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A B S T R A C T   

In this paper we advance a novel approach to integrated assessment of the ways in which the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) are likely to manifest and interact within a given development context, using Q- 
Methodology and the conceptual framing of imaginaries. We apply this to development corridors and identify 
three qualitatively distinct imaginaries of SDG futures that exist among stakeholders across five development 
corridors in East Africa. These imaginaries articulate shared understandings of the ways in which corridors are 
likely to support, or limit, achievement of the SDGs and construct explanatory logics around the ways in which 
SDG trade-offs and synergies are likely to manifest within corridors. Our analysis suggests that SDG goals and 
targets are mostly synergistic in corridor landscapes, but that interactions can be multi-dimensional. We also (1) 
identify specific clusters of goals and targets that may be directly mutually reinforcing and which, strengthened 
in parallel, could upscale development within corridors and; (2) identify ways in which, following current 
corridor trajectories, progress towards some SDGs is likely to threaten progress towards other goals and targets. 
Particularly, the analysis identifies biodiversity conservation (SDG14/SDG15), sustainability (SDG11, SDG12, 
SDG13), secure and equal access to land (SDG2.3) and inequality reduction (SDG10) to be likely trade-offs to 
other development gains in current corridor trajectories. The research emphasises the need for more integrated 
corridor governance to achieve the SDGs efficiently, as a whole and for all. The method is flexible and could be 
applied to enable rapid assessment of SDG trajectories within other development contexts.   

1. Introduction 

Development corridors play an important and resurgent role in 
development practice in sub-Saharan Africa and attract a lot of devel-
opment finance from national and international sources. With their aim 
of fast-tracking multi-sectoral and multi-actor development within a 
given geography, they are widely positioned as a tool to deliver on the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) agenda. The SDGs are intended to 
be “integrated and indivisible” (United Nations, 2015: 5), with goals 
interdependent and of equal importance. Yet the SDGs interact and ac-
tions towards individual goals can produce trade-offs and synergies that 
may support or constrain progress towards others (Nilsson et al., 2016). 

Managing and maximising implementation of the SDGs within a given 
development context therefore, theoretically, requires integrated and 
systemic approaches to development planning and monitoring, that 
support strategic ex-ante consideration of SDG interactions and priori-
tisation of development trade-offs. Governments, however, are poorly 
organised and lack tools to identify, test and monitor development 
pathways that balance and plan for SDG interactions. As such, corridors 
are currently emerging with limited strategic oversight as to how 
different corridor policies, projects and programmes will interact, and 
support or hinder delivery of different SDGs. 

In this paper we propose and apply an innovative application of Q- 
Methodology, based on SDG goals and targets, as a participatory method 
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for holistically identifying potential and emergent SDG trade-offs and 
synergies upstream within a given development context. We apply this 
approach to explore stakeholder imaginaries of the development futures 
being mobilised in development corridors in East Africa. Our analysis 
identifies collectively envisaged SDG interactions and trade-offs within 
current corridor trajectories that can be considered in policy and plan-
ning and demonstrates the utility of the method for reflexive gover-
nance. We suggest this method could be applied to enable rapid 
participatory assessment of development trajectories and SDG in-
teractions in other contexts. 

In the sections that follow we, first, position the growth of devel-
opment corridor initiatives within the SDG framework. Following this, 
we highlight the barriers to achieving strategic planning and ongoing 
assessment of SDG interactions within development corridors in current 
governance frameworks and using existing tools. We then present our 
approach to identifying imaginaries of SDG futures, before presenting 
and discussing our results. 

1.1. Development corridors and the SDGs 

Development corridors are programmatic frameworks for spatially 
targeted investment, aimed at organising defined territories to foster 
human development via economic growth, often across multiple eco-
nomic sectors. The material practice of corridors, and the nature of 
corridor investments, varies significantly. However, corridors are 
generally mobilised around objectives of developing a backbone of hard 
infrastructure (e.g. transport, distribution, water, energy, communica-
tion), alongside broader interventions designed to foster an enabling 
environment for private enterprise within a determined geographic area 
(e.g. through the creation of special economic zones, investments in 
production areas and value chains and other soft infrastructure and 
enabling policies). 

Development corridors have become a powerful development para-
digm and focal points for overseas development assistance (Enns, 2018). 
Large developing nations seeking to expand their sphere of influence 
and access to emerging markets are also partially funding many of 
Africa’s development corridors.1 In this context, national governments 
are directing their limited public sector resources towards corridors, 
aiming to attract development and private sector finance and foreign 
direct investment. Over 30 corridors, at various stages of planning and 
development, are in progress in Africa (Laurance et al., 2015) and cor-
ridors are often positioned as flagship initiatives in national develop-
ment polices (Schindler and Kanai, 2019). 

Countries have also signed up to deliver the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs) within their own national contexts by 2030. This 
United Nations-led development framework is mobilised around 17 
development goals, 169 targets and a commitment to ‘leave no one 
behind’ (United Nations, 2015). National development blueprints and 
sectoral policies link development corridors to development objectives 
that crosscut the SDGs, and national and international development 
discourse generally assumes that development corridors will contribute 
to SDG achievement (e.g. Gu et al., 2019). Yet, the SDG agenda explicitly 
recognises that the SDGs can produce a range of positive and negative 
interactions2(United Nations, 2015) and recent research has begun 
illustrating that corridors do not universally produce ‘development’ 
across all SDGs; Rather they often result in large-scale social, political, 
economic and environmental trade-offs, generate uneven impacts and 
exclude vulnerable populations (Bersaglio et al., 2020; Chome, 2020; 

Enns, 2019; Hughes, 2019; Lawer, 2019; Lesutis, 2019a, 2019b). 

1.2. Strategic planning for the SDGs within development corridors 

Areas of differentiated development progress and SDG trade-offs are 
not natural inevitabilities of corridors (Lesutis, 2021). Instead, corridors 
are products of hegemony, through which contested visions of factors 
such as development (Enns and Bersaglio, 2020; Tups and Dannenberg, 
2021), modernity (Müller-Mahn, 2020), globalised capitalism (Aalders, 
2021; Lesutis, 2019a), connectivity (Graham et al., 2015), mobility 
(Enns, 2018) centralised planning (Schindler and Kanai, 2019), and 
other social, economic and political interests, interact and vie for in-
fluence. Trade-offs can emerge as certain SDG targets gain privilege and 
influence through a wide range of actors. Within corridor landscapes in 
East Africa, Bersaglio et al. (2020) suggest that, to date, SDG9 on 
infrastructure development is being prioritised over and above envi-
ronmental and social goals, reflecting the emphasis on infrastructure 
and industrialisation within national development strategy and the 
priorities of key donors and investors. 

In this context, strategic planning for SDG interactions and moni-
toring of the type of development being mobilised in corridors – and for 
who – is critical to coherent policy development and to enabling 
accountability and critical reflexivity around the distributional impact 
of investment and policy choices. Interdependencies across the SDGs 
mean that integrated, systems-thinking is required and interactions be-
tween SDGs need central attention (Boas et al., 2016). However, there 
are notable barriers to achieving such high-level and cross-sectoral 
strategic planning within existing corridor governance and develop-
ment infrastructure, due to, first, disjointed governance and, second, 
inadequate assessment tools. 

Firstly, opportunities for coherent cross-sectoral and joined up 
governance are limited at national levels, by fragmented SDG domesti-
cation, which is often concentrated on vertical integration – main-
streaming the SDGs into sectors from national to local levels – rather 
than on building horizontal linkages between sectors and departments 
(Curran et al., 2018). At corridor levels, meanwhile, corridors are 
mobilised through a series of independent public and private in-
vestments, programmes, projects and institutions, which intersect the 
institutional mandates of different government departments, seek 
numerous public and private benefits and interact and develop incre-
mentally within a corridor landscape with limited oversight (Gannon, 
2022). African governments sometimes create a single national point of 
coordination for corridors (see corridor agencies in Table 1). However, 
they too are limited in their capacity to evaluate or balance the envi-
ronmental, social and economic dimensions of the SDGs within corridor 
landscapes for reasons including failure – and a lack of political au-
thority or incentive – to develop high-level strategic policies that 
consider SDG trade-offs and cumulative and synergistic impacts (ibid.). 

Secondly, policymakers lack tools to consider and appraise the re-
lationships between the SDGs and planned corridor interventions over 
time and space (ICSU, 2016). Environmental assessment (EA) processes 
are intended to identify and consider multiple interacting activities and 
impacts upstream of development interventions, to mitigate risks and 
leverage opportunities and synergies in the design and development of 
mega-projects. Yet, current application of these tools is often very 
limited in scope (e.g. focused at the level of individual projects, rather 
than considering interactions across corridor infrastructure and activ-
ities).3 Academic analysis of SDG interactions, meanwhile, has been 
largely theoretical (Nilsson et al., 2016), published in grey literature 
(ICSU, 2016; Miola et al., 2019) or focused on individual goals 

1 Most notably China, through various regional development strategies such 
as ‘One belt, one road’, has become one of Africa’s major investors (Gu et al., 
2019).  

2 Using coal to further energy access targets under Goal 7, for example, could 
accelerate climate change and ocean acidification, counteracting progress to 
Goals 13 and 14 (Nilsson et al., 2016). 

3 Environmental assessments are also often employed downstream of an 
intervention (Hipondoka et al., 2016; Thorn et al., 2022) and face issues of 
robustness, representation and enforcement (ibid; Makaba and Munyati, 2018; 
Tshibangu, 2018). 
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(Bersaglio et al., 2020; Fuso Nerini et al., 2018; Singh et al., 2018). 
Within EA processes and beyond, policymakers have therefore lacked a 
rubric for assessing the way in which the SDGs interact as a whole within 
given contexts and for identifying which interactions are the most 
important to address in policy. 

A notable exception in this research landscape is the approach to 
assessing SDG interactions developed by Weitz et al. (2018). This de-
pends on selecting a subset of SDG targets and scoring their interactions 
through expert judgement using a scale developed in Nilsson et al. 
(2016), before using network analysis to visualize interactions. This 
approach, however, is very time-consuming and depends on expert 
judgement to implement. Ongoing innovation to develop user-friendly 
approaches to integrated assessment of SDG progress and interactions 
within given contexts is therefore desirable. In corridors, new ap-
proaches need to be responsive to the notable data gaps that persist 
(Thorn et al., 2022) and which limit SDG monitoring more generally. 

1.3. A Q-Methodology approach to imagining the SDGs in development 
corridors 

In response to these gaps, in this paper we advance an empirical 
approach to integrated assessment of the ways in which development 
corridors are likely to shape delivery of the SDGs and of the way in 
which SDG interactions and trade-offs manifest through the application 
of Q-Methodology. To do this, through a Q-Methodology exercise, we 
ask actors involved in designing, delivering and monitoring five major 
corridors in East Africa, to represent their perspective on which SDGs 
corridors are most likely to support the achievement of, by the year 
2030. This is achieved via a statement-sorting activity, using statements 
based on key SDG goals and targets associated with corridors, with 
factor analytic techniques used to interpret shared perspectives among 
respondents. 

We conceptualise the shared perspectives represented through the 
study factors as imaginaries. Imaginaries are a central concept in the 
social sciences with a long history of diverse application. They have been 
used in development corridors literature to explore logics deployed to 
legitimate the creation of corridors as modes of development and as 

specific modes of ‘future-making’ (Müller-Mahn, 2020: 158). In this 
study, imaginaries have rather more limited scope wherein, through a 
formulation based on SDG goals and targets, we define boundary cate-
gories through which the lens on corridors is cast downstream, to 
explore not the corridor concept itself, but the SDG futures that are 
envisaged through corridors. The imaginaries in our study nevertheless 
retain many core conceptual characteristics of imaginaries identified 
within broader literatures. Most notably they are inherently 
future-oriented and socially-held (see for example Taylor, 2002; 
Jasanoff, 2015; Milkoreit, 2017). Through the Q-Methodology state-
ment sorting exercise participants represent their expectations of future 
corridor development trajectories. Meanwhile, the Q-Methodology fac-
tors are used to produce representations of shared articulations of these 
imagined futures. Our imaginaries, therefore, build on Strauss (2006) 
assertion that scholars can use imaginaries to study social un-
derstandings that emerge in response to experience of concrete, material 
conditions. 

Framing the Q-Methodology factors in terms of imaginaries has 
several functions, including allowing us to bound the scope of the 
knowledge produced through our analysis. Imaginaries clarify our 
analytical focus on how people imagine development trajectories, the 
expectations they hold about SDG interactions and the assumptions that 
underlie these expectations. Imaginary traditions (e.g. Anderson, 1983; 
Castoriadis, 1987) offer a framework to conceptualise the creativity 
inherent to processes of ‘anticipation’ and ‘imagination’ (Appadurai, 
2013: 286–299), and the way in which social constructions of corridor 
futures move across time and space, situated in learning and experience 
(Aalders, 2021; Enns and Bersaglio, 2020). Imaginaries literatures also 
provide a conceptual framework to understand the way in which col-
lective imagination, shared cultural resources and power shape devel-
opment outcomes (Jasanoff, 2015; Milkoreit, 2017), which helps 
conceptualise the performative – and mediated – nature of imaginaries 
in corridors (Mkutu et al., 2021; Müller-Mahn, 2020; Müller-Mahn et al., 
2021). Empirical enquiry into imaginaries also has an established 
function in reflexivity, wherein considering and debating the desir-
ability of envisaged futures can diagnose problems, to guide 
decision-making and inform policy reorientation (Milkoreit, 2017). As 

Table 1 
Corridors included within the study sample.  

Corridor Corridor agency Summary and status 

Lamu Port South Sudan Ethiopia 
Transport Corridor (LAPSSET) 

LAPSSET Corridor Development Authority LAPSSET aims to foster transport linkages and promote regional socio-economic development 
in northern parts of Kenya. It aims to connect a new port at the coastal town of Lamu with 
Ethiopia and South Sudan. New highways, airports, oil pipelines, railway networks, resort 
cities, a new dam and a series of development zones are also envisaged in the corridor. Some 
elements, such as the upgrading of Isiolo airport are complete and others, such as the first three 
berths at Lamu port, are in progress. 

Northern Corridor Northern Corridor Transit and Transport 
Coordination Authority (NCTTCA) 

The envisioned corridor extends from the Port of Mombasa, across southern Kenya to Uganda, 
South Sudan, Rwanda, Burundi and Democratic Republic of Congo through planned road and 
high-speed standard gauge railway (SGR) networks. Oil pipelines, and processing 
improvements such ‘One Stop Border Points’ are also planned, with other initiatives such as 
Konzo Techno City, intended to be developed in the vicinity. Some aspects of the initiative, 
such as the first and second phases of the SGR project, are complete, although development of 
the SGR beyond Naivasha is stalled after China refused further loans. 

Mtwara Development Corridor No designated corridor body The envisioned corridor aims to connect the Port of Mtwara in Tanzania with southern 
Tanzania, northern Mozambique, eastern Malawi and eastern Zambia through road, rail and 
waterway access. A port expansion project, new roads, and new power and mining operations 
are among the other components envisaged. Currently some sections of road and ‘Unity 
Bridge’ are complete. 

Southern Agricultural Growth 
Corridor (SAGCOT) 

SAGCOT Centre Limited SAGCOT pursues a cluster approach that aims to integrate value chains and nucleus farms in 
supportive eco-systems and along a backbone of rail, road and power infrastructure. 
Rehabilitation of the Tazara railway which links Lusaka in Zambia to Tanzania’s capital Dar Es 
Salaam also overlaps the SAGCOT territory. Six clusters have been designated. Ihemi Cluster is 
the first to be established, with Mbarali Cluster more recently initiated. 

Central Corridor Central Corridor Transit Transport 
Facilitation Agency 

The envisioned corridor aims to connect the port of Dar es Salaam in Tanzania with Rwanda, 
Uganda, Burundi and Democratic Republic of Congo through new and upgraded port, rail, 
road and waterway infrastructure, alongside border posts and supporting service facilities. 
Rehabilitation of the current meter gauge railway is underway and the government is soliciting 
financing for a standard gauge railway.  
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Neuman and Hull, : 782) (2009) surmise, "if we cannot imagine, then we 
cannot manage". 

Q-Methodology is often used to understand the socially and cultur-
ally situated subjective worlds in which people develop meanings to-
wards a given object of study (e.g. Gannon and Hulme, 2018) and it has 
some limited precedent in the study of imaginaries (Parkins et al., 2015; 
Rodhouse et al., 2021). Stephenson (1936) emphasises that the key 
difference between Q-Methodology and by variable, or by item, methods 
of data collection lies in the holistic nature of the Q-Methodological 
process: The factors constructed in Q-Methodology are interpreted ac-
cording to the ways in which themes and ideas (statements) are 
configured and connected by participants. Our application of Q-Meth-
odology is therefore particularly suited to exploring the integrated and 
interdependent vision of the SDGs; providing a tool to explore the way in 
which stakeholders perceive SDGs to be interacting and interconnecting 
in development corridors and of the trade-offs and synergies that are – or 
are not – likely to be realised. The potential for Q-Methodology to 
produce multiple factors recognises that imaginaries can be more het-
erogeneous than singular interpretations of this concept would suggest.4 

Our application of Q-Methodology therefore recognises that while some 
cultural understandings may be shared, imaginaries may be fractured 
with respect to others (Strauss, 2006). Through the inclusion of a diverse 
range of participants within the study, we are able to put various, and 
potentially competing, forms of expectation surrounding corridor out-
comes into conversation; to broaden the scope of the envisaged futures 
we engage with through this study and to qualitatively explore the 
desirability of these envisaged futures from a range of perspectives. 

We focus our analysis on Kenya and Tanzania; countries where 
development corridors have taken a central role in national develop-
ment plans. Respondents are comprised of diverse actors involved in the 
design, delivery and monitoring of five corridors. These corridors have 
different focal development objectives, but are all identified as key, or 
flagship projects for enabling socio-economic transformation within 
latest national five-year plans (Government of Kenya, 2018; Republic of 
Tanzania, 2016). In Kenya, we sampled respondents from the Lamu Port 
South Sudan Ethiopia Transport (LAPSSET) Corridor and the Northern 
Corridor. In Tanzania, we sampled respondents from the Southern 
Agricultural Growth Corridor of Tanzania (SAGCOT), the Mtwara 
Development Corridor and the Central Corridor. Key characteristics of 
these corridors are summarised in Table 1, with a more detailed sum-
mary offered in Supplementary Information (SI). 

2. Material and methods 

2.1. Assessing delivery of the SDGs within corridors through Q- 
Methodology 

In Q-Methodology, respondents sort a set of ‘Q-statements’, pre- 
defined by the researcher, onto an approximately-normally distributed 
grid, according to what they deem to be meaningful, in response to a 
given question, or sorting instruction. The resulting ‘Q-sorts’ are then 
compared in a by-person factor analysis, that identifies patterns of as-
sociation between the sorts and generates a small number of factors 
which are used to interpret shared meanings within the data (Watts and 
Stenner, 2012). The Q-statements employed within this study reflect 
SDG goals and targets associated with development corridors in East 
Africa and respondents were asked to identify which development ob-
jectives they believed corridors are most – and least – likely to support 
the achievement of, by 2030. This medium-term timeframe was selected 
to align with the Agenda 2030 horizon. 

2.2. A Q-Set based on SDG goals and targets 

The set of Q-statements (the ‘Q-set’) was sampled through structured 
and interpretative approaches. We ensured that core development ob-
jectives of each SDG were captured within at least one of the Q-state-
ments. Key strategic corridor policy documents5 were also examined to 
tailor the Q-set to reflect the overall character and relative emphases of 
development ambitions attached to corridors at policy levels. SDGs were 
occasionally explicitly referred to within these policy documents. But in 
most instances coding was an interpretative process, as we identified 
overlap between the development objectives linked to corridors in pol-
icy documents and the full list of SDG goals, targets and indicators (UN 
General Assembly, 2019). The number of statements within the Q-set 
was limited to 30, to ensure participants could sort the statements within 
a reasonable timeframe. The final Q-set is listed in Table 2 below, with 
the primary SDGs that informed the construction of each statement also 
identified. 

2.3. Conducting the Q-sorts 

Q-Methodology employs small numbers of theoretically sampled 
participants, selected to represent the breadth of opinion in a popula-
tion, and works best when participants have ‘well developed’ perspec-
tives on the research subject (Brown, 1980). Our 35 participants were 
sampled on these principles. Each had significant experience of 
designing, implementing or monitoring development action through 
corridors, from different sectors and at different scales. This included 
respondents from national and regional corridor management in-
stitutions, as well as key national implementing ministries, departments 
and agencies (MDA) and representatives from overseas development 
partners and international finance institutions. We also included re-
spondents from NGOs and community based-organisations, which have 
been powerful actors in promoting accountability within corridors 
(Enns, 2019; Sulle, 2020). Participant demographics are summarised in 
SI. 

The sorting exercise was conducted through face-to-face interviews. 
Respondents were asked to sort the Q-statements onto a grid with a 9- 
point distribution (Fig. 1). Interviews were conducted alongside the 
statement sorting exercise, in which participants were asked to ‘think 
out loud’; to outline the assumptions underpinning their placement of 
the statements within the grid, the way in which the statements related 
to one another, and the meanings they attached to these envisaged 
futures. 

The Q-sorts of all participants were analysed using purpose-built Q- 
software, PQMethod. We used centroid factor analysis to extract factors 
based on similarly organised sorts and varimax rotation to produce the 
most orthogonal (uncorrelated) factors possible. The sorts of partici-
pants with statistically significant factor loadings (p < .01 level) were 
used to construct ideal-typical sorts for each factor (Watts and Stenner, 
2012). Triangulated and enriched by the qualitative data, these esti-
mated arrays were used to construct narrative interpretations of the 
imaginaries of SDG trajectories represented through the factors.6 Key 
interactions between SDG goals and targets interpreted through the 
factor viewpoints were then mapped using the SDG interactions 
framework developed by Nilsson et al. (2016). 

3. Results 

Statistical criteria signalled the presence of three factors within the 
data set. Annex 2 in SI identifies participant factor loadings and the 
participants whose Q-Sorts were used to generate the factor estimates. Z- 
scores (normalised item scores which facilitate cross-factor comparison) 

4 For example, Castoriadis (1987) influential interpretation of the concept of 
the social imaginary has a rather more universalising and unifying meaning. 

5 E.g. the SAGCOT Investment Greenprint (Shames et al., 2013).  
6 Crib sheets, presented in SI, were developed to support this process. 
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for each of the Q-statements were then rank-ordered to convert these 
scores into the same form as that in which the data were originally 
collected; in terms of a complete pattern of statements (see Table 2). A 
narrative interpretation of each factor is now offered. Participant 
reference numbers, listed in SI, are included within the text (e.g. K07 
refers to participant 7, from Kenya). To trace the abductive reasoning 
through which the factor interpretations were constructed, relevant Q- 
statements and their respective grid rankings are cited in square 
brackets within the text (e.g. “[26:− 4]” indicates statement 26 being 
ranked at − 4). 

3.1. Factor 1 – Corridors can mobilise development through infrastructure 
and trade, but they are not developing sustainably 

Nine participants are significantly associated with this factor. Four 
have most experience with Kenya’s Northern Corridor, two with the 
LAPSSET Corridor, one with Tanzania’s Central Corridor and three with 
SAGCOT Corridor. 

Participants loading significantly onto Factor 1 frequently expressed 
frustration at the slow pace of infrastructure development in corridors 
and highlighted roadblocks to accelerating and achieving planned in-
vestments; such as insecure financing arrangements and legal disputes 
around land and due process in Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA). 
Nevertheless, Factor 1 is underpinned by an infrastructure-led vision of 
development, wherein achievement of all other corridor development 
objectives depends on the realisation of rural and transborder infra-
structure (6:+3, 30:+3), to link landlocked sites of production with 
markets and mobilise exports and trade (20:+4). 

Factor 1 emphasises economic opportunities within ‘hinterland’, 
regions of Kenya and Tanzania, that will ‘become connected’ through 
corridors. The ability to “easily move people and goods” (T26) (3:+1), will 
allow corridors to unlock access to new economic resources (especially 
agricultural and mineral), while also lowering the cost of trade. New 
corridor infrastructure are therefore ‘enabling investments’, that will 
spur further investment, “whether local or foreign” (T26), into the 
corridor by “reducing the cost of doing business” (T26). As T26 explained 
of planned Mtwara corridor investments: “Expansion of the port in 
Mtwara… will cut down the logistic costs being incurred using the port of Dar 
Es Salaam. That will increase the business efficiency. And products which 
were not initially viable, will start being viable” (T26). 

With fewer barriers to investment and new links to productive re-
gions, Factor 1 assumes “infrastructure will inspire other development as-
pects”. “With improved roads and railway, traders and agricultural traders 
will be able to take their products to the market” and producers “will be able 
to access [new] inputs and other technologies” (K07) (29:+1). “New en-
terprises cropping up” (K17) is an inevitable outcome of market forces 
(4:+1, 25:+1), meaning corridors are likely to support employment 
opportunities (2:+1), economic growth (15:+2) and agricultural pro-
ductivity (23:+2). 

Increased agricultural production will have direct impacts on food 
security (12:+2): “Because with access to the market, we expect production 
also to go up” (K17), and because “income for the small-scale [producers 
and] traders is enhanced” (K10). Government and other development 
actors will also be able to reach new regions at reduced costs (5:+2). 

Development corridors are about “open[ing] up” (T26, K02, K04, 
K05, K07, K17) access to underdeveloped regions and decentralising 
development, “so that the national cake can trickle down to… rural areas 
which feel marginalised” (K10). Factor 1 is, therefore, more optimistic 
than the other factors that corridors may contribute to a reduction in 

Table 2 
Factor Q-sort values for each statement and each factor.  

Q-Statements SDG Factor array 
values 

1 2 3 

1. Reduce inequality 10 -1 -2 -3 
2. Support employment and decent and safe jobs 8 1 -1 0 
3. Support safe migration and mobility of people 10.7 1 -3 2 
4. Support entrepreneurship and encourage growth of 

small enterprises including through access to inputs, 
affordable credit and technology 

2.3 
8.3 

1 3 1 

5. Encourage development assistance and mobilise 
domestic and foreign direct investment to support 
national development where the need is greatest 

10.b 2 0 3 

6. Build sustainable and resilient infrastructure, including 
rural and transborder infrastructure 

9.1 3 0 4 

7. Increase access to affordable, reliable and sustainable 
energy 

7.1 -1 -2 2 

8. Support the development, transfer and dissemination of 
environmentally sound technologies for national 
development 

17.7 
9.4 

-1 1 0 

9. Support peaceful and inclusive societies 16 0 -2 -1 
10. Encourage effective partnerships that mobilise and 

share knowledge and resources to achieve national 
development objectives 

17.7 0 2 1 

11. Support sustainable management and sustainable use 
of natural resources 

14 
15 

0 2 1 

12. Reduce hunger and improve food security and 
nutrition 

2.1 2 1 -2 

13. Support the empowerment of women and girls 5 -2 -1 -1 
14. Build effective, accountable and transparent 

institutions 
16.6 -3 -3 -2 

15. Support inclusive and sustainable economic growth 8.1 2 1 0 
16. Support positive linkages between urban and rural 

areas by strengthening national and regional 
development planning 

11.a 1 1 2 

17. Improve access to safe drinking water and sanitation 6 -2 -4 0 
18. Strengthen resilience to climate-related hazards and 

natural disasters 
13.1 -2 1 -2 

19. Integrate climate change mitigation and adaptation 
into development planning 

13.2 -1 0 0 

20. Increase national exports and enable trade 17.11 4 2 2 
21. Support healthy lives and increase access to health- 

care services 
3 -1 0 0 

22. Support sustainable food production and resilient 
agricultural practices 

2.4 0 2 -2 

23. Increase agricultural productivity and incomes of 
small-scale food producers 

2.3 2 3 -1 

24. Reduce extreme poverty 1.1 0 -1 -4 
25. Integrate small enterprises into value chains and 

markets 
9.3 1 4 -1 

26. Reduce the degradation of terrestrial and marine 
ecosystems and reduce the loss of biodiversity and 
extinction of species 

14 
15 

-4 0 -1 

27. Support education, increase skills and promote 
lifelong learning opportunities 

4 -2 -2 1 

28. Support secure and equal access to land and other 
natural resources 

2.3 -3 -1 -3 

29. Support higher levels of economic productivity 
through diversification, technological upgrading, 
innovation and value addition 

8.2 0 0 1 

30. Increase access to safe and sustainable transport 
systems 

11.2 3 -1 3  

Fig. 1. The Q-Sort Matrix.  
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extreme poverty (24:0), promote more inclusive societies (9:0) and 
reduce inequality (1:− 1). 

Opportunities to realise the economic and social spin-off benefits 
from corridors are, however, hindered by a lack of cross-sector and 
regionally integrated planning that organises corridor landscapes to 
harness synergies across corridor activities (14:− 3). As such, many of 
the ways in which corridor benefits manifest will be fortuitous, rather 
than arising from deliberate strategic planning. For example, the growth 
of small enterprises within corridors “won’t be by design, because it’s not 
government’s clear strategy to do that” (K02). 

Factor 1 also understands current corridor development to be un-
sustainable, with insufficient progress towards green growth and 
resilience-building integrated into corridor investments (28:− 3, 18:− 2, 
19:− 1, 8:− 1, 11:0). Ecosystem and biodiversity loss are positioned as 
direct trade-offs to development gains through corridors (26:− 4): “I can 
only see the negative effects”, K02 explained. 

For Factor 1, these trade-offs are a product of governance failures 
(14:− 3). Participants suggested that the problem is often not that sus-
tainability and environmental protection policies don’t exist, but that 
they are not reliably implemented. “I can’t say there are no policies” 
(K07). But “whether it’s enforced is another question” (K02). Imple-
mentation challenges around environmental assessment processes were 
particularly highlighted by participants. 

In this context, some participants looked to international investors to 
support sustainability within corridors through their investment 
criteria. “International funders are forced by the international system to have 
some standards”, K02 explained, adding “it’s a bit harder with China as 
they operate a little outside the international community”. 

3.2. Factor 2 – Development corridors provide a space to coordinate 
investments and activities to overcome multiple barriers in business 
environments and upscale agricultural productivity 

Four participants are significantly associated with this factor. Three 
are primarily engaged with SAGCOT corridor and one with Kenya’s 
Northern Corridor. 

Factor 2 characterises a vision of development corridors often asso-
ciated with ‘agricultural growth corridors’ (c.f. CGIAR, 2016). Corridors 
are a tool to coordinate investments and activities to create broad 
enabling conditions that unlock agricultural potential and commer-
cialise smallholder agriculture in underdeveloped regions (23:+3, 
25:+4; 20:+2). 

Mobilising agricultural investment requires a backbone of infra-
structure, “opening up rural areas with roads and bridges” (T23), to make 
timely movement of goods possible, reduce transport costs and support 
access to markets. Thus, as in Factor 1, current gaps in corridor infra-
structure (6:0, 30:− 1, 7:− 2, 17:− 4) threaten realisation of corridor 
development objectives. 

For Factor 2, however, corridors require – and can enable – a move 
beyond infrastructure, to development of a broader supportive 
ecosystem of enabling conditions to overcome a range of entangled 
challenges to agricultural development. This is achieved by “concen-
trating resources and effort in a specific area” (T32), to nurture new 
economies of scale, make viable new public and private investments, 
harness synergies and produce a “multiplier effect” (T24). Corridors can 
therefore support value chain development (25:+4) and access to inputs, 
credit and technology (4:+3), as corridors encourage the development 
of new businesses supplying inputs and machinery, new crop storage 
and processing facilities, and new extension and financial services. 

These opportunities are possible since corridors offer space to 
enhance, coordinate and link investments and to develop partnerships 
and more cooperative forms of development planning (10:+2, 16:+1, 
5:0). Indeed, a corridor is defined as much by the new opportunities it 
creates for “knowledge sharing” (K08) and interaction between stake-
holders, as it is by physical infrastructure. The roles of both SAGCOT 
Centre and the Northern Corridor Transit and Transport Coordination 

Authority in enabling this coordination, were emphasised by partici-
pants. However, informants suggested that corridors “break silos and 
[facilitate new forms of] dialogue” (T23) more generally. 

These new forms of interactions also support learning, including 
through “farmer demonstration” (T24) and can therefore also support 
uptake of technologies, including those that support resilience (8:+1, 
22:+2, 18:+1). New forms of accountability and scrutiny can also 
emerge. “By encouraging information sharing and partnership, you are 
accountable to a [shared] vision and other stakeholders”, T28 explained. 
And corridors support stakeholders to “convene” (T23), to “make noise” 
(T24) for change in policy and regulatory environments, to address a 
range of sustainability and market barriers, and other “[shared] chal-
lenges, like weak tenure rights or environmental refugees” (T32): Although 
progress on these issues has been variable to date (e.g. 11:+2, 22:+2, 
19:0; 26:0, 28:− 1, 3:− 3). 

Factor 2 emphasises the potential benefits of corridors for small-scale 
agricultural populations, given their predominance in corridor regions. 
“Communities in the country, [are] mainly agricultural… by extending the 
corridor to agricultural areas, this is what benefits” K08 explained. And “as 
agricultural productivity increases, it will increase incomes” (T32) (23:+3) 
and reduce hunger (12:+1). 

Yet, Factor 2 also denotes caution, emphasising that corridor 
development strategies focus on mobilising the private sector, for which 
inclusion and sustainability will always require a business case. Mean-
while smallholders don’t participate in value chains on equal terms and 
will not benefit equally; with the poorest and most vulnerable commu-
nities facing additional barriers to accessing opportunities in corridors 
(1:− 2, 24:− 1, 15:+1). 

New vulnerabilities created through market-led agricultural devel-
opment strategies in corridors are also emphasised. These include risks 
arising from outgrower and nucleus farm models (advanced particularly 
through SAGCOT), increased dependency on cash crops, and reduced 
agricultural prices, which could force people into other riskier forms of 
employment (2:− 1). Factor 2 also fears ‘uncontrolled and unplanned’ 
migration in corridors (3:− 2) will create new pressures and competition 
for land, water and resources (28:− 1, 17:− 4) and exacerbate local ten-
sions (9:− 2). 

3.3. Factor 3: Development corridors exacerbate inequalities and will not 
deliver on the Agenda 2030 pledge to ‘leave no one behind’ 

Nine participants are significantly associated with this factor. Two 
are most involved with Kenya’s Northern Corridor, three with LAPSSET, 
two with Mtwara and two with SAGCOT. Factor 3 is significantly 
correlated with Factor 1 (p < .01). It was nevertheless retained as a 
unique factor since it was felt to be sufficiently qualitatively distinct as 
to illuminate different assumptions (c.f. Watts and Stenner, 2012). 

Like Factor 1, underlying Factor 3 is an infrastructure-led vision of 
development, in which achieving other development objectives through 
corridors depends on realising supportive infrastructure (6:+4; 30:+3, 
17:0). However, while Factor 3 assumes that corridors will support 
economic growth, the development being mobilised through corridors is 
not inclusive (15:0) or likely to reduce extreme poverty (24:− 4) or 
inequality (1:− 3); representing a direct threat to the Agenda 2030 
pledge that ‘no one will be left behind’. 

Respondents suggested that corridor approaches to development 
further exclude other regions, not within the corridor, from develop-
ment opportunities. But even within corridors, Factor 3 believes corri-
dors will reproduce – or exacerbate – existing patterns of inequality. 
Corridors “will unlock the potential for economic activities. So, you will begin 
to see increased opportunities. People will be opening up shops, businesses, left 
right and centre”, K19 explained. But many jobs will not be decent and 
safe (2:0) and mobilising participation in market economies doesn’t 
necessarily enhance the wellbeing and livelihood security of poor pop-
ulations. “Now women spend so much time farming that they don’t have time 
to grow veggies… They are malnourished”, respondent T31 observed of a 
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community within SAGCOT (12:− 2). 
Factor 3 emphasises that corridors create winners and losers. 

Corridor developments will mostly benefit “the big guns” (K12), rather 
than small-scale businesses, who face additional barriers to participating 
in markets, such as access to finance or regulatory barriers (25:− 1, 
23:− 1, 4:+1). “A lot of these developments ideally suit your conglomerates, 
your government institutions, your large companies, your corporates [who] 
are able to regionally trade” (K19). Comparatively, the most marginalised, 
who are least able to negotiate their needs are likely to bear the brunt of 
the costs and be even further marginalised from resources on which they 
depend. “Those who are advantaged get even richer, and the poorer become 
poorer comparatively”, T25 explained. Conflicts around land grabs and 
land compensation in corridors were emphasised (28:− 3) (c.f. Bersaglio 
et al., 2020): “Local communities may not actually get access to these de-
velopments. So, natural resources being used may negatively impact local 
communities who have their own ways of utilising those resources” (K12). 
These inequalities mean it will be hard for corridors to support peaceful 
and inclusive societies (9:− 1). 

Many of the challenges for inclusion will arise from over-emphasis on 
infrastructure, which by-passes communities, and insufficient consid-
eration of the “soft things” (T35) that enable local communities and their 
activities to benefit. As K19 explained of a town in Isiolo along a new 
road in the LAPSSET corridor, “it’s basically a transit town. [People passing 
through] don’t even spend time sleeping or spending money. So, they are not 
feeling… that development”. 

To “put rural people at the centre and heart of the strategy” (T31), it will 
be necessary to look at the “bigger picture” (K03) barriers that prevent 
marginalised populations from participating in and benefitting from 
corridor environments. This means understanding corridors to be 
constituted not only by core infrastructure investments, but as a broader, 
more interconnected set of plans, policies, programmes and projects that 
can be implemented in an integrated way, to harness development 
synergies, support broader enabling conditions for communities within 
a corridor and “help mobilise people in that area to take those opportunities” 
(T21). “A development corridor is about seeing the whole system” (T25) and 
“integrating the individual components [so they]… work together” K15 
explained. 

4. Discussion 

Development corridors are associated with a broad range of devel-
opment objectives: The full range of statements within the Q-set (and 
thus the full range of SDGs) were routinely recognised by participants as 
development objectives associated with corridors. Through our analysis 
we have identified three qualitatively distinct imaginaries of SDG fu-
tures within development corridors that exist among development ac-
tors, across five corridors in East Africa. The participants whose 
responses defined each factor were heterogeneous. As such – and 
emphasising that actor type is often not a good proxy for perspective – 
the factors can be understood to capture imaginaries of stakeholders 
involved in Kenyan and Tanzanian corridors, from a range of sectors. 

Each factor produced through our Q-Methodology analysis articu-
lates shared assumptions about the nature of development corridors and 
the ways in which they are likely to support, or limit, achievement of the 
SDGs within the 2030-time horizon. In doing so, the factors highlight 
perceived inequalities in progress towards SDG goals and targets in 
corridor development trajectories (Table 3), which signal priority areas 
for policy consideration. The analysis also indicates a range of SDGs 
which are more overlooked within corridor landscapes. Most notably, 
SDG5 on gender equality was given limited consideration within the set 
of corridor policy documents that were examined to inform the Q-set 
and was not considered to be a likely outcome in corridors by any factor. 

4.1. SDG interactions in corridors 

Each factor constructs its own logics around the way in which SDGs 

goals and targets interact within corridor landscapes. Key SDG in-
teractions interpreted through the factors are represented in Fig. 2. We 
use the framework developed by Nilsson et al. (2016) to characterise the 
nature (reinforcing or counteracting, and uni- or bi-directional) and 
strength of interactions between different SDG goals and targets. In this 
figure, we do not aim to comprehensively map all possible interactions 
between the SDGs that were articulated by respondents. Rather, we 
illustrate the most prominent interactions in each factor interpretation. 
Fig. 2 illustrates that, within the imaginaries, key interactions between 
SDG goals and targets in development corridors are mostly perceived to 
be synergistic, with progress towards one goal or target aiding the 
achievement of others (c.f. ICSU, 2016). However, it also emphasises 
that interactions can be multi-dimensional, with progress towards a 
given goal or target having potential to result in complex feedback loops 
and produce cascading impacts. Notably there is very high consistency 
of direction of influence across imagined SDG interactions between the 
factors. 

4.1.1. Key SDG synergies in development corridors 
Across all three factors there is notable agreement that a backbone of 

supportive infrastructure (SDG9.1 and SDG11.2) is needed in develop-
ment corridors; to connect remote regions (SDG11.a); to enable trade 
and exports (SDG17.11); to attract and remove barriers to further in-
vestment (SDG10.b); to mobilise an enabling environment for businesses 
(SDG2.3/SDG8.3); to support (agricultural) value chain development 
(SDG2.3/SDG9.3); and to support economic productivity and growth 
(SDG8.1 and SDG8.2) (c.f. Bersaglio et al., 2020). ‘Getting the infra-
structure right’ is therefore fundamental to maximising the opportu-
nities for corridors to achieve all other SDGs (c.f. Schindler and Kanai, 
2019). Participants represented by all factors, nevertheless, highlighted 
shared anxieties around achieving corridor infrastructure ambitions, 
outlining a history of projects being delayed and failing to be completed, 
for reasons including: (1) litigation, (including from land disputes and 
incorrectly followed consultation and EIA processes); (2) insecure 
financing arrangements and challenges securing investment; and (3) 
unstable political commitment, with corridors coming in and out of 
fashion with regime change and shifting policy agendas. These chal-
lenges, informants emphasised, are exacerbated when infrastructure is 
transnational in scope. 

All factors, nevertheless, understand infrastructure as a necessary – 
but not sufficient – condition to achieve inclusive development through 
corridors. Factor 2 emphasises opportunities corridors present to sup-
port broader business enabling environments, value chains (SDG9.3), 
agricultural productivity (SDG2.3) and job creation (SDG8.3), through 
development of strategic partnerships, coordination of public and pri-
vate agricultural investments, and development of soft, as well as hard, 
infrastructure (c.f. Gannon et al., 2021). Comparatively, Factor 1 and 
Factor 3, do not envisage such synergies being mobilised in current 
corridor trajectories. For these factors, corridors are on course to man-
ifest as ‘transport corridors’ (Hope and Cox, 2015), that remain detached 

Table 3 
SDG goals and targets most and least likely to be achieved through current 
corridor trajectories according to each factor.  

Factor SDGs least likely to be achieved 
through corridors 

SDGs most likely to be achieved 
through corridors 

1 SDG 15 – Life on land 
SDG 14 – Life under water 
SDG 16.6 – Effective institutions 
SDG 1.4 – Access to land 

SDG 17 – Trade 
SDG 9.1 – Infrastructure 
SDG 11.2 – Transport 

2 SDG 10.7 – Safe migration 
SDG 6 – Clean water and 
sanitation 
SDG 16.6 – Effective institutions 

SDG 9.3 – Value chain integration 
SDG 2.3 – Agricultural productivity 
SDG 8.3 – Entrepreneurship 

3 SDG 1 – Extreme poverty 
SDG 10 – Reduced inequalities 
SDG 1.4 – Access to land 

SDG 9.1 – Infrastructure 
SDG 11.2 – Transport 
SDG 10 – Development assistance  
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Fig. 2. Key SDG synergies and trade-offs envisioned in development corridors by each factor. SDG interactions interpreted through the Q-Methodology factors are 
represented using Nilsson et al.’s (2016) seven-point SDG interaction framework. Uni-directional relationships (objective A affects B, but B does not affect A) are 
indicated with a uni-directional arrow, and bi-directional relationships (objective A affects B, and B affects A) are indicated with a bi-directional arrow. Key SDG 
goals and targets for each factor are arranged along an x-axis, according to the position their corresponding Q-statement was given on the Q-Methodology grid. In 
instances where an SDG goal or target is represented in more than one Q-Methodology statement, the ranking that the SDG goal or target is given on the Fig. 2 x-axis 
is an average rank of the corresponding Q-Methodology statements for that factor. 
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from deliberate strategies to build connections to livelihoods and small 
enterprises, and which, alone, will not support inclusive economic 
growth. Since the respondents that define Factor 2 are primarily drawn 
from the SAGCOT corridor, which focuses specifically on integrating 
value chains and nucleus farms in supportive eco-systems, this suggests 
notable opportunity for cross-corridor learning. 

4.1.2. SDG trade-offs in corridors 
The factors also articulate areas where corridor activities, in pursuit 

of some SDG goals and targets, are anticipated to actively constrain 
progress towards others; and, thus, where greater policy coherence 
could support SDG implementation efficiency and effectiveness. For 
Factor 1, ecosystem and biodiversity conservation (SDG14/SDG15) and 
sustainability (SDG11, SDG12, SDG13) goals are positioned as direct 
trade-offs to other development gains in corridors (c.f. Bersaglio et al., 
2020); an interaction respondents credited particularly to insufficient 
integration of environmental and sustainability policy in corridor 
infrastructure development. Water insecurity (SDG6), meanwhile, 
arising especially from insufficient assessment of resource base limita-
tions and from increased demand stemming from the corridor 
(SDG10.7/SDG8.3/SDG2.3), is also identified as a notable risk in cor-
ridors, particularly by Factor 2. 

The factors also suggest existing patterns of inequality are replicated 
through SDG trade-offs in corridors (c.f. Lesutis, 2021), meaning current 
corridor trajectories are inconsistent with SDG10 on reducing in-
equalities and the Agenda 2030 pledge to ‘leave no one behind’. For 
Factor 3, achieving secure and equal access to land (SDG2.3) is inex-
tricably linked to achievement of equitable development through cor-
ridors. Yet, perversely, Factor 3 considers corridors to be directly 
compromising progress towards SDG2.3, as insecure or unenforceable 
land and resource rights and competition for land from infrastructure 
(SDG9.1), migrants (SDG8) and new investors (SDG8.3) and ineffective 
compensation schemes threaten access to land and natural resources 
that corridor communities depend upon for their livelihoods (c.f. 

Bersaglio et al., 2020). All factors also emphasised that communities 
such as smallholders and pastoralists may experience heightened vul-
nerabilities as they are forced, or encouraged, to seek employment 
within other economic activities along corridors (SDG8.3), or to 
participate in unstable markets (SDG9.3). 

4.2. Enhancing the SDG agenda through corridors 

The development corridor futures envisioned through this research 
suggest opportunities for realising the SDGs in development corridors. 
But they also identify risks: SDGs that are at risk of being forgotten in 
corridors and SDGs which may be constrained or compromised by cur-
rent corridor trajectories. Yet these risks and interactions are not 
intrinsic to the development of corridors themselves and participants did 
not view any of the SDGs to be fundamentally incompatible (c.f. ICSU, 
2016). Instead, respondents highlighted that many of the weaknesses 
and trade-offs in the implementation of SDG objectives in corridors 
could be managed through enhanced governance and strengthened in-
stitutions and rights within corridor landscapes (c.f. Bersaglio et al., 
2020). 

Corridors are a product of their broader institutional and political 
environments, so many corridor governance challenges can be 
addressed at national levels. Many of the migration challenges that 
surround corridors, for example, could likely be addressed through 
regulatory frameworks and legal instruments that support migration 
planning across scales (Wade et al., 2017). Similarly, equitable and 
sustainable development in corridors is likely to require notable inno-
vation around land tenure, to protect corridor communities, who may 
otherwise lose access to resources, rather than benefit from the arrival of 
a corridor. The idea that governance challenges often coalesce around 
policy enforcement, rather than an absence of sustainability, environ-
mental protection and inclusion policies, was also echoed by re-
spondents in both Kenya and Tanzania. Respondents suggested, for 
example, that there is little evidence of climate risks being integrated in 

Fig. 2. (continued). 
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the design of Kenya’s development corridors, despite Kenya’s relatively 
advanced climate policy framework. In this regard, it is notable that 
Statement 14, ‘Build effective, accountable and transparent institutions’ 
was the statement considered ‘least likely to be achieved’ in corridors 
(based on average ranking on the Q-Methodology grid) across all factors. 

It will, however, be difficult to address and plan for the range of 
trade-offs and synergies across SDG objectives that this research suggests 
are being mobilised through corridors without a coordinated, cross- 
sectoral response, that considers and manages cumulative, multi- 
sector impacts and integrates development action. Corridors are focal 
points for the activities of multiple sectors and create new spaces where 
actors interact. They, therefore, appear responsive to integrated devel-
opment planning and to coordinating actors to harness synergies, 
negotiate priorities and minimise trade-offs across SDGs. However, it is 
apparent that such policy coherence is not yet being maximised (Gan-
non, 2022). 

To overcome currently fragmented and siloed corridor and SDG 
governance landscapes, that limit holistic management of SDG trade-offs 
and synergies, existing literature on policy coherence and integration 
suggests cross-sectoral coordination needs to be championed at a high- 
level (Office of the President) and accompanied by investments in 
institutional and policy environments (Averchenkova et al., 2019; 
Newell et al., 2019; Pardoe et al., 2018). Reaffirming and strengthening 
responsibilities for delivering and coordinating on the SDGs among 
corridor coordinating authorities – as well as across MDA more generally 
– is likely to be key. Establishing, enhancing and resourcing 
inter-ministerial and multi-stakeholder corridor fora, meanwhile, may 
provide an environment for inter-agency strategic management of SDG 
interactions in corridors and policy coherence (Curran et al., 2018). 
Since power is an important factor in understanding cross-sectoral 
cooperation (Cairns and Krzywoszynska, 2016), strategies to compel 
or motivate different MDAs active within corridors to seek collaborative 
action alongside their own internal mandates, may also be required. 

Consultative and participatory development of an overarching 
corridor strategy, that plans for and addresses trade-offs and synergies in 
corridors, and which sectoral ministries can use to update and review 
their own policies and plans, may also support coherence. An over-
arching corridor strategy could also allow the public sector to more 
clearly signal direction to other corridor stakeholders, such as the pri-
vate sector and investment communities; which is especially salient in 
corridors, where multiple actors vie for influence and co-produce and 
finance corridors. The imaginaries identified through the factors in our 
study proved to have significant rhetorical value; allowing stakeholders 
to debate the desirability of envisaged futures and to diagnose risks, 
opportunities and solution-pathways. Thus, ongoing reflexive engage-
ment with the SDG futures imagined through these factors provides 
notable scope to support the design of such policies; through negotiation 
of desired futures and identification of priority areas for policy reor-
ientation. Notably clusters of positive linkages between SDGs identified 
in this analysis, which cut across the mandates of different MDA, also 
have potential to motivate new forms of cross-sector collaboration. The 
factors therefore offer a pathway to reorient modes of ‘future-making’ 
that shape development outcomes in corridors (Müller-Mahn et al., 
2021). 

4.3. Q-Methodology as a tool to imagine SDG futures 

Through this research we have also demonstrated the utility of our 
application of Q-Methodology as a response to the need for user-friendly 
approaches to holistically envisage SDG interactions and development 
trajectories within given contexts. Our approach is not incumbered by 
data gaps and, yet, the study factors have parallels with findings in other 

corridor literatures,7 suggesting they hold wider salience. Unlike the 
method developed in Weitz et al. (2018), our approach is relatively 
quick and easy to apply8 and it enables inclusion of perspectives from a 
wide range of stakeholders. The method is also flexible and could be 
applied, or adapted, for rapid appraisal of SDG interactions within other 
fragmented development governance contexts and to explore SDG out-
comes and interactions at different stages in development action: From 
design and conception, to monitoring and iterating strategies and 
reviewing outcomes. For example, it could be used within 
inter-governmental fora to support stakeholders to position their work 
within the context of other SDG activities, to anticipate and plan for SDG 
synergies and trade-offs and to review progress. Respondent K19 also 
proposed the value of applying the approach as a scaffold for commu-
nication at programme level: “It’s a very nice [method]… I’m going to steal 
this idea and use it to spark discussions. We have an M&E meeting next 
week… I’ll have this side [of the scale] as the things we’ve achieved and then 
the things that we have not achieved [the other side]… We can also talk about 
what were the assumptions [and] challenges and why have we not achieved 
this”. The method could also be adapted to alternative and future inte-
grated development frameworks, including any which supersede the 
SDGs. 

It is notable that using statements reflecting development goals 
represents a departure from what has largely become a Q-Methodology 
convention: To employ statements which, often described as ‘opinion 
statements’, are explicitly self-referential and ‘provocative’ in their na-
ture (Watts and Stenner, 2012). However, this approach was not only 
best suited to achieve our research aims, but also enabled us to include a 
wider range of stakeholders within the data collection: For many par-
ticipants, a typical set of Q-Methodology statements could have 
appeared confronting, or even alienating, given the politically sensitive 
nature of the development environments in which they are operating. 

5. Conclusions 

Development corridors are focal points for national and international 
development investment and, if countries are to deliver on their com-
mitments under Agenda 2030, development corridors must support the 
realisation of the SDGs. Yet, despite their power in development 
discourse, corridors are rather nebulous entities, that evolve iteratively 
through the actions and investments of multiple national and interna-
tional public and private actors, typically with sub-optimal strategic 
oversight and monitoring. As such, while it is apparent that corridors 
can produce a range of large-scale social, political, economic and envi-
ronmental trade-offs, the way in which development corridors may 
support or limit achievement of the SDGs has been poorly understood. 

In this research we have advanced a novel approach to integrated 
assessment of the ways in which the SDGs are likely to manifest and 
interact within a given development context, using Q-Methodology and 
the conceptual framing of imaginaries. Through this approach we have 
identified three qualitatively distinct imaginaries of development cor-
ridors that exist among development actors active within five develop-
ment corridors in East Africa. Each Q-Methodology factor emphasises 
ways in which the SDGs interact and interconnect in development cor-
ridors, which have a high degree of consistency in their direction of 
influence across the factors. 

The factors suggest that SDG goals and targets are mostly synergistic 
in corridor landscapes, creating conditions that aid the achievement of 
each other. The factors also identify specific clusters of goals and targets 
that are considered to be directly mutually reinforcing and thus which 
could be strengthened and addressed in parallel, to upscale and 

7 E.g. the threat of corridors to the ‘leave no one behind’ agenda c.f. Lesutis 
(2021).  

8 Watts and Stenner (2012) provides a step-by-step guide to conducting 
Q-Methodology statistical processing. 

K.E. Gannon et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                              



Environmental Science and Policy 129 (2022) 56–67

66

maximise SDG progress within corridors. Factor 2 particularly identifies 
a cluster of goals and targets it considers to be supportive of the devel-
opment of broader business enabling conditions, to aid the integration of 
small-scale farmers into corridor value chains. Harnessing these syn-
ergies may offer a means of overcoming some of the key risks of corri-
dors identified by Factor 1 and Factor 3: Namely that corridors remain 
merely ‘transport corridors’, that fail to benefit local communities 
(Factor 1) – or even further marginalise them (Factor 3). Since re-
spondents defining Factor 2 are primarily drawn from the SAGCOT 
corridor, this suggests opportunities for cross-corridor learning. 

The factors also identify SDGs that are at risk of being overlooked in 
current corridor trajectories and identify ways in which, in current 
corridor trajectories, progress towards some SDGs is likely to directly 
threaten progress towards other goals and targets; including those on 
biodiversity conservation (SDG14/SDG15), climate resilience and sus-
tainability (SDG11, SDG12, SDG13), water security (SDG6), inequality 
reduction (SDG10) and land and resource security (SDG2). It is notable, 
however, that participants did not view any SDGs to be fundamentally 
incompatible with corridors. Instead, they suggested these interactions 
signal priority areas for policy reorientation, and where new or 
strengthened safeguards are likely required. 

The SDG futures imagined through the Q-Methodology factors 
allowed stakeholders to debate the desirability of envisaged futures and 
to diagnose risks, opportunities and solution-pathways. Grand devel-
opment plans in Africa often progress slowly and the corridors in this 
study are at different, but, in most cases, early, stages of development. 
The SDG futures imagined through these factors could therefore offer a 
framework for reflexive decision-making, to negotiate desired futures 
and identify priority areas for policy reorientation, that anticipate and 
plan for development trade-offs and opportunities and avoid locking-in 
undesirable futures. Yet, although corridors create new spaces in which 
actors interact, and are a focal point in the activities of multiple sectors, 
opportunities to jointly design, implement and appraise strategic action 
on the SDGs are currently limited by fragmented corridor governance 
landscapes. 

The approach to SDG assessment advanced in this research facilitates 
a systems-view of SDG trajectories that supports exploration of how all 
SDGs may interact within a given context. It is a flexible tool that could 
be applied, or adapted, to support rapid assessment of development 
futures and reflexive decision-making within other development con-
texts. Although earlier research has primarily focused on examining 
binary interactions between SDGs, our study factors emphasise the 
multi-dimensionality of SDG interactions, illustrating that progress to-
wards a given goal or target can result in cascading interactions across 
multiple SDGs. Advancing literature on SDG interactions will require 
greater consideration of these multiplicities. 
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