interpretations and has been 
criticized on different grounds (Kalin, 2018). 

At the first stage (1950s – 1980s), the concept 
of sustainable development was characterized by 
a gap between economic development and envi-
ronment degradation. In this period, the ecocen-
tric approach prevailed and the negative impact of 
socio-economic development on the environment 
was emphasized. Numerous studies and confe- 
rences devoted to the issue of long-term develop-
ment in accordance with the environmental con-
servation principles were conducted (Belyaeva & 
Lopatkova, 2020; Kalin, 2018; Kuznetsova, 2013).

The concept of sustainable development has 
become increasingly widespread after the Brundt-
land Report released by the World Commission 
on Environment and Development in 1987 (UN, 
2015). Sustainable development was defined as 
development that meets the needs of the present  
without compromising the ability of future gene- 
rations to satisfy their needs. According to the 
Report, the new approach to sustainable develop-
ment is based not only on the conservation of the 
environment, but also on ensuring human needs 
and adjusting the balance between social and eco-
nomic development. Moreover, large companies 
began to aim for sustainable development, alig- 
ning corporate goals with those of communities 
and the planet. One of the important stages in the 
formation of business sustainability is the standar- 
disation of non-financial reporting and assessment 
of the contribution of companies to sustainability 
(e.g. ISO, GRI) (Belyaeva & Lopatkova, 2020).

This period was followed by the integration 
stage, which lasts until today. The “Rio + 20” Con-
ference on Sustainable Development (2012) was a 
milestone event where an agenda was formulated 
to reaffirm the commitment to the Millennium 
Development Goals, which were the forerunners 
of the SDGs presented in September 2015. Thus, 
the UN formalized 17 goals and 169 targets of 
global sustainability (UN, 2015). The concept of 
sustainable development has become a key ele-
ment of global policy combining socio-economic 
and environmental management. 

The modern period implies cooperation be-
tween the public and private sectors, even small 
and medium-sized enterprises (Belyaeva & 
Lopatkova, 2020; Karlstorm, 2018). The concept 
of sustainable development has undergone some 
changes from the traditional scientific view based 
on the moral and ethical principles of the ancient 
world toward an integrated perspective. Thus, it 
has adapted to the modern requirements of a com-
plex global environment. Its fundamental princi-
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ples have contributed to the growing awareness of 
the complex interdependence between the global 
pillars – society, economy and environment (Ka-
lin, 2018). Joint efforts need to be taken by the key 
players (United Nations, governments, private 
sector, and civil society organizations) in terms of 
awareness and management to achieve global sus-
tainability (Mensah & Casadevall, 2019).

The concept of sustainable development is 
constantly expanding, as new aspects of modern 
development, new goals and indicators are be-
ing added (Kwatra et al., 2020), for example, the 
18th SDG on animal health, welfare and rights 
(Visseren-Hamaker, 2020).

Table 1
Formation of the sustainable development concept 

Phase Approach and description
Initial stage 
(1950s – 1980s)

Ecocentric approach: environmental 
issues are recognized as fundamental 
elements

Socio-economic 
stage  
(1980 – 1990s)

Anthropocentric approach: society fits 
into the life of nature and influences it
Corporate social responsibility: 
business is responsible for the social, 
environmental and economic conse-
quences of its activities

Integrated stage
(1990s – until now)

Holistic sustainability development 
based on economic, environmental, 
and social development patterns. UN 
Agenda for Sustainable Development: 
2030

Source: compiled on the basis of Belyaeva & Lopatkova, 
2020; Kalin, 2018; Kuznetsova, 2013

One of the main tools for achieving sustai- 
nability is the availability of indicators that con-
tribute to the correct measurement of effective-
ness in various aspects of sustainable develop-
ment (Dang & Serajuddin, 2019; Kwatra et al., 
2020). There is an ongoing debate about how 
to measure sustainable performance (Miola & 
Schiltz, 2019). Various indicators and methods 
are used to assess sustainability. Therefore, the 
study raises the question of the use of a variable 
to assess the global, regional and national level 
of sustainable development according to the 
comprehensive approach. Miola & Schiltz (2019) 
argued that the relative position of a country de-
pends almost entirely on the chosen method and 
indicators; different assessment methods can lead 
to different results of the country’s performance 
(Dang & Serajuddin, 2019). There is a set of in-
dicators used both to measure global progress to-
wards sustainability and the relative performance 
of countries. Each of the global indices (see Ta-
ble 2) focuses on one or two dimensions; one ex-

ception is the SDGs Index. Schmidt-Traub et al. 
(2017) found out that the SDG Index is strongly 
correlated with the human development index 
(HDI) and per capita gross domestic product 
(GDP). The correlation is the weakest with the 
Index of Economic Freedom (EF) and the Global 
Peace Index (GPI) (Schmidt-Traub et al., 2017). 

Table 2
Sustainable Development Indicators 

Research 
level

Examples  
of indicators

Sustainable  
development pillars

Global 
and na-
tional 

GDP per capita Economic development
Living Planet Index 
(LPI)

Ecological development

Human Development 
Index (HDI)

Economic + social 
development

Environment Perfor-
mance Index (EPI)

Ecological + social 
development

Happy Planet Index 
(HPI)

Ecological + social 
development

Index of Economic 
Freedom

Economic + social 
development

Global Peace Index Economic + social 
development

Sustainable Develop- 
ment Goals Index 
(SDG Index) 

Economic + ecologi-
cal + social develop-
ment

Source: compiled on the basis of Kwatra et al., 2020; 
Schmidt-Traub et al., 2017

The modern understanding of sustainable 
development is linked primarily to the UN 
SDGs despite the criticisms of consistency and 
relevance of sub-indicators. The 17 SDGs and 
169 targets are global and combine three pat-
terns – economic growth, social integration and 
environmental protection in contrast to GDP 
per capita and other narrowly defined indica-
tors. This index provides extensive assessment 
of countries’ starting points according to inter-
nationally agreed goals (Schmidt-Traub et al., 
2017). Thus, this study uses the SDGs as an indi-
cator of sustainable development. 

Sustainable development map:  
egional distribution

Many researchers discuss probability of SDGs 
achievement since these goals have become the 
key element of global development planning. 
Some scholars believe that the world will make 
only a limited progress towards achieving SDGs 
by 2030 with the current set of policy priorities. 
Klarin (2018) contends that many countries have 
not even come close to sustainable development, 
moreover, the regional disparity in achievement 
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SDGs is significant (Moyer & Hedden, 2020) and 
the gap between developed and developing coun-
tries has broadened (Klarin, 2018). 

The Global SDGs Index measures the overall 
progress of countries towards all 17 sustainable 
goals; it is interpreted as a percentage of achieve-
ment. The score of 100 (100%) means that all 17 
SDGs have been achieved (Lafortune et al., 2018). 
According to the global sustainability index, Euro-
pean region (77.1%) and North America (76.2%) 
are the most successful in achieving the SDGs. 
Oceania region has 70.1 (%), Latin America and 
the Caribbean – 68.4%, Asia – 67.9%, Africa – 
only 53% (Sachs et al., 2019; UN, 2019) (Figure 1). 

Fundamental constraint of the implementa-
tion of sustainable development is significant varia-
tions in the degree of socio-economic development 
across countries (Klarin, 2018; Schmidt-Traub et 
al., 2017). To meet sustainability goals, less deve-
loped countries must make deal with such prob-
lems as extreme poverty, lack of access to essential 
infrastructure, environmental degradation and 
inequality in social integration (Schmidt-Traub et 
al., 2017). More economically developed countries 
face less but still significant challenges such as the 
climate change and its effects (Sinha et al., 2020), 
inequalities, and the loss of biodiversity. 

Moreover, the map of global sustainability 
(see Figure 1) shows the fragmentation in the le-
vel of sustainable development in European coun-
tries. While most European countries have a GDP 
per capita higher than the world’s average, these 
countries are highly developed and lead globally 

on the SDGs, but none are on track to the SDGs 
achievement (UN, 2019).

In most European countries, the whole range 
of strategic objectives aimed at the implementation 
of the SDGs is formulated in special national do- 
cuments where the SDGs are adapted to local con-
ditions (Ignatov et al., 2019). Lanshina et al. (2019) 
distinguished three key schemes for localizing the 
SDGs at the national level. The first approach is 
deep localization which includes consideration of 
all 17 SDGs and formulating goals at the national 
level. The second path is the implementation of the 
SDGs without formal localization, with no changes 
in sustainability strategies after the adoption of the 
2030 Agenda. The third scheme is characterized by 
isolation from the 2030 Agenda and is characte- 
rized by the complete lack of localization. Germa-
ny is an example of complete localization, Sweden 
implements the SDGs without their formal local-
ization, in Finland there is no localization. 

The most desirable way to achieve the SDGs 
is the complete localization scheme. Moreover, 
the EU will integrate the SDG objectives into the 
annual review of EU member states’ fiscal books 
(European Semester) (Lanshina et al., 2019). In 
Russia, the goals of strategic development reflec- 
ted in the Presidential Order “On National Goals 
and Strategic Objectives of the Russian Federa-
tion until 2024” (Executive Order of May 2018). 
Most of the UN Sustainable Development Goals 
are almost fully included in Russia’s medium- and 
long-term national strategy until 2024. Neverthe-
less, Sakharov & Kolmar (2019) believe that Rus-

Global Index Score
> 80
70–80
60–70
50–60
< 50
[information unavailable]

�e boundaries, colors, denominations, and other information shown on this map do not imply any judgment on the part of SDSN 
consuming the legal status of any territory or the endorsement or acceptance of such boundaries

Figure 1. Global sustainability in the framework of the SDGs Index 
Source: Sachs et al., 2019; UN, 2019 
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sia’s strategy towards systematic implementation 
of the SDGs requires the inclusion of a full range 
of social issues in a comprehensive sustainable de-
velopment strategy (Kolmar & Sakharov, 2019).

Rydzewski (2015) discovered differences in 
the perception of sustainable development of resi-
dents of Eastern and Western European countries. 
In both Eastern and Western European countries 
people consider the social aspect of sustainabili-
ty of vital importance. Western European coun-
tries are characterized by a much higher level of 
social capital. In addition, environmental issues 
are viewed as more important in Western Europe 
than Eastern Europe. Thus, in the case of Eas-
tern European countries, the environmental pillar 
is clearly underestimated and the social pillar is 
weaker than in Western Europe.

The countries’ development strategies should 
be balanced across the economic, social and envi-
ronmental priorities taking into account political 
and economic goals on a global scale (Mensah & 
Casadevall, 2019). Institutional governance pos-
itively contributes to the three pillars of sustai- 
nable development. Moreover, the three pillars 
affect each other, e.g. good governance modera- 
tes the positive impact of economic growth and 
human development; enhancing human develop-
ment leads to lower carbon emissions (ecological 
factor) (Omri & Mabrouk, 2020). Moreover, some 
SDG indicators will not be solved without a sig-
nificant change in international aid policies. The 
most vulnerable countries must be the focus of 
international aid. Other constraints of sustainable 
development are the lack of financial resources, 
technology and innovation capacities (Klarin, 
2018; Moyer & Hedden, 2020; Schmidt-Traub et 
al., 2017). For instance, digitalization can be an 
effective factor of global sustainable development, 
thus it should be embedded into the business, 
government and society core statement (Lopat-
kova et al., 2019). However, different drivers and 
consequences of digitalization were revealed for 
different groups of countries. Digitalization has a 
positive effect on welfare in developed countries, 
while no influence was discovered in the group 
of developing countries. The positive impact of 
digitalisation is explained by the high level of in-
clusiveness of digital services, government and 
business investments, digital trust and literacy in 
developed countries (Zvereva et al., 2019).

Moreover, the effects of the novel coronavirus 
pandemic on the global economy and on sustain-
able development prospects are uncertain, but in 

the short term the outcomes are disastrous. The 
pandemic has exposed fundamental weaknesses 
in our global system such as weak health systems, 
lack of education, and lack of global cooperation. 
Evidence is emerging of the broader impact of the 
crisis on the desire to achieve the SDGs, e.g. accor- 
ding to the UNESCO, about 1.25 billion students 
are affected, which means a serious challenge to 
the achievement of the SDG 4 (Quality Education). 
According to the International Labour Organisa-
tion, about 25 million people may lose their jobs 
(SDG 8). In many parts of the world, the pandemic 
and its consequences are exacerbated by the diffi-
culties in achieving poverty eradication (SDG 1) 
and food insecurity (SDG 2). As the world is trying 
to contain the spread of the virus and eliminate its 
negative impacts, countries are changing their pri-
orities and reallocating resources. Thus, the level of 
SDGs achievement and global and national prio- 
rities may change drastically due to the pandemic 
2019/20 (Solberg & Akufo-Addo, 2020).

Methods and data
The study relies on descriptive statistical ana- 

lysis of sustainability results reflected by the total 
country’s SDG Index and achievement of separate 
17 SDGs by European countries. The data were 
provided by sustainable development reports 
from 2016 to 2019 (Sachs et al., 2016–2019).

The research includes several stages. At the 
first stage, the dynamics and achievement of SDGs 
in 39 European countries were evaluated for the 
period of 2016- 2019 (Table 3). 

Table 3
European Countries: Western and Eastern groups

European Countries
Western Eastern

Austria; Belgium; 
Switzerland; Germany; 
Denmark; Spain; 
Finland; France; 
United Kingdom; 
Ireland; Iceland; Italy; 
Luxembourg; Malta; 
Netherlands; Norway; 
Portugal; Sweden 

Albania; Bulgaria; Bosnia and 
Herzegovina; Belarus; Czech 
Republic; Estonia; Greece; 
Croatia; Hungary; Lithuania; 
Latvia; Moldova; North 
Macedonia; Montenegro; 
Poland; Romania; Russian 
Federation; Serbia; Slovak 
Republic; Slovenia; Ukraine

Source: compiled on the basis of the UN region allocation

At the second stage, comparative analysis 
of sustainable development results in Western 
(18) and Eastern European (21) countries was 
conducted. The next step of empirical research 
is the identification of similarities and diffe- 
rences in 17 SDGs of Western and Eastern Euro-
pean countries. At the second and third stages, 
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the parametric Student’s t-distribution test and 
non-parametric U Mann-Whitney test were con-
ducted. At the final stage, the mapping of sus-
tainable pillars in Western and Eastern Europe-
an countries was conducted by dividing 17 SDGs 
into 3 categories – social, economic and environ-
mental sustainability.

The calculations were conducted by using Ex-
cel and Stata software. The results are displayed in 
the form of graphs and tables. 

Results 
The SDG Index and Dashboards report (2019) 

show that the current achievement of the SDGs in 
Europe is below the average level (57% of SDGs 
are significant and major problems). Only 8% of 
the goals are achieved by European countries. 
33% means that European countries are making a 
significant contribution to goal achievement, but 
there still remain challenges in the implementa-
tion of the SDGs (Figure 2). 

Goal 
Achievement

8%

Challenges
remain

33%Signi�cant
challenges

39%

Major
challenges

18%

No data
2%

Figure 2. Achievement of the 17 SDGs  
in 39 countries in Europe (2019)

Source: Calculations are based on the SDG report  
(Sachs et al., 2019)

Moreover, the countries closest to achieving 
the SDGs in Western Europe are Denmark (85.2%), 
Sweden (85%), Finland (82.8%), France (81.5%), 
Austria (81.1%), and Germany (81.1%). At the 
bottom of the list in Western Europe is Luxem-
burg (74.8%). As for Eastern European countries, 
the most successful in achieving the SDGs are the 
Czech Republic (80.7%) and Estonia (80.2%) while 
Montenegro has the worst rate (67.3%). 

Figure 3 illustrates the dynamic of sustainable 
development in two groups of European coun-
tries. The SDG Index is demonstrating a gradual 
growth for European countries. The overall sus-
tainable ranking of Western European countries 
is higher than that of Eastern European countries. 

SD
G

 In
de

x

82

80

78

76

74

72

70

68

66

64
2016 2017 2018 2019

Western European countries
Eastern European countries

Figure 3. Dynamics of sustainable development 
in Western and Eastern European countries 

(2016–2019)
Source: Calculations are based on the SDGs reports  

(Sachs et al., 2016–2019)

However, the data indicate that the delta of 
sustainable growth in Eastern European coun-
tries is greater than in Western European coun-
tries. Sustainable growth from 2016 to 2017 and 
from 2018 and 2019 is higher in Eastern Europe-
an countries than in Western European countries. 
Nonetheless, none of the Eastern European coun-
tries is included in the group of countries with 
a favorable situation in the sphere of sustainability 
(Raszkowski & Bartniczak, 2019).

Our comparative analysis of sustainable de-
velopment and SDGs achievement in Western 
and Eastern European countries is based on the 
Shapiro-Wilk criterion to estimate the conditions 
of the normal distribution of the sample. This test 
is better when used with small sample sizes (in 
our case 39 observations). According to the Sha- 
piro-Wilk test, the null hypothesis cannot be re-
jected at the critical significance level of 0.05, 
which means that the level of sustainable develop-
ment (total SDG Index) follows the normal distri-
bution pattern (Table 4).

Table 4
Test of the normal distribution  

of European countries 
Variable Obs W V z Prob > z

SDG Index (Total) 39 0.983 0.641 –0.935 0.825
SDG Index (Eastern 
European countries) 21 0.976 0.598 –1.038 0.850

SDG Index (Western 
European countries) 18 0.967 0.729 –0.633 0.737

Source: the author’s own calculations
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The condition for equality of variances is met 
as the level of statistical significance 0.3 (Table 5).

To assess the level of sustainable development 
in the two samples of European countries we ap-
plied Student’s t-distribution test, which showed 
that Western European and Eastern European 
countries are on different levels of sustainable de-
velopment (Table 6).

Table 6
Sustainable development in Western and Eastern 

European countries; Mean (std. dev.)

Dimension Groups of European countries t pEastern Western
SDG 74.4 (3.78) 79.6 (2.94) –4.76 0.000

Source: the author’s own calculations

We used the parametric Student’s t-distribu-
tion test and non-parametric U Mann-Whitney 

test to examine the similarities and differences in 
the achievement of the 17 SDGs in Western and 
Eastern European countries (Table 7). Different 
methods were used due to normal / non-normal 
distribution and dispersion equality / inequality. 
Western European countries are more active in 
SDGs 2, 3, 5, 7, 8, 9, 11 compared with Eastern 
countries. Eastern European countries achieved 
better results in SDGs 12 and 15. Eastern Europe-
an countries face the greatest challenges on goals 
related to industry, innovation and infrastructure 
sustainability (SDG 9) and Western European 
countries, responsible consumption and produc-
tion (SDG 12). On the other hand, both Western 
and Eastern countries demonstrate similar results 
in the achievement of SDGs 1, 4, 6, 10, 13, 14, 17 
and 16. The best results of European countries 
were shown in SDG 1 (‘no poverty’). 

Table 5
Dispersion equality test

Group Obs Mean Std. Err Std. Dev [95% Conf. Interval]
SDG Index (Eastern European countries) 21 74.395 0.825 3.781 72.674 76.116
SDG Index (Western European countries) 18 79.622 0.694 2.943 78.159 81.086
Combined 39 76.808 0.686 4.286 75.418 78.197

ratio = sd(est) / sd(wes) f = 1.6511
Ho: ratio = 1 degrees of freedom = 20, 17
Ha: ratio < 1 Ha: ratio != 1 Ha: ratio > 1
Pr(F < f) = 0.8497 2*Pr(F > f) = 0.3005 Pr(F > f) = 0.1503

Source: the author’s own calculations

Table 7
Sustainable directions in Western and Eastern European countries

SDG
Mean ( X ) 1-100

Z (T) P Test
Western Eastern

1 No poverty 99.6 99.0 –0.909 0.363 U Mann-Whitney
2 Zero hunger 72.5 64.5 –3.283 0.001 U Mann-Whitney
3 Good health and well-being 94.4 83.0 –5.269 0.000 U Mann-Whitney
4 Quality education 91.9 89.1 –1.883 0.068 Student’s T-test
5 Gender equality 79.3 63.9 –5.295 0.000 Student’s T-test
6 Clean water and sanitation 87.3 89.4 1.198 0.231 U Mann-Whitney
7 Affordable and clean energy 89.4 82.4 –3.874 0.000 U Mann-Whitney
8 Decent work and economic growth 85.6 70.3 –4.705 0.000 U Mann-Whitney
9 Industry, innovation and infrastructure 74.4 40.3 –8.406 0.000 Student’s T-test
10 Reduced inequalities 85.3 82.4 –0.713 0.481 Student’s T-test
11 Sustainable cities and communities 87.6 79.1 –4.100 0.000 U Mann-Whitney
12 Responsible consumption and production 50.9 67.1 4.648 0.000 U Mann-Whitney
13 Climate action 79.4 81.6 0.908 0.369 Student’s T-test
14 Life below water 53.2 51.3 –0.353 0.727 Student’s T-test
15 Life on land 64.3 70.8 1.916 0.055 U Mann-Whitney
16 Peace, justice and strong institutions 83.0 65.6 –4.635 0.000 U Mann-Whitney
17 Partnership for the goals 64.9 66.0 0.229 0.820 Student’s T-test

Source: the author’s own calculations
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We also found differences in the SDGs clus-
ters between the two groups of countries (Figure 
4). Based on the Systemic Hierarchy of SDGs by 
Rockström (Stockholm Resilience Centre, 2016), 
we divided 16 SDGs into 3 groups – economic, 
environmental and social sustainability with the 
17th SDG being a separate partnership pillar. Thus, 
there are three clusters of SDGs: social – 1, 2, 3, 
4, 5, 7, 11, 16; economic – 8, 9, 10, 12; environ-
mental – 6, 13, 14, 15. We conducted mapping of 
social, economic, environmental sustainable di-
rections by calculating the median value for each 
cluster.

90.0

80.0

70.0

60.0

Eastern countries
Western countries

Economic SDGs

Environmental SDGs Social SDGs

Figure 4. Mapping of sustainable approaches 
in Western and Eastern European countries

This procedure reveals that sustainable ap-
proach in Western Europe is achieved mostly in 
the sphere of the social and economic SDGs; in 
the Eastern European countries, social and envi-
ronmental SDGs. 

Conclusions
The global SDG index shows that even the 

wealthiest countries with high scores are facing 
difficulties in meeting their commitments in 
SDGs. While Europe leads globally on the SDGs, 
none of the countries are on track to the SDGs 
achievement. The overall sustainable ranking of 
Western European countries is higher than that 

of Eastern European countries due to different 
levels in social, environmental and economic 
spheres. Moreover, countries in Europe differ in 
their priorities and achievement of the SDGs. The 
global economy is shaping Western and Eastern 
European countries’ efforts to adapt sustainable 
development goals under the influence of social, 
legal and other factors, including positive ones. 
Sustainable approach in Western European coun-
tries is achieved mostly in the social and econo- 
mic SDGs; in Eastern European countries, in so-
cial and environmental SDGs. Competitiveness 
of Western European countries is provided by 
the state support and developed business sector, 
which determines the high economic level of the 
SDGs achievement. The question about the le- 
vel of environmental initiatives in Eastern coun-
tries remains open. Some key manufacturers are 
attracted by the ideas of being green, but certi-
fication and/ or implementation of lean pro-
duction processes requires considerable invest-
ment, which is why some companies choose to 
engage in greenwashing. The novel coronavirus 
pandemic has a huge impact on economy. The 
pandemic has exposed fundamental weaknesses 
of the global system. The response to the pande- 
mic cannot be separated from SDGs. The effects 
of the pandemic are uncertain, but in the short 
term the outcomes are  disastrous – the level of 
achievement of some SDGs may collapse. Thus, 
the world community has begun to change dras-
tically their priorities at the global and national 
levels and redistribute resources. Fundamental 
obstacles to sustainable development are the in-
sufficient degree of socio-economic development 
of many countries lacking both the necessary fi-
nancial resources and technology as well as the 
diversity of political and economic goals on a 
global scale. Reaching SDGs requires dynamic 
multi-level governance, which means that con-
verging of agendas, international aid and part-
nership, global awareness of the sustainable de-
velopment process are likely to be the factors that 
would influence the achievement of SDGs.
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