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Introduction 
The concept of sustainable development has become central to global policy, particularly through the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which aim to address interconnected social, environmental, and economic challenges (United Nations, 2015; WHO, 2023; Marmot, 2020). Among these, SDG 3 focuses on ensuring healthy lives and promoting wellbeing, while SDG 13 emphasises urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts (United Nations, 2015; WHO, 2022; IPCC, 2023). These goals are inherently interconnected, as environmental conditions are increasingly recognised as key determinants of physical and mental health outcomes (Marmot, 2020; WHO, 2023; Watts et al., 2021).
Despite strong global commitment, significant challenges remain in translating these goals into effective policy and practice. Health inequalities, environmental risks, and gaps in service provision continue to affect outcomes across different populations and regions (United Nations Statistics Division, 2025; WHO, 2023; NHS England, 2024).
This report critically examines policies and initiatives related to SDG 3 and SDG 13 at global, national, and local levels. It evaluates their effectiveness using theoretical frameworks and empirical evidence, while identifying key limitations and proposing recommendations for improving health, wellbeing, and sustainability outcomes.
Good Health and Wellbeing
Sustainable Development Goal 3 (SDG 3) aims to “ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages”, representing a central priority within the United Nations 2030 Agenda (United Nations, 2015; WHO, 2023). The scope of SDG 3 is extensive, covering targets such as reducing global maternal mortality to fewer than 70 per 100,000 live births, ending preventable deaths of newborns and children under five, and achieving universal health coverage (United Nations, 2015; WHO, 2022). Despite this ambition, global progress remains uneven, with recent data indicating that life expectancy declined in many countries during the COVID-19 pandemic and that over 4.5 billion people still lack access to essential health services (United Nations Statistics Division, 2025; WHO, 2023). This highlights a key limitation of SDG 3: while it provides a comprehensive framework, implementation gaps continue to undermine its effectiveness.
A key strength of SDG 3 is its alignment with the social determinants of health model, which emphasises that health outcomes are shaped by wider socioeconomic and environmental conditions rather than healthcare alone (Marmot, 2020; WHO, 2023). Evidence shows that individuals living in deprived areas experience significantly worse health outcomes, including lower life expectancy and higher rates of chronic illness (Marmot, 2020; Public Health England, 2021). However, critics argue that although SDG 3 acknowledges these determinants, many policies still prioritise biomedical interventions over upstream prevention, limiting long-term impact (WHO, 2023; United Nations, 2015). Therefore, while the theoretical foundation of SDG 3 is strong, its practical application often remains inconsistent.
At the global level, SDG 3 is supported by initiatives such as the WHO Global Action Plan and international partnerships aimed at strengthening health systems and improving access to care (WHO, 2023; United Nations, 2015). These initiatives have contributed to measurable improvements, including reductions in child mortality rates, which have fallen by approximately 50% since 2000 (United Nations, 2023; WHO, 2023). However, progress has slowed in recent years, and disparities between high-income and low-income countries remain significant. For example, maternal mortality rates in low-income countries are still over 20 times higher than in high-income countries (WHO, 2022; United Nations, 2023). This suggests that global initiatives, while effective in principle, have not fully addressed structural inequalities within health systems.
From a systems theory perspective, these challenges reflect the complexity of health systems, which are influenced by economic, political, and social factors (Marmot, 2020; WHO, 2023). Health outcomes cannot be improved through isolated interventions alone, as they depend on interconnected systems such as housing, education, and employment. This reinforces the argument that SDG 3 requires a multisectoral approach; however, coordination across sectors remains a persistent challenge at the global level (United Nations, 2015; WHO, 2023).
At the national level, the UK has implemented a range of policies aligned with SDG 3, particularly through NHS strategies focused on prevention and reducing health inequalities (NHS England, 2024; Department of Health and Social Care, 2022). For example, the NHS Long Term Plan prioritises early intervention, population health management, and integrated care systems as key mechanisms for improving health outcomes (NHS England, 2024; NHS England, 2023). This reflects a shift from a reactive model of care towards a preventative, public health approach. However, despite these policy commitments, health inequalities persist. Data shows that people living in the most deprived areas of England have a life expectancy that is approximately 10 years lower than those in the least deprived areas (Marmot, 2020; Office for National Statistics, 2023). This indicates that national policies have not yet fully achieved their intended impact.
Furthermore, workforce shortages and service pressures continue to limit the effectiveness of national health strategies. The NHS has reported significant staffing gaps, which affect service delivery and patient outcomes (NHS England, 2023; Health Foundation, 2022). This highlights a critical weakness: while policy frameworks are aligned with SDG 3, their implementation is constrained by resource limitations and system capacity. Therefore, national progress is uneven and dependent on both funding and workforce sustainability.
At the local level, policy implementation is often shaped by regional governance structures and community needs. In Wales, the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 provides a strong framework for integrating health and wellbeing into broader sustainability policy (Welsh Government, 2024; Welsh Government, 2023). The Act emphasises prevention, collaboration, and long-term thinking, aligning closely with SDG 3 principles. This approach is particularly significant because it embeds health within a wider social and environmental context, rather than treating it solely as a healthcare issue.
However, despite its strengths, local implementation remains variable. Evidence suggests that outcomes depend heavily on local capacity, funding, and the effectiveness of inter-agency collaboration (Welsh Government, 2023; Audit Wales, 2022). This reflects a broader issue across all levels of governance: the gap between policy design and practical delivery. While frameworks may be comprehensive, their success ultimately depends on consistent and effective implementation.
Overall, SDG 3 provides a comprehensive and theoretically robust framework for improving global health and wellbeing (United Nations, 2015; WHO, 2023). Its emphasis on prevention, equity, and universal access reflects contemporary public health theory and aligns with evidence on the social determinants of health (Marmot, 2020; WHO, 2023). However, significant challenges remain, including persistent inequalities, resource constraints, and gaps between policy and practice. To address these issues, three key recommendations can be identified. First, greater investment is needed in preventative and community-based services to reduce long-term health inequalities (Marmot, 2020; NHS England, 2024). Second, policies should prioritise equity-focused outcomes, ensuring that improvements are experienced across all population groups (WHO, 2023; United Nations, 2015). Finally, stronger coordination between global, national, and local systems is required to ensure that policy frameworks are effectively translated into measurable improvements in health outcomes. Without these changes, SDG 3 risks remaining aspirational rather than fully achievable.
Climate Action 
Sustainable Development Goal 13 (SDG 13) aims to take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts, recognising climate change as a major threat to global health, wellbeing, and sustainable development (United Nations, 2015; WHO, 2023). The goal focuses on strengthening resilience to climate-related hazards, integrating climate measures into policy, and improving awareness and capacity for climate adaptation (United Nations, 2015; United Nations, n.d.). Despite widespread global commitment, progress remains insufficient, with global temperatures having already increased by approximately 1.1°C above pre-industrial levels, contributing to rising extreme weather events and environmental risks (IPCC, 2023; WHO, 2023). This demonstrates a key limitation of SDG 13: while policy frameworks are well established, implementation has not kept pace with the urgency of the climate crisis.
At the global level, SDG 13 is supported by international agreements such as the Paris Agreement, which aims to limit global warming to below 2°C (United Nations, 2015; UNFCCC, 2016). This represents a significant collective effort to address climate change through national commitments and international cooperation. However, current projections suggest that existing policies may lead to temperature increases exceeding 2.5°C, indicating a substantial gap between policy ambition and actual progress (IPCC, 2023; United Nations Environment Programme, 2023). This highlights a critical weakness of global climate governance: reliance on voluntary commitments reduces accountability and limits enforcement. From a systems theory perspective, climate change is a complex issue involving interconnected environmental, economic, and political systems, meaning that isolated interventions are unlikely to produce effective outcomes without coordinated global action (IPCC, 2023; WHO, 2023).
The health implications of climate change further emphasise the importance of SDG 13. Environmental risks such as air pollution, extreme heat, and food insecurity directly affect population health, with air pollution alone contributing to approximately 7 million premature deaths annually (WHO, 2023; United Nations, 2023). This reinforces the link between SDG 13 and SDG 3, as environmental conditions act as key determinants of health outcomes (Marmot, 2020; WHO, 2023). However, despite this connection, climate policies are often developed separately from health policies, limiting their overall effectiveness and integration.
At the national level, the UK has introduced policies such as the Net Zero Strategy, which aims to achieve net-zero emissions by 2050 through measures including renewable energy expansion and sustainable transport (HM Government, 2021; Climate Change Committee, 2023). These initiatives align with SDG 13 and demonstrate a commitment to long-term sustainability. However, evidence suggests that the UK is not currently on track to meet all climate targets, particularly in sectors such as housing and infrastructure (Climate Change Committee, 2023; National Audit Office, 2023). Furthermore, climate-related policies often fail to adequately address social inequalities, with vulnerable populations experiencing greater exposure to environmental risks such as poor air quality and inadequate housing (Marmot, 2020; Public Health England, 2021). This suggests that national policies, while ambitious, are limited by uneven implementation and insufficient focus on equity.
From a behavioural perspective, the Health Belief Model and Social Cognitive Theory provide useful frameworks for evaluating climate policy effectiveness. The Health Belief Model suggests that individuals are more likely to engage in sustainable behaviours if they perceive climate change as a serious and immediate threat and believe their actions can make a difference (Rosenstock, 1974; Glanz et al., 2015). However, climate change is often perceived as a distant or abstract issue, reducing perceived susceptibility and limiting behaviour change. Similarly, Social Cognitive Theory highlights the role of social influence, role modelling, and self-efficacy in shaping behaviour (Bandura, 1986; Glanz et al., 2015). Local initiatives such as recycling programmes, active travel schemes, and community sustainability projects rely on these principles, as they aim to create supportive environments and visible behavioural norms. However, these initiatives are often constrained by structural barriers, such as limited infrastructure and funding, which reduce their effectiveness.
At the local level, many UK councils have declared climate emergencies and developed local sustainability plans aimed at reducing emissions and promoting environmentally sustainable behaviours (Local Government Association, 2022; UK100, 2023). In Wales, the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 provides a strong legislative framework linking environmental sustainability with health and wellbeing (Welsh Government, 2024; Welsh Government, 2023). This represents a positive example of integrated policy, as it aligns long-term environmental goals with public health outcomes. However, local implementation remains inconsistent due to variations in funding, resources, and capacity across regions (Audit Wales, 2022; Local Government Association, 2022). This highlights a common limitation across all levels of SDG 13: strong policy frameworks do not necessarily translate into consistent real-world outcomes.
Overall, SDG 13 provides a critical framework for addressing climate change and its impact on health and wellbeing (United Nations, 2015; WHO, 2023). However, its effectiveness is limited by gaps between policy ambition and implementation, lack of coordination across levels of governance, and insufficient integration with health policy. To address these challenges, several recommendations can be made. First, climate and health policies should be more closely integrated to reflect their interdependence and maximise public health benefits (WHO, 2023; Marmot, 2020). Second, governments should increase investment in sustainable infrastructure and low-carbon technologies to accelerate progress towards climate targets (IPCC, 2023; HM Government, 2021). Finally, local authorities should receive greater support and funding to ensure consistent implementation of climate initiatives and to reduce regional inequalities. Without these improvements, SDG 13 is unlikely to achieve its intended impact, and the consequences for global health and wellbeing will continue to intensify.
CONCLUSION
This report has demonstrated that the effectiveness of policies linked to SDG 3 and SDG 13 is shaped less by policy design and more by the consistency and integration of their implementation across different levels of governance. While global frameworks provide strategic direction, their reliance on national interpretation results in significant variation in outcomes, particularly in relation to health inequalities and environmental risk exposure (United Nations Statistics Division, 2025; IPCC, 2023).
A key finding is that both health and climate policies often operate within fragmented systems, limiting their ability to address the complex and interdependent nature of wellbeing. The application of theoretical frameworks highlights that policy success depends on aligning structural conditions with individual capability and behaviour change (Marmot, 2020; Glanz et al., 2015). However, current approaches frequently prioritise short-term targets over long-term prevention, reducing their effectiveness.
Furthermore, local implementation emerges as a critical factor in determining policy impact. Variations in funding, infrastructure, and capacity result in unequal outcomes, despite strong national and global frameworks (Audit Wales, 2022; Local Government Association, 2022).
To improve outcomes, policies must be better integrated across sectors, supported by sustained investment, and focused on reducing inequalities. Without addressing these systemic challenges, progress towards sustainable health and wellbeing will remain limited.
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